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Dear Readers,





I was so excited to be able to write another Christmas short for the Lucky Harbor world. Sometimes secondary characters make a place for themselves in my heart. They get really comfortable there and refuse to leave until I write their story. That’s what Ian and Melissa did, so really, you can thank them for this story. :)


Christmas is one of my favorite holidays. Some of my bestest family memories are attached to Christmas. Like getting bickering teenage girls to wrap presents for charity the year my arm was in a sling. You would have thought I was asking them to head out to the mines and do manual labor. But they did it; they wrapped all the presents, including the ones from me, holed up in their separate bunks so no one saw anyone else’s goods.


Then they played Santa for me as well. We didn’t get to bed until after 2 a.m. and still we woke up at the crack of dawn, excited, only to find that someone had left the sliding glass door ajar. Raccoons had come in and not only unwrapped everything but trashed it all as well. Complete Devastation. It took hours to clean up, and afterward, I expected bad moods. Didn’t get it. Instead we all made breakfast together and, over bacon and eggs, told each other what we loved about each of us. It was the gift of words, and I’ve never been so proud of the girls or loved them more.


Ian and Melissa have a few things to tiff about in their story as well. But never fear, the spirit of the holiday prevails. After all, this is a Lucky Harbor story…


Love and happy holidays!




Best,
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Dream a Little Dream



Jill Shalvis













CHAPTER

1



Ian O’Mallery had been born a firefighter, but there were times when he wished he’d picked a career that didn’t interrupt his sleep. Times like right now, when the fire alarm went off in the middle of a really hot dream starring the sexy, love-of-his-life-though-she-didn’t-know-it Melissa Mann. She’d been right in the middle of blowing his mind—and his favorite body part—when the fire alarm pierced the dream and the vision scattered.


Damn. He listened as dispatch called out the engines required to respond. His, of course. Ian shoved on his gear, trying to push back the dregs of sleep. His dreams kept forgetting that he wasn’t seeing Melissa anymore, that after months of being “friends with benefits” and then slowly segueing into a real relationship—at least on his part—she’d dumped the “benefits” part. A crying shame since they’d been the best damn benefits he’d ever had. But Melissa preferred serial dating to getting in too deep. These days they were… friends? Maybe. Sort of. Or not. But whatever they were now wasn’t nearly as good as what they’d been.


The fire station was now ablaze with lights, everyone moving at a fast clip toward the rigs. Earlier, volunteers had decorated for Christmas with miles of garland and tinsel, and someone had left a CD of holiday tunes on repeat.


“Christmas is still two weeks off and already my ears are bleeding from that music,” Justin, one of the other firefighters, muttered.


“Maybe next year we can tell people we’d rather have a new flat screen.” This from Hunter, Justin’s partner.


Focused on the task ahead of them, Ian ignored the chatter. As lieutenant of the squad, he had the iPad with the info coming in from dispatch. As they all climbed aboard, he glanced down at the address and froze. From years on the truck, he knew every single nook and cranny of Lucky Harbor, the North Pacific coastal town nestled between the Pacific Ocean and the Olympic Mountains. For that matter, he knew the entire county. Hell, he could find his way through a wormhole all the way to Seattle if he had to.


This particular address was on the outskirts of town, in a neighborhood a few decades past needing a renovation. There were few single family homes. Instead it was mostly apartment buildings, built close together with yards that consisted of dead grass and litter.


This particular three-story building was a known problem. The third floor held a group of party animals who regularly had the police called on them by the other floors.


But that wasn’t his biggest issue right now. Nope, that honor went to the fact that Melissa lived on the second floor, and according to dispatch, the building currently had flames shooting out of the top windows and roof.


As they continued to race toward the scene, Ian yanked out his cell phone and called her. His call went straight to voice mail. “Tell me you’re out of the building,” he said. “Call me. Text me. Anything.” He shoved the phone back in his pocket and willed the truck to go faster as he remembered the last time they’d been out together. It’d been six months ago. He’d picked her up from the beauty salon she managed and had taken her to dinner. They’d gone to a seafood place a few towns over, on the water, and she’d hand-fed him lobster, laughing when butter had dribbled down his chin.


“Whoops.” Leaning in, she nibbled it off, making sure to kiss one corner of his mouth, and then the other, holding eye contact with him the whole time as her hands traveled south down his chest.


Without taking his gaze off Mel, he handed a passing waiter his credit card.


She laughed as they got the rest of the food to go.


They didn’t make it to either of their places. Instead they went to a secluded beach, climbed up the bluffs by starlight until they found a private little plateau that overlooked the water, and had a picnic that had nothing to do with food.


When he finally brought her home, a police squad car was in her lot. One of the idiots on the top floor had let a party get out of control.


Again.


Ian held on to Melissa when she went to get out of his truck. “You need to move,” he said. Not a new conversation for them. “Closer to town, to a better neighborhood. I can help you find a place.”


“I’m working my way out of debt,” she reminded him. “You know I can’t put down a new security deposit and first and last months’ rent.”


There was a solution to that. “Move in with me.”


She sucked in a breath. Her bright green eyes went even brighter, but she shook her head. “Don’t be silly. I’d drive you nuts in a week, tops.”


“You drive me nuts now,” he teased.


She put a finger over his lips, stared at his mouth for a long time, and then looked into his eyes. “You, Ian O’Mallery,” she whispered, “terrify me.”


“Me? I’m a pussy cat.”


She laughed her wonderful laugh and kissed him. “Yeah. If a wild mountain lion counts as a pussy cat.”


Knowing she’d had it rough, that letting someone in was hard for her, his smile faded. “You have nothing to be afraid of with me, Mel.”


She held his gaze but didn’t respond.


“You’re still not ready,” he guessed softly.


“I’m working on it,” she said, just as softly.


Glancing at her building, he felt his jaw tighten, but nodded. What else could he do? “Work faster.”


Instead, she’d broken things off the next day.


The radio crackled to life, jarring him back.


“Victims trapped on the top floor,” reported the dispatcher.


It was midnight, ensuring that the building was filled with its tenants.


“Shit,” Justin muttered at his side.


They pulled into the lot. The police had beat them to the call and were out of their vehicles, holding back traffic.


The building was engulfed, and Ian’s heart stopped when he saw several terrified faces peeking out of the second- and third-story windows.


One of the cops jogged over. “Apparently the building isn’t up to code,” he said tersely. “A tenant told us the landlord had forbidden Christmas lights because of it, but that the idiots on the top floor had used them anyway. Someone up there had a party tonight, and their Christmas tree went up in smoke and caught the curtains. That was all it took.”


A few lucky people had somehow gotten out and were sitting on the curb in their pj’s, in shock.


Melissa wasn’t one of them, but her car was in the lot, which meant one thing—she was still in the building.


Ian leaped into the fray, barking out directions to the men in his charge, one word bouncing in his head on repeat.


Melissa.















CHAPTER

2



Melissa clutched her ears, grimacing at the pounding in her head, which was pulsing in tune to the fire alarm still going off somewhere nearby. She’d awoken to it, and smoke so thick she couldn’t breathe. She’d immediately grabbed the blanket from her bed, wrapped herself up, and crawled to the door.


Hot. Everything was so hot she felt like she was melting.


Panic had taken over for a moment but she reminded herself she hadn’t survived the things she’d already been through to go out like this. She pulled her T-shirt up over her nose and mouth and crawled to the window.


Stuck. Again. The damn landlord hadn’t gotten to it yet. Not that it mattered; it was too far to jump. Ian was right about moving. Ian… God. She’d made a mess of her dating life, always flitting from one man to the next without getting in too far. Without giving anyone a piece of herself.


But with Ian, she’d been incapable of holding back, of keeping her walls up. She missed his hard, chiseled body and the way he used it to take hers. She missed his sweet baby blues that were deceptively playful, and how they heated after he kissed her. She missed how he never let her hide, how he kept at her until he knew her secrets, all of them.


She missed him.


She coughed until her ribs hurt, and she looked around, wondering what the hell to do. The air was so thick and so hot that she couldn’t suck a breath into her lungs. There was too much smoke, and no viable exit. A second wave of panic consumed her, and desperate to make a smart move, she crawled into her bathroom and to the coolest spot she could find—her tub.


Smoke snaked under the bathroom door. She stuffed towels beneath it and waited for her life to flash before her eyes. She wouldn’t mind revisiting some of the good stuff about now. But instead, she thought about all her regrets, and there were many. Having grown up under the strict thumb of her parents, she’d rebelled early. They’d simply turned their backs on her. One strike and she’d been out. Fine. She’d gone on without them, living in the moment for years, never letting herself plan for the future. She’d been friends with the wrong girls, gone out with the wrong men, and made some wrong choices. Burned to the point that she’d changed her tactics to avoiding any real attachments—even when the man of her dreams had come along, never really believing he could be hers.


Anyone who knew her thought of her as wildly independent and brave. But the brave part was a lie. A big, fat lie. She was a chicken, too afraid to get hurt.


Above her, the ceiling started to collapse, and she thought how dumb she’d been because here she was, about to get really hurt. She was going to die here, and that pissed her off. She had a full bag of chocolate chips she’d not eaten so she’d be bikini-ready this summer. She’d spent her paycheck paying off the last of her credit card debt instead of going to Seattle for a shopping trip. She hadn’t had a chance to try out the new hair care products that had arrived at her salon yesterday.


And worst of all, six months ago she’d looked into Ian’s eyes and felt her entire heart melt, and she’d walked away instead of risking her heart.


And now she was going to die.


Over her own coughing, she heard someone yelling her name.


Ian?


She clutched the side of the tub and strained to hear over the roar of the blood in her ears. Had she conjured him up, or had he really arrived? “I’m here!” she tried to yell, but her smoke-ravaged voice didn’t carry far, and yet another coughing spasm overtook her.


No one came. Not Ian, not anyone, and she hugged her legs in close and dropped her head to her knees with a little sob.


Then, from above her came a terrible creaking and groaning, as if the entire building was about to cave in. She screamed as a heavy piece of burning ceiling broke free. She dodged that one but the next hit her hard, and she screamed again.


The bathroom door burst open to a firefighter in full gear, looking like a vision with flames behind him.


“Ian?” she tried to ask past her ravaged throat, having to hold her aching head up with her hands.


He said something into his radio, which she couldn’t catch. She couldn’t hear a thing over the loud roaring around her. He dropped to his knees before her, and she nearly cried in relief. It was Ian. She could see his intent, urgent expression behind his face mask. He was saying something to her; she just couldn’t grasp it. Then he was scooping her out of the tub and into his arms, cradling her close, taking them both clear just as more of the ceiling crashed into the tub.


Oh my God… She clutched at him, even as her head spun and ached so badly she thought she was going to be sick. “You came for me,” she managed past her raw throat. Marveled. He’d literally walked through fire for her. For her. “No one’s ever done that…”


Tightening his grip on her, he turned to the door to get her out of there. She wanted to tell him she could walk, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t do anything but float in her own thoughts. When he’d asked her to give them a real shot at having a relationship, she’d dug in her heels and let her need for independence push him away.


That’s what she did. She pushed people away until she was alone. Her stubbornness and determination to make it on her own had always been stronger than her good sense.


But he’d never gone far.


Around them, the whole place was crashing in, and she cringed, clutching at Ian’s fire gear.


“You’re okay, you’re safe now,” he said, and she stared at his mouth, reading the words.


She was safe. Because he’d made her so. Usually she relied only on herself. Always, she relied only on herself.


But not this time.


“Mel, look at me.”


She was trying, honest to God she was trying to keep her eyes open and on him, but her head hurt like a bitch, and worse, everything was going dark. Her eyes were closing. Logically she knew this, and she attempted to open them again but her lids were too heavy…


“No, don’t you dare leave me,” Ian said firmly, voice low and gruff, muted by his gear. “Open your eyes, babe.”


Damn, she loved that tough, obey-me voice of his. When he spoke like that, she wanted to give him the moon.


But she’d never been able to give him what he needed, never, and she let the dark take her…















CHAPTER

3



Ian raced down the stairs with Melissa in his arms, his gaze on her ashen face.


You came for me, she’d murmured, the surprise in her voice slicing through him. She had no idea what he’d do for her—and that was their biggest problem.


He’d grown up in a big, boisterous, loving family, but not Melissa. She’d never had someone at her back like he had. She’d never experienced unconditional love, and as a result, she didn’t trust it. “I’ve got you,” he told her as he ran out of the burning building. “Always will.”


He was met just outside the burning building by Cindy, pushing a gurney toward them. The paramedic took over, but Ian kept a firm hold of Melissa’s hand. She was out cold, bleeding from various cuts, including a deep one on her temple. “She was conscious,” he said.


“How long has she been out?”


“Two minutes.”


Cindy, a longtime friend, put her hand over his and squeezed gently. “We’ll take good care of her.”


He knew that, but damn it was hard to let go. Leaning over Melissa, he whispered, “Always.”


Cindy flashed him a sympathetic smile as she and her partner pushed the gurney toward the ambulance, and Ian was forced to put thoughts of Melissa aside and turn back to the scene. They pulled ten more people from the building with various degrees of injuries, ranging from first- and second-degree burns to broken bones to smoke inhalation. Not good, but it could have been much worse.


He’d heard nothing about Melissa’s condition, and it was two interminably long hours before he could get to the hospital to check for himself. “Melissa Mann,” he said at the front desk, “brought in from—”


“Tonight’s fire.” The woman nodded. “She’s here.”


“Where?”


“Last I heard she was in x-ray but—”


He strode down the hall and rounded the corner to the x-ray department.


It was empty.


His heart stopped, and he whirled around, nearly plowing over the receptionist, who’d followed him. “But,” the unflappable woman went on, as if he hadn’t walked away from her in the middle of a sentence, “if she’s done there, she’s been brought upstairs. Room two-ten.”


He took the stairs instead of waiting for an elevator and stopped at the nurse’s desk. He knew Dottie. They’d gone to school together and had dated in their freshman year. And their junior year. And then about three years back for a few months, until they remembered that they didn’t like each other for more than a week at a time.


Dottie smiled at him. “Hey, Hot Stuff. You look like you fought the good fight tonight. You were on that apartment building fire?”


“Yeah. You’ve got Melissa Mann in room two-ten. How is she?”


She grimaced sympathetically. “Honey, you know I can’t divulge information except to next of kin.”


Yeah, he knew. And if he’d been successful at convincing Melissa to move in with him, he might’ve convinced her to marry him next, and then they would be next of kin. “We’re seeing each other.”


Dottie expressed surprise with a lifted brow. “I didn’t know that.”


Few had. They’d kept it quiet—Ian because he liked having something to himself in a town that loved gossip more than just about anything, and Mel because… well, because what they’d had scared her. “How about her parents? Have they been notified?” To say that Melissa wasn’t close to her judgmental parents was an understatement, but they should be told.


“We’re here.”


Ian whipped around to face them. That they’d already made it from Seattle told him they’d sped here, which wasn’t helping his impending heart attack any.


“How is she?” her father asked.


Dottie stood up. “Dr. Josh Scott’s in with her now. I’ll get him for you.”


Five minutes later, Ian stood next to her parents as Dr. Scott gave the news. Minor concussion accompanied by some swelling. The plan—watch and wait—was something he should be good at by now but had never mastered.


Three hours later it was nearly dawn, and Ian was alone in Melissa’s hospital room. Her parents had gone to the B&B for the night to get some rest. The lights were still dimmed, and the monitors beeped and hissed softly.


Melissa was still out.


The doctor had assured both him and her parents that this was okay, that her brain was taking the rest it needed, and that her last scan looked clear. She was young and strong and vital. They’d know more by morning.


But Ian knew better than most that a clear scan didn’t always mean jack-shit. A little over a year ago, he’d lost his sister Ella to a head trauma after a skiing accident. The doctors had stood at her bedside, where Ella lay in a coma, and said the prognosis was tentatively “looking good.”


Confident in their word, Ian had gone back to work for the rest of his shift, leaving Ella with the rest of the family to stand vigil.


Ella had died before dawn. She hadn’t died alone, but she’d died without Ian.


He wasn’t going back to work this time. Nope, he was sitting right here, his hand gripping Melissa’s, and he was going to keep holding it for as long as it took.


A nurse came in to check her vitals. “Talk to her,” she suggested. “I think it helps them find their way back to us.”


When the nurse was gone, Ian looked into Melissa’s still face. So unlike her. Awake, Melissa was the life of the party, more alive than anyone he knew. “Mel.” He stroked the hair from her face, carefully avoiding the large bandage on her temple where she’d been stitched up. “I was about sixty seconds too late getting to you. Bad timing.” He blew out a breath. Just like their relationship. He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. “I miss you, babe.”


Her fingers tightened on his, just a reflexive gesture he knew, but his gaze flew to her face. “Mel? Can you hear me?”


Nothing, but he took heart anyway. “I’m right here,” he promised, leaning closer. “And I’m not going anywhere.”


The beeps and hisses of the machine were his only answer. Talk to her, the nurse had said. Ian wasn’t, and never had been, a big talker. That was one of Melissa’s biggest complaints, actually. “I dreamed about us last night,” he said, and let out a breath. What the hell. No one was listening. “I dreamed we’d worked things out. We were doing up Christmas like I haven’t since…” He broke off.


Melissa had known he hadn’t celebrated Christmas last year, that he hadn’t celebrated anything since Ella had died. Hell, he hadn’t even managed to go back to his parents’ house, only a two-hour drive away. He’d tried a few times but found he couldn’t do it, forcing his family to come to Lucky Harbor when they wanted to see him. “There’s more,” he said softly. “You brought a tree for my place. Our place,” he corrected. “You got me over the hump on that, Mel.” He had to smile at the memory. “And you were dressed up as an elf.” A sexy-as-hell elf whose little green outfit—emphasis on little—had shown off her gorgeous curves to perfection. “You’d made cookies to leave out for Santa,” he went on, “and the house was lit up like… well, like Christmas.” He smiled again because generally he was the only one who cooked. “We had…” He broke off to drop his forehead to their linked hands and let out a low laugh because he couldn’t believe he was saying this. “We had a kid. A little girl who had your beautiful eyes and smile. You named her Molly.” His throat tightened. “We were married, which means that I must have eventually worn you down, right?”


Melissa still didn’t answer, didn’t move, and he let out a long, shaky exhale. “Just wake up, Mel. I know we’re not together, and that none of what I dreamed matters anymore, but just wake up. I can handle you not in my life if I have to, but I can’t handle you not having a life.”















CHAPTER

4



Melissa shuddered out a sigh as her dream began. It was Christmas, and she was dressed in a… sexy elf costume? Huh. Interesting since she’d given up the crazy partying a few years back. But it got more interesting. The dream was being narrated by Ian. She could hear his voice, and God how she loved the timbre of it, low and slightly husky, talking about how she’d made cookies for Santa and decorated the house.


Okay, so she wasn’t at a party. Or at least if she was, it was a party for two. Then the vision panned out like a wide-angle camera, and she realized she was in Ian’s house, standing by a huge Christmas tree, and she was holding the sweetest little baby she’d ever seen. Theirs. Ian was looking at them, “his women” as he called them, “Mel and Molly.” Wanting to memorize this, wanting to memorize everything, she took a wild look around. Ian’s mouth was still moving but suddenly she couldn’t hear him. All she could hear was an annoying beep, beep, beep…


Melissa opened her eyes to an antiseptic smell and the beeping of monitors. Oh, crap. A hospital. Her first thought was don’t make me wake up, I love this dream! Her second thought was that she had a huge insurance deductible, and—


“How do you feel?”


Turning her head, she found Ian sitting in the chair next to her bed. Six months, and her heart still clutched every single time she saw him. She kept waiting for that to go away, wondering when her pulse would stop leaping from just being near him. Hell, she didn’t even have to be near him to feel it. She could simply think of him and it would happen.


She’d been so certain that would fade after she’d slept with him. Their first night had been a crazy, wild, sex-on-the-beach thing that still revved her engines when she thought about it. Not a thing had faded. Instead, it’d gotten better and better.


She hadn’t been the same since she’d broken things off, and that baffled her to the core. She’d never been the type of woman to need a man. Enjoy, yes. Need? She knew how to get the most out of life without one. But with Ian, everything had been different. He’d never tried to control her, tell her what to do, or who to be. He’d accepted her as she was, flaws and all.


And she’d still pushed him away. She’d regretted it instantly, but hadn’t had any idea how to fix it.


But that had been before her dream.


Now, she still didn’t know how to get him back, but she knew she had to try because she wanted the life she’d envisioned. Desperately. “I saw you,” she whispered. Or tried to. Barely recognizing her own raw, scratchy voice, she tried to sit up and gasped as her head swam.


Ian was there in a blink, hands on her, lowering her back to the bed. “Easy,” he said. “You don’t have your sea legs yet.”


“What happened?”


His eyes met hers. “You don’t remember?”


“I remember the fire,” she said. And the horror. The bone-numbing fear. The unbearable heat. She made a sound of duress, and he wrapped her hand in his much bigger, work-roughened one. “I couldn’t get out the door,” she told him softly. “And the window was jammed, or I’d have probably tried to jump even though it was too far.”


Speaking of jumping, a muscle in Ian’s jaw was doing just that. “It was too far down,” he said. “What else?”


She thought about it. “I remember crawling into the tub. And just as my life started flashing before my eyes, you showed up.”


He gently stroked his thumb over her IV line. “Not soon enough, though.”


Something in his voice had her meeting his gaze. His hair looked finger-combed at best. He was in his cargos and long-sleeved firefighter polo that both looked as if maybe he’d slept in them.


But it was his eyes that caught and held her attention. In her dream, they’d softened when they’d landed on her, broadcasting his emotions in a way that he’d been extremely careful not to do since they’d stopped seeing each other.


His eyes were hard to read now, but there was no mistaking the strain in them. Usually he was the epitome of cool, calm, and collected, but not today. “I’m okay,” she said softly, and then paused. “Right?”


An almost-smile tugged at his mouth, and he brushed his lips against her temple. “Yes,” he said in that voice that always meant business.


She relaxed. If he said she was okay, well then, she was okay, but she knew there was a reason he looked so tense.


“You had some brain swelling,” he said, “but your body repaired itself before surgery was required. You were out for a while.”


Ah. The reason. “A while? How long is a while?”


“Eighteen hours.”


“What?” She sat up again, more slowly this time and with his help. “But I just got here.”


He gave a slow shake of his head and gently stroked the hair back from her face. “It’s been almost two days, Mel.”


Two days… “I dreamed…”


“Of?”


She didn’t answer.


“I talked to you,” he said. “Did you hear me?”


“No,” she said with real regret. She’d have loved to hear what he’d said to her. Her eyes drifted shut, and she turned her cheek into his big, warm, callused palm. She remembered him whispering to her, I’ve got you. Dream? Or real? “Thank you,” she whispered. “For saving my life.”


“You scared the hell out of me.”


She opened her eyes and met his. “I scared me, too,” she admitted. “I thought I was cashing in.”


“No.” He shook his head. “Not on my watch.”


Unbearably touched, she leaned on him, setting her head on his broad shoulder. Maybe before the fire she’d been too afraid to go for what she wanted, but now she knew how ridiculous that was. She’d huddled in that tub, sure she was going to die alone with her regrets, but she’d been given a second chance. She wouldn’t blow it. Life was short, too short. “Ian…” She paused. “I need to talk to you.”


He looked down at her. “Talking’s never been our strong suit.”


She knew that but she had to try.


Unfortunately, it seemed like the whole world suddenly realized she was awake. A nurse bustled in, and then another. They nudged Ian aside to check her vitals, and then her doctor was there, too, asking her all sorts of annoying questions.


Melissa never got to tell Ian a thing. It was okay, she decided. She’d just show him. But it was another two long days before she was released: two long days of doctors, nurses, friends, and… this had been the hard part… her parents.


It was awkward since they’d not had much of a relationship in the past years, but they were mature enough not to bring up her past, and she was mature enough not to poke the bears.


When she finally left the hospital, she joined her parents, who’d gotten two rooms at the local B&B. They all stayed there a few days, made a few trips to Target to replace some essentials, had a few meals. The subject of Melissa’s immediate future was broached, and her parents hadn’t quite hidden their relief that she wouldn’t be going home with them.


Her building hadn’t been cleared for her to return to, but she knew she wasn’t going back there, either. She was on a mission to fix her life. To get a life.


To get Ian back.


He just didn’t know it yet.















CHAPTER

5



Two days later, Melissa had set her plan in motion. She was temporarily staying at the hair salon, on the futon in her office. It was in town, relatively safe, and best of all, free. She’d made calls and arrangements and was ready for action.


Ian had no idea what was about to hit him.


First, she headed to the fire station with a box of cupcakes from the bakery run by her friend Leah. This meant they were the best cupcakes ever, perfect bribery material. As a whole, the fire station was a close-knit, closed-mouthed group, but Melissa knew for a fact that free desserts turned the first responders into social butterflies. She handed them out and learned that Ian was “pissy” and in his office.


She left the guys and headed down the hall. Ian’s door was open. He stood in front of his desk on his cell phone, a hand in his hair.


A little breathless at the sight of him, she gave him a little wave as she kicked the door shut behind her and set a cupcake on a corner of his desk.


Eyes on her, Ian finished his phone conversation. Then, looking amused, he tossed his phone aside and sat on the corner of his desk. He didn’t say a word as she stepped between his long, spread legs and put her hands on his broad-as-a-mountain shoulders. Shoulders strong enough to carry a lot of weight, a lot of burdens, most of which weren’t his. “Hi,” she said softly.


“Hi.” He stroked a finger lightly over the bandage still on her temple. “You okay?”


“Yes, thanks to you.”


His hands went to her hips, but he didn’t pull her in as she’d hoped. Leaning in, she put her mouth to his ear. A hot spot for him, she knew. She let out a soft breath and licked his lobe and was rewarded when he groaned. She took his lobe between her teeth and held it.


His fingers tightened on her, as if maybe he was going to push her away, but he didn’t. His eyes drifted shut. And almost as if he couldn’t help it, he very slightly tilted his head to the side to give her better access. “Mel.”


His voice held a warning tone, but she didn’t stop. Instead she tugged just a little.


“Feeling all better, I’m guessing,” he muttered, but he didn’t fool her. His eyes were his sexy, half-mast bedroom eyes. She loved his sexy, half-mast bedroom eyes.


“Can I see you tonight?” she asked.


“We’re not bed buddies anymore, remember?”


His voice remained even but she knew she’d caused him pain in the past. She was going to make it all better. And then never hurt him again. “I have something I want to show you.”


“I think I know this game,” he said dryly. “And it’s a great game. But we already played it out, Mel.”


“It’s not that,” she said softly. “It’s something else.”


Their gazes locked and held. He studied her for a long beat and then slowly shook his head. “I can’t.”


“Can’t, or won’t?”


“Won’t,” he said.


Unexpected roadblock. She absorbed the pain and forged through it. She’d never been easy; she couldn’t expect him to be. “Please?” she murmured, cupping his face, loving the feel of his two-day scruff against her fingers. “Just this one last time?”


She knew it was the please that did it. He’d never been able to resist please from her. And she should be ashamed of herself for using it against him, but she wasn’t above doing whatever she had to do to prove herself. “Ian?” she whispered, holding her breath for his response, and after a heart-stopping beat, he gave it, a single almost imperceptible nod. He’d see her tonight.


Now all she had to do was get it right.


She enlisted the help of Ian’s older sister Kaley.


“Remember the deal,” Kaley said, letting Melissa into Ian’s house with her key. “I do this for you, and you—”


“I’ll hold up my end of the bargain,” Melissa promised.


Kaley looked at Melissa. “You know I didn’t want you for him,” she said.


Melissa nodded and ignored the pang of hurt. “I know.”


“I wanted someone to love him.”


“I do,” Melissa said.


“I wanted someone to keep him.”


“I intend to,” Melissa said.


Again Kaley looked at her. “For whatever reason, I actually believe you,” she finally said. “Don’t stop loving him, even when he’s pissed at you for this. And he will be pissed.”


Melissa knew it. But Ian had risked all for her, including his own life. She had to risk back, and if it meant making him mad in order to reach him, she’d do it. She’d do anything. “I know what I’m doing,” she said, and hoped to God that was true.


The sun was just coming over the horizon when she heard Ian’s truck pull into his driveway. Melissa jumped up, carefully put his present in the pantry, and was skidding back into the living room when Ian walked in the front door.


Melissa smoothed her outfit and stood there, her heart pounding so loudly that she was shocked she could still hear the front door swing open.


Ian took one look at her and blinked in surprise. “What the hell?”


“I’m an elf.”


He opened his mouth and then closed it again. “Since when do elves wear tutus and wings?” he finally asked.


“Since all the elf costumes were taken, and the only thing left that was green was this fairy costume.” She thought she saw his lips twitch and took heart in that. “I would’ve gone for Mrs. Claus,” she said, “but there were none of those left, either.”


There was a funny look on his face, but then he distracted her by sniffing the air dramatically. “Cookies?” he asked, heavy on the disbelief.


She understood the sentiment. She was a terrible cook, and he knew it. She could burn water without trying. He’d never appeared bothered by that in the least; instead he’d cooked. He was good at it, having learned out of necessity at the firehouse. He’d always said he didn’t mind.


But she’d minded. She wanted to be able to give him a fraction of what he gave her. “Chocolate chip cookies,” she said proudly.


He paused again. “You made me chocolate chip cookies?”


Okay, so she’d bought the dough from Leah, but hey, it was close enough. The first batch was in the oven, giving off a delicious scent. “Yep.”


Ian eyed his living room. Every corner now dripped with the holiday decorations she’d spent all night putting up. Garland, lights, trim… She’d brought in a tree, too. A huge one that she’d had to bribe the high school kid at the tree lot to help her drag into the house. He’d left before she could coax him into helping her put the tree in a stand, but Melissa had sort of leaned it back into a corner and called it good. She had used her own decorations. She hadn’t had very many, but thankfully her small holiday box had been in her shop’s storage closet and not in her apartment.


Ian’s gaze came back to her, veiled as he looked over her “elf” costume. “I thought you said you didn’t hear anything I said to you when you were unconscious,” he said.


“I didn’t.”


He kept looking at her. She had no idea what he was thinking because he was good at hiding his thoughts when he wanted to. He walked to the tree and fingered a tiny set of shears hanging from a gold ribbon. “I don’t decorate for Christmas.”


She moved in close. “You used to.”


“You know why I don’t now.”


She ran a hand down his back, feeling the easy strength of him. And the tension that was barely leashed. “I know you love Christmas,” she said quietly. “And Ella wouldn’t want you to keep ignoring it.”


Closing his eyes, he turned away. “Why are you here, Mel?”


To win your heart. She’d been careless with it once, but she’d never be again. “Everyone needs a little holiday spirit,” she said.


“Everyone has plenty. Downtown is practically glowing from all the lights and decorations. It’s enough.”


“I was hoping to bring you some cheer. Your family’s hoping you—”


“Melissa.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Don’t.”


But she had to. She’d promised Kaley. “It’s just one meal, Ian. Brunch, tomorrow, at your parents’ place. They—”


He moved to the front door and opened it. A not-so-subtle invitation for her to get the hell out.


Instead, she turned back to the tree and added a few last ornaments.


The door slammed, and she went still, afraid to look and see if he’d left.


“I wish you hadn’t done this,” he said from right behind her, making her jump. The man moved like smoke. “Or spent your own money—”


“I didn’t spend much money,” she said. “I used my own decorations.” She kept herself busy fussing with the tree. She could feel him strong and warm at her back. She let her eyes drift closed, having to fight the urge to lean back into him.


Reaching around her, he lightly tapped on a plastic firefighter hat swinging from a red ribbon. She’d written his number on it in black Sharpie. “I just got that one,” she said. “I tell myself it will keep you safe.”


“And what about you? What will keep you safe?”


She moved to the couch, to her purse. Pulling out her phone, she brought up a craigslist ad. “I’ve been looking for places to move,” she said, showing him.


He looked at the duplex on the screen, silent.


“It’s only a few blocks from here,” she said. “A better address, yes?”


He looked into her eyes. “Yes,” he finally said, but she got the feeling he’d nearly said something else.


Once upon a time he’d have said live here, with me. But she’d thrown that away. Her heart ached as she dropped her phone to the couch and then climbed onto a stepstool to place the star on the top of the tree. “There,” she said. “All done.”


Ian didn’t say anything as she backed down the ladder, moved it across the room, and once again climbed it to tie a sprig of mistletoe to a ceiling beam.


She worked her way down the ladder to the bottom rung and realized that there were two strong forearms surrounding her, securing the ladder. Already breathless, she stepped to the floor, turned, and found herself practically in Ian’s arms.


He glanced up at the mistletoe she’d placed overhead and then into her eyes. “You looking for a kiss, Mel?”


He was teasing her, which she took as a good sign. Better than showing her the door again. As she knew all too well, Ian had come from a large family, including four sisters. He’d probably known how to distract and redirect a female by age two.


But Melissa wasn’t teasing. She was serious, and a day ago she’d nearly been dead serious. “Yes,” she said. “I want a kiss.” Among other things…


Ian looked into her eyes for a long beat, then gave one shake of his head. He started to move away but then he stopped. Staring down into her face, he slowly pulled her in. He still wasn’t showing much, but that was okay. She had a lot of catching up to do. Feeling her throat tighten, hoping she was going to be able to reach him, she slid her hands up his chest. “I missed this,” she murmured. “Missed you.”


“Melissa,” he said on a ragged groan as her arms wound around his neck. “What are you up to?”


“If you don’t know, I’m doing it wrong.”


His hands were still at her hips, his fingers digging in as if he was getting ready to push her away from him. She held on and met his gaze. “I’m trying to show you something.”


“What is that, exactly?”


“That I want you,” she said.


“Wanting was never our problem,” he said, and nudged. He was hard.


This gave her a surge of anticipation that made her entire body tremble. She wanted to kiss him more than she wanted her next breath, but this wasn’t going to be their usual “friends with benefits” situation. This time, she wanted it all. “I want to give us a real shot, Ian.”


“Because of what happened the other night,” he said, not sounding impressed.


“Because of what almost happened the other night,” she corrected. “A near death experience makes people rethink things.” She paused. “Like mistakes they’ve made.”


“Yeah, it does.” He never took his eyes from hers. “I’ve seen hundreds of people go through it. It wears off,” he said flatly.


“This won’t.”


He didn’t move. So she did. She pulled his head to hers, then looked at his mouth.


And then that mouth was touching hers, lightly at first, then not lightly at all.


“You believe me,” she whispered in relief against him.


“I don’t know what I believe,” he said, voice rough. “But I know I want you back.” Gently fisting his hand in her hair, he tilted her head to suit him before kissing her like he meant it, parting her lips with his and slowly stroking her tongue with his own. When they were both breathless, he pulled back to look at her, let out a low, innately male sound that made her quiver, and then took her mouth again. And again. And again, until a huge crash sounded.


They both jerked and whipped around in time to see the tree still vibrating from its fall. Broken glass and ornaments littered the living room, a virtual graveyard of Christmas, and as Melissa stared at it in horror, the fire alarm went off.


Oh no…


“My cookies!” She ran to the kitchen—the smoke-filled kitchen—and hurriedly turned off the oven. Then she pulled out the cookies. Burned to a crisp.


Ian strode to the window and shoved it open to let in the twenty-degree, icy winter air before turning with an intense look in the direction of his pantry.


“Melissa,” he said with shocking calm in the middle of such chaos, “why is my pantry barking?”


Tossing aside the oven mitts, Melissa opened the pantry and scooped up the eight-week-old black lab puppy with the red bow around her neck. “I didn’t plan for it to go like this,” she said. “But…” She tried for a smile as she thrust out the puppy. “Merry Christmas?”


Ian stared at her, and then at the wriggling, panting, happy creature in her arms. “You got me a puppy?”


Melissa set her in his arms.


The puppy went ape-shit ecstatic at having a new person to lick to death. Trying to get at Ian, she was running a marathon in place, desperate to get closer. The second he pulled her in she made happy little puppy sounds, then sighed a big puppy sigh as she relaxed into a boneless state and… peed on him.















CHAPTER

6



Ian tucked the puppy under one arm, opened a second window, and turned on the oven fan, then strode into the living room. He’d already unplugged the tree lights, but now he made sure everything else was turned off. “Don’t come in here,” he said over his shoulder to the silent woman in the doorway. “You’re not wearing shoes.”


Melissa hugged herself. “I’m so sorry. This isn’t how I thought things would go.”


Ian wondered how she thought things would go, but he said nothing as he went into his bedroom next. There he set the puppy on the floor. “Stay,” he told her, and changed his shirt.
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