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      LUCIAN

      At first, I think I'm imagining things. But nope, there it is again. The shop's lights definitely flickered, and I know I'm not responsible.

      I also know, having worked as an electrician for ten years, that whatever's causing it, it's nothing to do with the shop's wiring system.

      How do I know? Because I was the one who installed it, and I know it's up to code, and possibly beyond. As suddenly as the flickering had started, it stops.

      After making a mental note to follow up on it, I get back to work. It's the end of the day, and I'd rather finish up now than return in the morning.

      And then the lights flicker again, something that has me grabbing my phone to see if there are any alerts from the utility company. There's nothing.

      I hadn't had time to put my phone away when the lights flickered again. This has me opening the Main Street Facebook page, and sure enough, the feed is full of shop owners moaning about the problem.

      Damn it, I can't just ignore this. That's not how I roll. As I stow my tools, the enamel on my teeth is in danger of being cracked, with the tic in my jaw off the charts.

      There are a lot of things that annoy me this time of year. Number one is people overloading their electrical panels with Christmas lights, although I doubt that's what is causing an issue this widespread.

      What is it about some folks that they need their illuminations to be spectacular enough we could see them from space? I don't get it. Actually, I don't understand the fascination with Christmas at all. To me, it's just another day of the year.

      I'm shutting my toolbox when Callum, the owner of the store, joins me in the storeroom. "Is that you messing with the lights?" As if to support his accusation, they flicker again.

      "It's not. I'm off to check and see if I can find out what's causing it. I'll have to finish installing these outlets in the morning."

      His annoyance is now more than a match for my own, and I don't blame him. "Sorry, but if it's something major, then I don't want to risk frying your wiring." As tempting as it is to add "Or myself", I remain tight-lipped.

      After a moment's hesitation, when I expect him to tell me to carry on, he backs down. It's just as well, because once I've made my mind up, I rarely change it.

      Out on the sidewalk, I amble along, trying to discern if there's a rhythm to the flickering, but there isn't. It's random, with the gaps never the same. Sometimes short, sometimes long. The same is true of the length the flickering lasts. Whatever it is, it's arbitrary.

      Five minutes later, and I spot something—make that someone—that might be responsible. As arresting as the sight is, my steps slow of their own volition, until I stop dead in the middle of the sidewalk.

      It's as well there wasn't anyone behind me, because I'm not going anywhere. I couldn't move even if I tried. The same isn't true of the gorgeous elf currently skating around on the roof of the Coogan's Break Welcome Center.

      What the hell is Natasha Frank doing up there, and in conditions like these? When the fog is heavy like it is today, it leaves everything slightly damp, especially roof tiles, like those she's currently slipping and sliding across.

      It's when I see where she's heading that I move. And I don't just move, I run. If she touches the lights wrapped around that reindeer, she'll likely kill herself.

      While string lights are usually safe, when they're wrapped around a metal reindeer that's touching overhead lines, it's a different matter. A potentially lethal one.

      As I run, I yell her name, eventually getting her attention. After giving me a cheery wave, she continues slipping and sliding across the roof, her eyes locked on her target.

      "Natasha, stop!" I bellow this last at such a volume that she freezes. She's dangerously close to a reindeer with enough volts running through it that, if it wanted to, it could pull a sleigh.

      She still hasn't moved when I arrive in front of the welcome center. "Do not touch that reindeer. It's live!"

      Rather than show concern, she laughs, with the bright cheerful notes warming me as always. "Don't be silly, it's not alive. It's made of metal. See…"

      She slip-slides forward and reaches out as if to give the monster decoration a pat on the rump. The only thing that saves her from being electrocuted is her feet flying out from under her.

      She's not safe yet though, sliding down the angled roof in my direction and gaining speed with every second. A couple of steps forward and I brace myself, ready to catch her.

      It doesn't matter that she's around five-foot-eight and blessed with curves that I'd be all over if I were brave enough. At six-foot-six, and built like a tank, I'm more than capable of catching the bubbly redhead, and having fun while I'm about it.

      As she shoots over the edge of the roof, her screams fill the air, coming to an abrupt stop when she lands safely in my arms. My relief that she's unhurt is enough to have me squeezing her tight before kissing her like my life depends on it.

      A moment's hesitation, and she returns the kiss, my cock twitching in approval. The only thing I'm unsure of is whether her enthusiasm is down to my having saved her life or something else entirely.

      My cock seems to think it's more than gratitude.

      NATASHA

      Lucian's lips move over mine with a mastery that has my toes curling as much as those of the bright red boots that complete my elf costume. It's as if I'm still in freefall. My entire world focused on how amazing his lips felt against mine.

      Roof? What roof?

      It doesn't matter that he's only kissing me because he's relieved he stopped me from being hurt. I obviously need reminding that we're on friendly terms and nothing more. Yet he electrified me with it this way from the first time he called at the welcome center to change a bulb in the foyer chandelier.

      It was by chance I discovered that if I turned the lighting feature on and off rapidly, I could blow at least two bulbs on cue. It was also amazing how often that happened.

      As he cradles me in his arms while continuing to kiss me, I marvel at how easily he'd caught me. I've never been one of those girls that guys pick up and swing around. And to be honest, none of the guys in my life to date has been capable. But Lucian is capable, and then some, with him showing no signs of needing to set me down.

      I've just decided I can live with that, when I hear a discrete cough from nearby. It must be something Lucian hears, too. But, rather than end our kiss as I'm expecting, he instead takes a step back to get us out of the middle of the sidewalk.

      Unfortunately, it's one that also sees us sprawled in a heap between two parked cars. I'm lucky when Lucian again breaks my fall. He's not so lucky in that he's somehow hurt himself.

      And how do I know this? That would be because he looks even grumpier than usual. "You're hurt?"

      I extricate myself from his arms as carefully as I can, unsure of exactly what he's done. If he's hurt his back, we shouldn't move him. Neither should he have me spread all over his chest like ham-on-rye.

      Once on my feet, I examine him, as if a glorified marketing assistant can complete a diagnosis simply by ogling the patient. Despite my lack of medical training, there's no missing the pain in his dark brown eyes as he stares back at me.

      "Is it your back? Should I call an ambulance?"

      "Not my back, I just rolled my ankle, is all." As if to show the truth of this, he struggles into a sitting position and, after briefly rubbing the back of his head, hastily unlaces his right boot. While there's no outward sign of damage after he removes it, I know from personal experience it'll show up soon enough.

      "I'm calling for help!"

      I'm halfway across the sidewalk when a couple of guys cut me off. The logo on their bright orange shirts identifies them as being from the utility company. Their good-natured ribbing at Lucian's expense confirms that they know him.

      What is it about men that makes them able to find humor in any situation? Lucian certainly doesn't appear happy to be the subject of their jokes.

      After a quick look at their lanyards, I let them have it. "Marc, Nigel, don't just stand there. Help him up and get him inside!"

      When they don't move fast enough, I stand with hands on hips, eyes narrowed, toe tapping. Despite my being dressed as an elf, I don't need to say anything else with my unspoken orders loud and clear. There are pluses in having managed male staff over the years.

      This sees them on either side of Lucian, hands stuffed in his armpits, and him soon on his feet. Make that foot because when he'd tried putting weight on the damaged one, he'd yelped in pain before he could stop himself.

      After grabbing his abandoned boot, I led the way, showing the trio into the staff break-room and the small cot that sits against one wall.

      This will be the first time I've seen anyone actually use it in the six months I've been working here. That it creaks when it takes Lucian's full weight is worrying.

      The utility company workers then get their own back by telling me off about the reindeer on the roof being in contact with the overhead lines. Only after they've left to rectify this, does it dawn on me why Lucian had been yelling at me.

      Sure, the reindeer I'd ordered online was bigger than I'd expected, but there's nothing an elf can't achieve when they're determined. And I was the Elf in Charge of Illuminations. It's a hokey title, but it's one I take seriously, wanting my first Christmas in my new hometown to be extra special.

      While the beast's antlers were close to the overhead lines after I'd installed it, they weren't touching, so I figured that was okay. Who'd have thought the wind getting up like it had would have things going pear-shaped?

      Or was that deer-shaped?

      After all this has finished running through my already over-crowded brain, I look at Lucian and simply say, "Thank you." It's nowhere near enough, but it's all I can manage right now. If I'd patted that reindeer's patootie, I'd have hurt myself, or worse.

      The mere thought is enough to have me shivering and dropping into the seat next to the small cot. "I didn't think. All I wanted was for the center's illumination to be amazing."

      I'm still mired in self-recriminations when Lucian's words cut through my internal clutter. According to him, I've ruined Christmas, although not in the way I'd have thought. I mean, who deliberately plans to be on call over the holidays? Apparently Lucian does, and I'm responsible for his not being able to work.

      I'm wondering how I can put things right when I remember seeing something in lost-property that will at least have him back on his feet. The center staff had laughed about how it was even possible for someone to leave the item behind.

      Now I'm glad about it.

      Lucian doesn't share my enthusiasm when I show it to him.

      "It's bright pink! There are butterfly stickers! I am sure as hell NOT using that."

      As I look at the hands-free crutch, I'll admit it is rather childish, which is surprising given the sheer size of the thing. Whoever left it behind was no toddler.

      "You'll have to, at least until you can get something better. Monique, my boss, has already locked up. We have to leave."

      He glares at me before asking, "We?"

      He's being deliberately obtuse, and I'm sure it's on purpose. I'll admit it. I messed up big time. But I'm trying to make it right, and he's being an ass about it.

      "Yes, we, because I'll doubt you can drive with that ankle."
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      NATASHA

      Back out on the sidewalk, Lucian stands as tall as possible, which is pretty tall in his case, his pose rigid with indignation. While some of this is down to what he deems is the unmanly color of the hands-free crutch, mostly it's thanks to my demanding his car keys.

      "Do you really want to leave your truck in town with all your tools in there?"

      Busy panicking over thoughts of me driving his precious truck, this apparently hadn't occurred to him, which is odd because he's usually so sharp. This has me inspecting him, noticing for the first time his apparent confusion.

      Could it be he clipped the back of his head when we fell? He had rubbed it briefly after he sat up, although he hadn't mentioned it since, too busy grumbling about my having ruined Christmas.

      Eventually, his posture softens to the point I think he's about to relent. Then I take in the flat line of his eyebrows as he glares at me. It's time to put the pressure on, because it's getting late and I've still got to get him to the emergency room.

      Not something I'm sharing with him just yet, because you don't get eyebrows like that by being agreeable.

      "Do you really want to go through the hassle of putting in an insurance claim if your truck gets broken into and your gear stolen?" I pause for a moment before pressing on. "That's if they don't steal the truck, too."

      "My insurance won't cover your driving my truck!"

      His smug grin after delivering what he doubtless thinks is the crowning argument, has me wanting to give up. Then I remember I'm the reason he's hurt, thanks to my refusal to back down when that moose-sized reindeer arrived.

      As the street empties of vehicles, with people off home for their dinner, he still won't budge. The only good thing about his delaying our departure is that I can now see his truck parked down the road.

      The humongous lightbulb on top helps a lot. Certainly, Lucian is staring at his beloved vehicle, indecision rife in his gaze. It's distraction enough for me to take action.

      Sometimes a girl just has to take matters into her own hands, or in this case, hand. I stuff mine in the front pocket of Lucian's work pants and help myself to his, ah, keys.

      Oh my. It would appear the tackle fits the toolbox, something that has me gasping almost as much as Lucian.

      "What the hell, woman? Give me back those keys!"

      He lunges at me, but still not used to the hands-free crutch, comes close to toppling, and if not for my steadying him, he would have.

      Unfortunately—or not—it gives him the opportunity to hold me tight as he attempts to get his keys back. This has me holding them hard up against my spine, because the one thing my elf costume doesn't have is pockets.

      It's a maneuver that also has me tight against his chest, exactly as I'd been when he'd kissed me earlier. As memories of that kiss sweep through my body, my gaze locks on his mouth. His bottom lip is just begging to be nibbled on. It's a thought that has me biting my own tongue.

      The Main Street shops shut for the night; we're alone on the sidewalk. There's no chance of anyone interrupting our kiss this time.

      When Lucian gives up trying to get his keys and instead crisscrosses his arms behind me, I know he agrees. And for the second time in the past hour, his lips claim mine. It's even better this time.

      Oh, who am I kidding? It's incredible and the stuff of dreams. Make that my dreams, because there rarely passes a night that Lucian doesn't invade them. More often lately, I've been waking with an aching need.

      On his tongue sweeping across my lips, I open my mouth on a sigh and he comes a-calling. I'm only vaguely aware of the keys slipping from my nerveless fingers, but I'm in control enough to kick them across the sidewalk and into the gutter.

      If it comes down to a race, I know I can reach them quicker than he can. That worry dealt with, I'm able to surrender to our second kiss with it better than anything I could dream up. Despite how grumpy Lucian is, the man sure knows how to kiss.

      And because of how he towers over me, I feel petite and protected in the circle of his arms. This is a rarity for me, given my five-foot-eight. If I went on a date with him, I could even wear those hot-pink heels I'd bought on a whim.

      It's this very thought that brings me to my senses. What am I thinking? I see him regularly at work. What if things went wrong? The embarrassment of him visiting the welcome center after would be embarrassing.

      Despite my not having said anything, Lucian must have picked up on my reticence, because his lips leave mine and he straightens. The way he then looks at me makes me squirm. I hadn't meant to lead him on, the very idea making me uncomfortable.

      It's as if he can see every thought in my head, every emotion in my heart. And for that reason, I need to put a stop to this right now. His hold on me having loosened, makes it easy enough for me to slip free.

      I then waste no time retrieving his keys and taking off for his truck.

      His, "Natasha, stop! You don't know how to drive a truck like that," follows me down the street.
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