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Chapter One

 

Once, just once, it would be nice for things to go right. Candy sighed and dropped her head into her hands, closing her eyes to shut out the crap that littered her desk. She was screwed, six ways to Sunday and back again. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars… All that jazz.

“Fuck.”

Leaning back in her chair, she shoved her hands into her hair and looked at the papers on her desk. Bills filled it, almost covering the crime report in its neat little folder. Her heart hit rock bottom. After months of planning for the Christmas party, months of anticipation for the kids who came to the Chapel Centre, some fucking jerk had ruined it all. One break in, one act of vandalism and all that planning had been for nothing.

The Chapel was the only community centre of its kind, deep in the heart of the most deprived area of the city. Kids around here were lucky to eat one good meal a day, and Christmas…well, the bright sparkly Christmas peddled in department stores and on TV was beyond the reach of most of the parents. Parents ground down with job cuts and rent increases, their eyes shadowed and tired as they tried to explain to their children why Santa had run out of the big presents they wanted. She knew they tried their best, but there was only so much money, and she knew in most households there was more going out than coming in.

That didn’t matter with kids though. Kids didn’t care about finances; all they saw was the tree and presents. Which is why she’d organised the big Christmas party at the Chapel for the last three years. Held on Christmas Eve, there were party games and a Christmas sing-along before each child and the parents got a hot meal.

The kids knew the drill: after dinner, sleigh bells would ring outside and their special guest would arrive. Candy loved seeing their faces at the first sound of a booted foot…the anticipation and delight as that red suit and the big white beard came into view. By the time the first ‘ho-ho-ho’ rang out in the hall, at least four kids had squealed and one started to cry. Then they all lined up and by the end of the night, each child had spoken to Santa and gone away with a brightly wrapped gift.

Every Christmas Eve for the last three years. Not this year though. Because of some little jerk, the party was going to have to be cancelled. She fought back tears at the thought of disappointing all those kids, pinching the bridge of her nose as she closed her eyes again. Somehow she had to make this right.

Candice, when are you going to stop messing about with your little pet project and come home? Her father’s voice rang in her mind, his derisive tone setting her teeth on edge. Your mother and I would like you to meet Robert, he’s new with the company. Up and coming, very nice young man. Just your type.

Shaking her head, she opened her eyes. Just her type. Yeah, right. Her father had no clue what her type was. All Sebastian Kane saw was what he wanted, and in the Kane family that was all that mattered. Everyone deferred to her father without question. Except her.

Fed up with his overbearing manner, Candy had moved out as soon as she’d come into her inheritance from her grandmother and gotten her own place. Then she’d started putting what money she had to good use: renovating the dilapidated old chapel and turning it into a community centre. In three years, they’d gone from a few curious youngsters to being at the centre of the local community. Mom and toddler groups, homework clubs, fundraisers…if you could think of it, they did it. And every year they built towards the Christmas Eve party, the bank account swelling and plans in place to make the money go as far as possible.

She pulled the repair schedule toward her. All that effort had been shattered with one random selfish act. Once the repairs they needed had been paid for, the money would be gone. Wiped out. She couldn’t feed people on fresh air or promises. They’d have to cancel the party.

With a sigh she picked up the phone, steeling herself to ring around and tell the suppliers that she couldn’t pay the bills, then arrange for workmen to arrive in the morning to start putting the place right.

An hour later she put the phone down with a little of her faith in humanity restored. Once they’d heard what had happened, most of the suppliers had either offered their products free or alternatives at a vastly reduced cost. A row of sums crawled down the pad near the phone as she added everything up. She could just about cover it out of her own pocket until the insurance money came through in the new year.

There was just the problem of getting a new Santa, since the guy at the agency—‘Genuine Claus elves to put that extra magic in your Christmas’—had flat out told her, no money, no Santa. He’d even refused to refund her deposit. Bastard. Pushing to her feet, she grabbed her coat and bag to head for the door. That was a problem for tomorrow. Tonight, she’d had enough.

“You are one fucking lucky bastard, Stone. You know that?” Rhod Claus demanded as the woman in red, his best friend’s new mate, walked off with a sexy little sashay in her hips and headed back inside.

“Oh, don’t I just know it.” Stone, leaning on the wall next to him as the pair stood outside the brand spanking new PPA offices, grinned and twirled the liquid in the bottle between his fingers.

It was the company’s Christmas cum office-warming party, and all the agency’s operatives had been ordered to attend. Even them, although Stone hated parties and Rhod flat out hated Christmas.

Despite the fact his surname was Claus.

Because of the fact his surname was Claus.

Born and bred in the North Pole into the famous Claus clan, he wasn’t just one of Santa’s little helpers. Oh no. He was a main bloodline Claus, which meant when Dec 24th hit, he gained a couple of hundred pounds, five decades and a beard like a frost-covered bush to deliver presents to undeserving, snot-nosed, spoilt little brats.

And don’t even get him started on the fucking reindeer. Temperamental pains in the ass, they thought it was funny to pull an emergency stop and pitch him off the freaking roof. Last time they’d done it, just before he’d turned his back on the red suit for good, he’d threatened to turn them into rugs. It had taken months for the hoof-shaped bruise on his ass to fade.

“Life is gooooood.” Stone leaned back against the wall and took a swig from the bottle, then shivered in his thick coat and eyed Rhod with disbelief. “I can’t believe you’re out here in just a shirt. Your blood must be anti-freeze or something.”

Rhod shrugged noncommittally. Their boss, Iliona, knew what he was. Knew that among the thousands of elves who’d left the North Pole calling themselves “Claus,” he was the real deal. But no one else did, not even Stone. They all thought he was just a winter elf. “Yeah, something like tha—”

A scream shattered the silence, slicing through the darkness and rattling around the alley they stood in. It was female, nearby and terrified. Both men reacted without a thought, sprinting toward the noise. The alley let them down further away from the main road and into the heart of the neighbourhood.

“Which way?” Rhod demanded as the scream cut off. His heart pounded, adrenalin surging through his veins at the thought of a woman in danger. Sure, he’d made a shit Santa. But at plus six foot and built like a linebacker, he made a fucking good bodyguard.

Stone lifted his head, his nostrils flaring as he swung this way and that. Without a word, he streaked off down one of the narrower allies between buildings. Rhod didn’t question him. A werewolf, Stone’s nasal credentials were beyond compare. His natural mean-streak combined with Rhod’s bad temper and ninja-like abilities ensured that they made a damn good team.

He barreled into the alleyway a split second after his partner to find the wolf squaring off against three bully-boys. A woman cowered in a corner behind them. His temper flared from simmering to inferno within a heartbeat. There was nothing he hated more than a bully, unless it was three of the bastards.

“Nothing to see here, suggest you guys walk away. Before you get hurt,” One of the bullies snarled.

 “Before we get hurt?” Rhod cocked an eyebrow. Realising he still held his bottle in his hand, he lifted it and drained what was left. No need to let good alcohol go to waste. Wasn’t like he could get drunk anyway. Unless it came from the North Pole, alcohol had no effect on him whatsoever.

“Yeah, you and your pretty boyfriend there. Heh…boyfriend, see that?” The guy in the middle, obviously the ringleader, laughed at his own joke as he pointed out Stone to his friends. Rhod’s eyebrow winged up into his hairline. He’d bet that was the first time Stone had been referred to as pretty. Ever.

The guy stepped forward and a quick movement of his arm dropped a blade into his hand. It was a wicked looking little thing that glinted in the flickering light from a doorway behind Stone.

“I suggest you get lost before we fuck you up.”

“Fuck us up?” Rhod asked, feeling his face setting as, next to him, Stone took a deep breath, then shook his head.

“Just human. Nothing special.”

“What are you, fucking deaf? Yeah, we gonna fuck you up. Big time.”

Rhod and Stone were moving before the trio could draw another breath. Stone leapt, all pretence at being human gone as he rebounded off the wall opposite, while Rhod flipped his bottle and smashed the bottom off on a handy dumpster before coming in on the other side. Used to dealing with the scum of the paranormal world, both men fought fast and dirty.

The alleyway exploded into a chaotic storm of fists, feet and claws as the pair took the three humans apart. Within thirty seconds the fight was over, their opponents in a groaning heap at their feet as the mouthy leader got an up close and personal look at the jagged edge of the bottle in Rhod’s hand. The human paled, a pain-filled moan escaping his lips as his gaze riveted on the sharp glass.

In a semi-human form, Stone crouched on the other side of the bleeding, moaning pile of bodies. He growled, the animalistic sound a clear warning.

“What was that about ‘fucking us up’ again?” Rhod snarled, shoving the edge of the bottle closer, even though he had no intention of actually cutting the dumb-shit human. The leader whimpered, and the sharp stink of urine filled the already fetid air of the alleyway.

“Oh, for fucks sake…” Rhod jumped back quickly. The last thing he needed was to get piss all over his new pants. Urine and vomit never came out properly. No matter how many times he cleaned them, he could always smell the damned stuff.

Before he could say anything else, another sound caught Rhod’s attention. Snapping his head up, he focused on the form of the woman in the corner. She wasn’t cowering anymore, just leaning against the wall and watching them with wide eyes.

Time stopped, the world around ceasing to exist as he took in the utter perfection of her face. Heart-shaped with exotically slanted grey eyes, a button nose and lips made for sin, she was absolutely gorgeous. His heart stuttered in his chest as his body flared instantly to life, his cock hard and heavy in his pants. Then he clocked the blood at her temple, the unfocused look in her eyes and felt like a complete and utter shit. He was lusting after an injured woman. How low could he get?

“Deal with them,” he ordered Stone, who’d mostly reverted to human form and already had his phone in his hand, dialing for backup.

“On it.” Stone replied in a brisk voice. His heavy boot landed in the middle of the bully-leader’s chest with a thump, shoving him back down when he tried to get up. “Oh no, you lay there and relax. I insist… Oh, is that Mandy? Mandy, can you tell Iliona we have a situation in the alley behind Dmitri’s building…get her to send Cal and Gran down here? Yeah, couple of locals decided it was a good idea to jump a woman. Yeah…we’re just checking her now but we might need a car brought around to take her to the emergency room.”

Rhod stepped around his burly partner and approached the woman in the corner like he would a frightened animal, his hands outstretched to show he meant no harm.

“Hey there.” He pitched his voice low as he crouched in front of her, using his body to cut off her view of the rest of the alley and Stone, who hadn’t quite retained his human form yet. No sense in scaring her more than she already was.

Anger ripped through him again as she tried to look around him and keep an eye on her assailants. It was easy to see what they’d been about. Beautiful in that delicate way male predators preferred, she was fine-boned and almost as small as a child. That impression was reinforced by the big coat she huddled into, her arms around her middle.

“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m Rhod. What’s your name, sweetheart? And where does it hurt?”

At the sound of his voice she looked at him, tilting her head back and frowning. He swore to himself as it became obvious that she was having trouble focusing.

“Candy…err, Candice Kane. Just my head. I think I hit it.” Her voice was soft, barely there at first, but quickly grew in strength as she struggled to sit up. Gently he put a hand on her shoulder to keep her where she was for a moment. Then her name registered.

“Your name is Candy Kane?” he blurted out, his attention divided between the mesmerising storm-grey of her eyes and the still bleeding cut on her temple. Nothing serious, thankfully. It looked as if she’d been pushed against the wall, but the dilation of her pupils was worrying him a little.

“Yeah… Candy Kane. I’d say my parents had a sense of humour, but believe me, they don’t.” She chuckled, the musical sound doing things to his body that should have been illegal. Grimly, he reminded himself that she was injured and he was looking after her. She wasn’t some hot date he was taking back to his place for an evening of hot sex.

His lips quirked as he tilted her chin. Who’d have thought it? A Claus running into a girl called Candy Kane… He resisted the urge to look around to see if he could spot one of those blasted Fates. He wouldn’t put it past them to try something funny, not this close to the damn Christmas season. Bitches had always loved to meddle.

“Okay Candy. How many fingers am I holding up?” he asked, smoothing a thumb over the bruise at the corner of her lips and getting lost in the sensation of the silken skin.

When she didn’t reply, he flicked a glance up to find her looking at him with amusement in her eyes.

“Err… Rhod?”

“What?”

“You’re not holding any fingers up.”





Chapter Two

 

Her rescuer wasn’t just gorgeous. He was the ‘screw all morals, take him home and bang his brains out all night’ sort of gorgeous. So much so, Candy had thought at first that she’d been killed by the thugs that had jumped out on her and dragged her off down the dark, filthy alleyway, and that Rhod was an angel who’d come to take her to the afterlife. Or a sexy-ass demon come to take her to hell. Because some of the stuff she’d done in her life? Heaven was probably a stretch.

Either, or. She didn’t care. Not with Mr. Tall, Dark and Delicious looking at her with a concerned look in his green eyes and that sexy little pout on his lips. Green eyes. Why did it have to be green eyes? She sighed as he turned to say something to the other man with him, both of them motioning towards the end of the alley where a car had pulled up.

“Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get you somewhere warm. Can you stand?”

She nodded as strong hands found hers and pulled her to her feet. She’d never considered herself a timid sort of woman, or the sort to be easily scared, but her legs didn’t seem to want to co-operate, wobbling like jelly.

“Oh my, I’m really sorry about this.” She laughed self consciously as heat swept over her cheeks. How pathetic was this? She was safe now and relatively unhurt, but it seemed her body hadn’t gotten that memo.

“You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

Rhod’s voice was calming, and that sexy little smile encouraged her as she went to step forward. Her legs weren’t having any of it though. Knees roughly the consistency of jell-o refused to hold her up, and she stumbled. Her grip tightened on his hands as she tried to avoid sprawling in a little heap at his feet.

“Whoa, we’ll have none of that.”

Strong arms closed around her, lifting her clean off her feet before her legs gave out completely. A heartbeat later she was nestled against his broad chest, still bundled up in her thick winter coat.

A short gasp escaped her lips as she turned her head and found herself nose to nose with him. Rhod’s intense green eyes caught hers in a gaze she couldn’t escape, didn’t want to escape, as awareness arced between them. His lips were so close all she would have to do was lean forwards, press hers against them—

Ohmyfuckinggod.

She thrust the thought away, leaning back a little to put some distance between their faces and trying to focus clearly. He’d been kind enough to rescue her— Twice. Once from the thugs who’d attacked her and a second time from landing in the muck at their feet. The very least she could do was avoid assaulting him.

“I’m so sorry; I don’t know what’s the matter with me. You can put me down, I can walk,” she assured him, words that fell on deaf ears as he turned and headed for the car at the end of the alley.

“No can do, sweetheart.” He flashed another of those sexy little smiles as they reached the side of the vehicle, and then bent to tuck her into the passenger seat. “You’re in shock, so you’re not walking anywhere until we get you checked out properly.”

Clipping her in, he smiled at the big man in the driver’s seat. “Thanks, Cal. I’ll take it from here.”

She leaned her head back against the leather of the headrest and closed her eyes. The side of her head ached something fierce, and an oily, sickly feeling rose from the pit of her stomach. And what the fuck was with the shaking? Pulling her coat closer around her, she opened her eyes as Rhod slid into the driver’s seat and treated her to another mega-watt smile.

“Don’t worry. It won’t take me long to get us to the emergency room and we can get that little cut there all fixed up.”

She rolled her head to the side to study him, and decided he really was gorgeous. She was fairly sure she had a concussion, so she might as well use the situation to her advantage. Namely being able to stare without anyone thinking she was weird or rude.

He was tall and broad, the fine fabric of his shirt pulling across what looked to be a mouth-watering set of muscles as he twisted to put his seatbelt on. Dark hair long enough to tuck behind his ears curled up at the ends, lending him a disarming, disheveled look. His jaw was covered by a scruffy five o’clock shadow she just itched to stroke her fingers along.

“Take your time,” she mumbled softly, content just to sit there and look at him. Warmth and a feeling of safety crept over her as he put the car in drive. All she needed now was a nice fleecy blanket and possibly a bigger seat so he could fit in with her and snuggle. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He slid her a sideways glance and smiled, but she caught the worried look in his eyes. Reaching out, she smiled and patted his arm.

“Thank you. If you and your friend hadn’t come along, I don’t kn…”

She trailed off for a second, her throat closing over as she thought of what might have happened. She wasn’t under any illusions. Once they’d discovered there wasn’t anything of value in her purse, their attention would have fallen on her. She wasn’t tall or pretty. In fact she was fairly ordinary looking. She doubted that would have mattered much. Life was cheap in certain circles, and thugs hyped up on god-knew-what were capable of just about anything. She had no doubt she’d have ended up as just another corpse found behind a dumpster.

Determinedly she dragged her mind from ‘what if’s’ and focused on him again. Smiled, even if it was a little weak.

“Just…thank you.”

“You’re more than welcome. It’s what we do.”

He shrugged, the shirt pulling across his shoulders again and distracting her. Damn it, he had to have picked that shirt specifically for the effect it had on women. No way could he not know what he looked like in it. And from what she recalled, his friend had been just as good looking, if a little…hairy.

They weren’t human.

“You’re with that protection agency thing, aren’t you?”

Dazed as she was, the cogs finally slid into place. She’d walked past that new place on North Street. Personal…no, Paranormal Protection Agency. She remembered seeing the sign go up and thinking about that. Para’s had been out of the ‘closet’ for years now, but from what she knew of them, most had scary-ass abilities. So why would they need protection?

She sat up a little, eager to learn more. She’d begged her father to hire some para bodyguards when she was a teenager with a crush on a newly outed paranormal actor. He’d refused. In fact he’d flat refused to have any para’s on staff at all, so she’d never gotten chance to sit down and talk to one. But now her chance was here. Live and in the oh-so-sexy flesh.

Pain stabbed through her skull, like a hot needle jabbed behind her eye. She caught her breath, and then clapped her hand to the side of her head as the world did its own tilt-a-whirl thing around her.

“Fuck, hold on sweetheart. We’re nearly there.”

“Well, you have a mild concussion, but there shouldn’t be anything to worry about. Go home, get some rest and avoid anything stressful.”

The doctor smiled down at the petite woman in the bed and reached out to pat her hand reassuringly. Lurking like a caged dog by the door, Rhod bit back the urge to snap at him to get his hands off of her, even though the guy was old enough to be Candy’s grandfather.

He didn’t know what had come over him. He’d carried her into the Emergency Room in his own arms. She’d been as white as a sheet, complaining about a headache, and clinging to his hand as doctors swarmed around her.

She hadn’t asked him to leave, and thanks to a hitherto unknown protective streak, he’d glared down any suggestion from the medical staff that he do so. Elf he might be, but of the cutesy ‘sit on the toadstool’ type he most definitely was not.

The removal of the overlarge coat, expensive but obviously a couple of years old, had revealed a body to match the delicate little face. She was small and slender, her frame leaning toward petite as he’d guessed. What he hadn’t counted on were the curves. Bundled up, he’d considered her childlike. But she had a set of curves rounded enough to tempt a saint, and a rack…he bit back his growl and reminded himself that she was ill. Concussion, he told himself sternly.

It made fuck all difference. He still wanted to shove the doc out the door, drag her into his arms and learn what her lips tasted like.

Fuck. He was a sick man.

“Do you have someone to stay with you for a couple of days? Family perhaps…” The doctor was asking, and then sent a glance over his shoulder toward Rhod. “Or your boyfriend maybe?”

Rhod paused, waiting for the delightful little human in the bed to chuckle and say that he wasn’t her boyfriend…to give another name and a number to call. Jealousy rose again, sharp and immediate, as he thought of her voicing another man’s name. Instead she bit her lip and avoided looking at him.

“No family, no. I don’t want to bother them. My boyfriend can look after me. Won’t you, darling?”

He blinked in surprise, but the pleading look on her face did him in.

“Is this true, Mr…?”

The doctor looked down at his notes with a frown, as if he’d suddenly realised that Rhod was in with a patient without any of the staff having any clue who on earth he was, or having questioned him. They had of course. When he’d arrived with Candy, they’d done the usual round of twenty questions. But Rhod wasn’t your average elf.

He was a Claus, and when it came to mind-tricks even the Jedi had nothing on him. The Clauses had developed mad mental skills to ensure they went unseen while delivering presents to excited, hyperactive kids. And knowing that the hospital staff wouldn’t let him stay with her without being family or her significant other, he’d blinded them with the old Claus charm. So they forgot his answers and assumed the correct ones that would let him stay.

“Claus. Rhod Claus.” Rhod gave the doctor a deadpan expression, daring him to mention anything about the name. “And yes, I can look after Candy for the next couple of days. Just try and stop me.”

The doctor nodded and scribbled something on the notes. He didn’t argue, but then Rhod didn’t expect him to. Faced with the ‘charm’ of a full-blooded Claus, he had no chance. If Rhod had told him he was a chicken and to go find a road to cross, he’d have been out making a nuisance of himself on the main intersection outside the hospital. Rhod wouldn’t be that cruel though, not with Candy watching, so he simply plastered a smile across his lips and waited for the older man to announce his decision.

“Okay. Good.”

The doctor turned slightly to include him in the conversation.

“You’ll need to take it easy for the next couple of days. There are some things you should watch out for…” He pulled a flyer from the back of his clipboard and circled some writing on it, then held it out to Rhod. “Here, take this. It outlines the major things to watch out for. If you see evidence of anything in the top box, you should bring her straight back in to see us.”

Rhod nodded as he scanned the list. Pre-printed and photocopied badly, it was faded in places, but he could still make out the instructions. Warnings against drowsiness, mental confusion, weakness down one side. It was all fairly standard, and familiar to him from his first-aid training with the agency. Humans were a fragile species when all was said and done, so Iliona made sure all her guys knew how to patch them up and get them to the Emergency Room.

“No problem, Doctor. I take it I’m okay to take her home now?”

Candy didn’t say anything to him as they prepared to leave the hospital, instead concentrating on the discharge procedure with the cutest little frown on her face. Rhod tried to ignore the sexy pout of her pursed lips as she concentrated, and stayed quiet to let her deal with all the paperwork and forms that she needed to sign. But he made sure he was close. Just in case. She’d taken a pretty solid knock to the head, and there was always the chance that the concussion was worse than they’d thought. If she looked in danger of face-planting on the floor, he’d be there in a nanosecond to catch her. Wrap her in up arms that had never felt as strong as when her delicate frame was sheltered within their embrace.

She didn’t want her family to know. Strange.

Lounging with one shoulder against the wall, he studied her as she went through the forms. The staff had asked her again if she wanted them to contact her family. Again she declined, a flash of irritation in her unusual eyes. It was quick, barely noticeable before she got it under control. Something the hospital staff, overworked and already rushed off their feet with the new cases piling through the doors, missed. But watching her, he caught it.

Kane. Kane…

The name rang a bell but he couldn’t place it. Her coat in his hands, Rhod scanned his memory of the recent cases to go through the agency. Had the name cropped up as something to do with a job? He was good with lists. Had to be really, with the family he came from, but his excellent memory came up blank. The only Kane he knew of was Kane Incorporated, and he highly doubted anyone from that family would be slumming it down in the rougher areas of the city.

He shifted; transferring his weight from foot to foot and barely stopped his lip from curling. He knew the sort. The Kanes were the kind of family he’d hated to deliver to when wearing the red suit. Pristine fireplaces in showcase rooms in the expensive mansion with far too many rooms for the amount of people who lived in them. Showy gifts to go under the tree, ones he could tell were purchased by the father’s PA and wrapped in store and without an ounce of thought in them. Presents given to spoilt brats whose sense of entitlement overshadowed their common sense, and who wailed that their lives were ruined if they didn’t get the latest tablet, PC or smart phone.

The sort of ungrateful assholes that’d made him hang up the red suit and head out into the world to seek alternative employment. Which was where Iliona and the PPA had picked him up. Seemed elves were in high demand for personal protection work.

Finally Candy was done. Pushing off from the wall, he wrapped the overlarge coat around her and led her out toward where he’d parked the car. Used to the North Pole, the bitter cold that greeted them was nothing more than a pleasant breeze for Rhod. It had started to snow; fat, white flakes danced in the air to an unheard tune before drifting down to the already frost covered ground.

Christmas was coming. Feeling the potential in the air Rhod paused for a moment, closed his eyes and listened. Yes, there…just on the edge of hearing. The sound of sleigh bells as they shifted slightly on their racks, ready to be harnessed up for the big event, and the soft wuffling of the reindeer as they dozed in their stables.

The Call had started.

Every Claus the world over would feel it. That need to open the brightly painted box, the one they’d all been given on attaining manhood, to pull the thick leather belt from within. Just a plain belt with a heavy silver buckle, but the gateway to so much more. Way too big for his trim waist, he couldn’t wear it any other time of year. It wasn’t meant for any other time of year. Just Christmas.

As soon as he put the belt around his waist, the magic took over. The red suit enveloped him, changed him…he went from being plain old Rhod Claus to being the big man himself. Santa Claus. One of many, he and a legion of his relatives took to the skies on Christmas Eve to deliver all the presents. He understood the magic on the belts, but he’d never figured out the reindeer. How every Santa ended up with a different sleigh but somehow the same, awkward pain-in-the-ass reindeer he had no clue.

Shaking his head, he ignored the feeling. It was the same every year. The urge to drag the box out from its hiding place and put the belt on. Every year, unable to face kids with no Christmas spirit and an over-inflated sense of their own importance, he ignored it. Volunteered…no, begged Iliona to let him work Christmas.

He opened his eyes and looked down at the petite brunette at his side. A smile flirted with the corners of his lips as he offered her his arm. Perhaps this year though, he’d take a little time off…





Chapter Three

 

“So, you going to tell me what Sebastian Kane’s daughter is doing slumming it and working in one of the roughest areas of the city?” Rhod’s rich, deep voice issued from behind Candy, filling her tiny kitchen as she made drinks for both of them. “Or for that matter, why you told that doctor I was your boyfriend? You could be at home with a gaggle of servants catering to your every need…”

He trailed off as she turned towards him, a murmur of thanks on his lips as she handed him a steaming mug of hot chocolate and shooed him through into the equally tiny living room. Her place wasn’t much. A small apartment on the fourth floor, it was crammed into the corner of the building. The entire thing would have fit in her bedroom at home. But the large curved corner window and antique fireplace gave it a charm her designer-decorated - and above all impersonal - bedroom back at her parents’ mansion just couldn’t match.

This place was hers, through and through. From the warm cream paint on the walls right through to the brightly striped rug in front of the fire that she’d picked up from one of the seasonal craft markets, she’d picked everything herself, rather than leaving it to the professional team her mother insisted on using.

“Yeah, and ruin everything I’ve fought for over the past three years? Not a chance. Please, have a seat.” She gestured to one side of the big, squashy sofa in front of the roaring fire. She lifted an eyebrow at the flames, trying to focus on them rather than the sensual grace of Rhod’s large body as he lowered himself into the seat next to her. No man had a right to be that sexy. It had to be breaking some kind of universal law or something.

Forcing herself to stop watching, in case he caught her with her tongue out or something equally embarrassing, she turned her attention to the fire. In full flame, it blazed merrily despite the fact they’d barely been in the apartment above five minutes.

“How on earth did you manage that?” she asked, watching him over the rim of her mug. “It always takes me an hour to get the fire anywhere close to that.”

He didn’t just sit, he lounged with that big cat sort of grace some large men had. Of course, she realised he wasn’t human. No human moved the way he and his partner had done when they’d come to her rescue in the alley. He hadn’t gone furry so he wasn’t a wolf, and vampire just didn’t seem to fit him. She’d seen a couple of vampires during her time with the chapel, and their skin was weird. Flat, almost devoid of colour, not flushed with health and almost glowing in the firelight as his was, as though the fire itself reached out to caress him. That was all well and good, but as sexy as he was, if he started to sparkle, she was so kicking his butt out the door.

“It’s all in the wrist action,” he said with a grin and lifted his hand.

As he snapped his fingers, the air shimmered. Golden dust sparkled for a second before zipping through the air to light the candles on the mantelpiece.

Her jaw dropped. “Ohh…dayyyum. Claus. You’re an…”

She looked back at him and blinked. He’d moved, leaving the empty chocolate mug on the side table by to the sofa as he settled into the space next to her.

“Elf. Yes,” he supplied, reaching out to take the mug from her suddenly numb hands. She didn’t resist, all her attention on him. Elves, especially winter elves, were among the rarest of the paranormal creatures. Suddenly his lack of jacket, despite the freezing weather outside, made sense. Claus. His name was Claus, which meant he wasn’t just a winter elf, but a Christmas elf…

“Elf, huh? So you’re one of the guys who makes the presents for the kids…something like that?” Her lip twitched a little at the edge before she could stop it. The temptation was just too much. “Let me guess, embroidery? Doll making?”

His lip quirked as he moved in, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body against hers, even through the plain shirt and jeans she wore to work at the Chapel. Instinctively she wanted to curl up against him, feel all those hard muscles against her softer curves.

“Something like that.”

His words were low, the deep rasp of his voice a whisper against her senses as he swept a thumb gently over the skin at the side of her lips. The tension and awareness that had been simmering between them since he’d picked her up in the alley and they’d ended up nose-to-nose surged back in full force.

“Candy…” His eyes, so green and intense, darkened as he flicked a glance down at her mouth. “I’m going to kiss you. I’ve wanted to since—”

He didn’t finish the sentence, instead cutting it off as he leaned forward to press his lips against hers. Her eyelids fluttered closed, her breath held in the back of her throat as anticipation shivered through her.

The first touch was feather light, his mouth warm and firm against hers as he moved in. A large hand threaded through the loose hair at the nape of her neck. She murmured in pleasure at the feel of strong, gentle fingers as he tilted her head for better access to her lips.

Slanting his head, he moved his mouth over hers. Back and forth in a mesmerising caress. His cologne, deep woods and sharp citrus over an underlying note that she knew instinctively was pure male, surrounded and held her captive as he pulled her against him.

She didn’t argue. Instead, she slid her arms around his broad shoulders to hold him close and parted her lips a little in invitation. The surprised rumble from the centre of his chest made her smile, but he wasn’t slow in taking her up on her offer.

His tongue sought hers, sliding in a slow dance of sheer heaven. Heat blazed through her, warming her blood, cycling through her veins to settle in her stomach. A nervous, aching, fluttery knot that urged her to press closer, take more.

Shifting on the sofa, she ran the fingers of one hand through his hair and used the other to stroke along his jaw. Just as she’d wanted to do earlier. His stubble prickled her fingers, then against her cheeks, as he slid an arm around her back and half turned to press her against the plush cushions.

She moaned her approval of the idea, loving the feel of him over her. Tilting her head, she allowed him greater access to the tender skin of her throat. His lips whispered over her neck and found the sensitive spot behind her ear that sent shivers right down to her toes. By the time he pulled back, she’d lost all sense of space and time, her breathing ragged as she looked up at him.

“I have to stop.” He groaned, the look in his eyes dark and dangerous, the corded muscles in his arms bunching as he held himself over her. His gaze searched her face, as though memorising each and every little detail. Normally she’d have felt self conscious at so much attention. But his expression was rapt, not analysing. He looked at her as though she was the most fascinating thing in the world.

She couldn’t help it. She did the full on girly thing and pouted, sliding a hand down to play gently with his collar. “Why?”

The heat and lust in his eyes flared again, sending an answering tremor of need through her frame. Fuck it. She hooked a finger into the open collar of his shirt, rolling the button between her thumb and forefinger. Popped it open as she watched him. The firelight caught the edges of his hair, turning the dark curls into a fiery halo. Mussed up and sexy as hell, it would look just as sexy on her pillow in the morning.

He bit his lip. Strong, white teeth mangled the plump flesh, the simple move so erotic it stole her breath away. Concern flared in his eyes for a second as he whispered his fingertips over the taped cut at her temple.

“Sweetheart, you were injured. If I-” He paused and took a shuddering breath to regain his composure. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

She laughed, the sound low and amused. “Rhod, I’m a big girl and contrary to my oh-so-embarrassing wobbly-knee incident in the alleyway, I won’t break.”

Her voice lowered as she lifted up to reach his lips, whispering against them. “I promise. I just want to…to…” She faltered for a second, fire crawling over her cheeks as she tried to verbalise what she wanted. Taking a deep breath, she looked him directly in the eye and smiled.

“I want you.”

Three little words blew away any composure, any resistance Rhod had left. If indeed he’d ever had any against this charming little sprite of a human. He uttered a low curse in elvish and dropped his weight a fraction. The move pressed her curvy body into the soft cushions as he tried in vain to school his reaction.

Lust raced through his body. White hot and uncontrollable, it surged down his spine, tightened his gut and wrapped around his cock and balls in an iron embrace. He was stiffer than a bloody flagpole, his dick so hard and ready against the zipper of his pants he was surprised the damn thing hadn’t broken free already.

Trying to be gentle, he took her lips again. He tried, but it was no use. This time the gloves came off. He pried her lips apart with a hard sweep of his tongue and drove within, seeking the honeyed depths he’d tasted before. Tasted once and become addicted to instantly. He knew, no matter how many times he kissed her, it would never be enough. He could spend an eternity kissing her, and his soul would still yearn for more. For everything she could give.

She opened to him immediately, so naturally all his arguments were swept away. Their kiss, the way her body cradled his between her parted thighs even as his larger form covered hers protectively, felt right. Perfect. Fated.

Her moan mingled with his groan as their tongues entwined and tangled. He felt the shiver of the sensual hot, wet slide from the top of his head to his toes. One arm braced behind her head, he helped her undo his shirt with the other. His hand shook but he ignored it, sitting back to ditch the garment. The fitted fabric caught on his shoulders. He swore and yanked, hearing it tear but not caring as he dropped it on the floor and returned to her.

She met him halfway, sitting up and all but crawling into his lap as their lips met again. He growled, his hands wrapping around her waist to lift her the rest of the way. Straddling him, she settled down and then froze as she registered the thick bar of his cock pressed hard between her legs. He tried hard not to think about the fact that a mere few layers of fabric separated him from sliding into the heaven of her body.

It didn’t work. Another groan broke from his throat as his cock pulsed and jerked against her. A savage ache rolled through his body until it was all he could do not to tumble her to the rug in front of the fire, strip her clothes from her body and make her his in every sense of the word.

He controlled himself, watching her face as she settled down further. Her expression was so sexy, her eyes half closed and her lips half parted. The sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Then she rolled her hips and pleasure rocked his world.

“Fuck!”

Somehow he managed to swear and moan at the same time, sliding his hands up from her waist to brush his thumbs under those surprisingly full breasts. Breasts he ached to uncover, unwrap from the plain cotton shirt she was wearing. Peel the fabric away. Touch…kiss. Lick. Suck.

Crap, he was his own worst enemy.

Closing his eyes to try and control himself, he felt her small hands smooth to the middle of his chest. A shudder of reaction rolled through him. Then she pushed against him. He let her, falling back to lie against the cushions of the couch, and opened his eyes to look up at her.

She sat over him, the fire casting a warm glow over her skin as she reached for the buttons down the front of her shirt. He swallowed; all the blood in his body rushed to his cock like a cavalry charge as more and more of her creamy flesh was exposed. Even if a herd of wild horses had stampeded through the apartment just at that moment, he wouldn’t have been able to look away. Not with her slender fingers moving on the buttons, and the gap down the front of the shirt widening by the second.

Then they were all undone and she parted the shirt, shrugging it off her shoulders. He tried to swallow as the twin mounds of her breasts were revealed, the soft skin pale above the deep scarlet of her bra.

Holy crap.

His eyes widened as she stripped the black fabric of her shirt down her arms and dropped it on the floor behind them. He’d expected black satin, maybe an edging of lace. Not ‘take me to bed and fuck me senseless’ scarlet.

“You’re…”

His mental faculties deserted him so much that he couldn’t utter another word, never mind frame a damn sentence. Instead he surged into movement, sitting up with her in his lap, as his hands slid up her ribcage. She was tiny, delicate…and so fucking sexy he shook with the lust that rocked his body.

He took her lips in a kiss that was hot, feral…almost animalistic in its intensity. He drove his tongue deep, stroking, tasting and demanding in one go. Surrounding her with the cage of his arms so she wasn’t hurt, he tumbled them onto the rug in front of the fire.

She gasped at the sudden movement, then moaned and wriggled against him as her back hit the soft surface of the rug. He broke the kiss, but it wasn’t a respite. Instead he planted a trail of hot, open mouthed kisses all the way down her throat. Her bra lasted less than a second, his long fingers making short work of the clasp between her breasts. God bless front opening bras…no need for awkward contortions to undo them.

She whimpered, her back arching as the bra gave and released her breasts from their satin confinement. Rhod swore under his breath as the firelight played over them, caressing the creamy flesh and highlighting the tight, puckered nipples. Crouched over her like some beast of legend, he swooped in and caught one between his lips. He suckled it between his teeth, alternating suckling with quick flicks of his tongue, moving from one breast to the other until she was writhing and moaning beneath him.

God she was so hot. And she was all his.





Chapter Four

 

“Mine.”

Half lost in a delirium of pleasure, Candy almost missed the growled word. Hands buried in his hair as he licked and sucked at her tits, she paused and tried to get her thought processes in order even as he seemed hell-bent on sending her mad with need.

“Yes, yours,” she agreed.

She liked the hard note of possessiveness in his deep voice, but she liked the swirl of his tongue over her beaded nipple even more. Arching her back again, she offered more of herself to him. A sharp cry escaped her lips as he reached up and tweaked her other nipple, the pleasure-pain sending a fresh rush of heat from her pussy to dampen her panties.

Then he was gone, the warmth of his mouth abandoning her breasts, leaving her nipples wet and aching as he kissed his way down her soft stomach. She sucked in a breath, conscious that she wasn’t in the same great shape that he was, torn between being ticklish and a pussy-clenching need that had her tight in its clutches.

The zipper of her jeans gave, and his hands were inside the denim. They cupped and shaped her ass as he pushed the fabric down. Lifting her hips she helped him take them off. A shiver travelled through her body as the jeans slid down the length of her legs. While he yanked them free of her ankles, she struggled out of the open bra and pitched it onto the sofa. A flush hit her cheeks as she lay back for his perusal, naked apart from her panties.

Sitting on his heels, he swept her body with a hot look, not bothering to conceal the lust and need on his face, nor the thick erection tenting the crotch of his dress pants. He studied every inch of her body until she was ready to squirm and beg him to move. To do something. Anything.

His gaze dropped to her panties and he sucked a breath in. “Fuck. A Thong. You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you sweetheart?”

She laughed, the noise breathless and sounding way sexier than she usually did. But it soon turned to a gasp as he wrapped a big hand round each of her ankles, pulling her legs apart to settle his big frame between them.

“I love these.”

He stroked a finger along the lace across her stomach then teased along the edge between her body and thigh. Moving down, ever closer to the part of her that really needed his attention.

She closed her eyes as he played with the lace, her lips parting on a moan as he dipped a finger beneath, and then withdrew. She was killing him? What the hell did he think all this teasing was doing to her?

“What I especially like is the easy access here.”

His fingertips moved up to her hips, to the small ties at the side of the panties. There was a sharp tug, and the fabric fell away, cool air washing over her exposed pussy lips. She whimpered at the slight stimulation, reaching up to cup her breasts as he dropped a kiss on the sensitive skin of her inner thigh.

“That’s it,” he urged as he moved closer, warm breath trickling over her pussy. “Play with them for me. Imagine it’s my hands on you. Teasing, caressing, pinching…”

She listened to his rough, sultry voice, imagining that the hands cupping her breasts were his. Big, warm hands with calluses that spoke of hard work. Rough and smooth, instead of small and soft. A spine-tingling contrast between fantasy and reality as she caressed herself, tweaked her nipples and pulled slightly to feel the bite of pleasure-pain.

“Fuck, that’s hot.”

She bit back a moan as he moved lower. He blew a cool breath over her pussy lips and she flinched, the moan escaping around her clenched teeth. He chuckled, the sound dirty and decadent. Then he licked.

His tongue slid along her in a long wet glide of sensation until he found her clit. A rumble in the back of his throat vibrated against her as he wrapped his lips around the tiny bundle of flesh and sucked.

She whimpered, reaching up to grab at something, anything, to ground herself. Fuck. He knew how to use his tongue. Flicking across her clit in a rapid tattoo, then sucking, he caused starbursts to explode behind her closed eyelids as he drove her toward climax in a hell-borne ride. He didn’t let up, alternating long licks that rasped against her sensitive flesh with hard suckles until her hips bucked. The moans that spilled from her lips were closer to pleas for more. Definitely for more.

Heat filled her, careening into every pleasure cell until she felt his touch through her entire body. Just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, he moved. Pulled away to sit up, leaving her panting and ready to scream on the rug in front of him.

No way.

Disbelief and frustration rolled through her as she just looked at him. He couldn’t do this…couldn’t leave her like this.

But his face was a hard mask, eyes glittering with heat and desire as he swept a glance over her reclining body. Snatching at his belt buckle, he undid his pants with a shaking hand, sitting on the edge of the sofa and shoving them over his hips with speed borne of haste and need.

His cock sprang free, the thick length slapping against his flat stomach as he kicked his pants off. Wide and flushed, it stood proud, proclaiming his masculinity. Candy caught her breath. A small bead of pre-cum welled up on the tip, glistening in the firelight. Tempting her to lick it off.

Before she could, he reached down and removed his wallet from his pants pocket, flipping it open and extracting a silver packet from within. She blinked and smiled, amused that he was so prepared but grateful they didn’t have to have the whole ‘are you protected?’ conversation.

“On your hands and knees,” he ordered as he ripped the packet open and sheathed himself with a speed that betrayed his need.

Anticipation fought the tremble that shuddered through her body as she scrambled to do as she was told. Screw being graceful, enticing him with the seductive allure of her movements; she wanted that thick, hard length inside her…filling her over and over again. Now. Yesterday.

The heat from the fire bathed her, warming her face and shoulders as she got into position for him. Her hands curled into the softness of the rug as she parted her thighs wide. Thrusting her ass in the air, she watched as he slid to his knees behind her.

“God…you look amazing like that,” he whispered as his hand smoothed over her hips, pushing down on the small of her back to angle her hips even more. He slid the fingers of his free hand between her lower lips and tested her readiness. They slipped against the slick wetness, circling her clit again until she moaned and thrust back against him.

She bit her lip again. God that felt so good.

He moved, thrusting a thick finger deep into her pussy, and she almost came apart there and then. A long, liquid moan welled up from the depths of her soul as he finger-fucked her, thrusting in and out, a second finger joining the first as his thumb circled her clit.

She thought he’d driven her mad before, but that was nothing compared to this. Especially when he pressed deep, curled his fingers down and behind her pelvis to seek the small spot hidden along the slick walls within. He found it, stroked again and again until her release roared up, threatening to overwhelm her.

“Not yet, sweetheart. Hold on for me. I want to be inside you when you come,” he whispered in her ear. The words stopped her howl of frustration as he pulled away again. She’d been so close.

“If you weren’t so sexy, I’d kill you for that,” she promised between pants, and then gasped when his hair-roughened thighs rubbed against hers as he got into position behind her.

The thick head of his cock slid down between her slick lips, rubbing over her clit before he pulled back up and pressed against the entrance to her pussy.

They both groaned, the masculine and feminine sounds mingling as her body gave, parting to accommodate him. The broad head of his cock slipped into her pussy. She whimpered at the sensation, her cunt clenching around the invasion, savouring the slight burning pleasure.

He pressed forward, sliding into her wetness inch by slow inch until he’d filled her completely. She held her breath. He was big, so big that she felt stuffed, fuller than she’d ever felt before. Her instincts warned against moving. Warned that he was too large, too thick…

“Breathe sweetheart. God, you feel so good…tight, hot…wet.” The soft words were whispered against her ear as he leaned forward. The solid muscles of his chest enveloped her in warmth as he reached around to cup a breast. She murmured in pleasure and closed her eyes. His hand was large. Warm. Gentle fingertips stroked over her nipple, caressing and peaking it. Without thinking, she arched forward, pressing into his hand to beg for more. The movement changed the angle of their hips and shifted the seating of his cock deep within, as the rigid shaft rubbing against her inner walls.

Heat and pleasure exploded within her, ripping through every cell in her body and igniting a need to move. Rhod’s groan echoed hers, and he pulled back until he was almost out of her. Then he surged back in, faster than before. She gasped and dug her fingers into the rug, holding on as he did it again and again.

He built up a hard rhythm, powering in and out of her like a locomotive. Eager for everything he could give her, she wriggled her ass and thrust back against him. She needed this. Wanted it. Wanted more. Harder.

“Please…” she begged, dropping to rest on her elbows as his hands smoothed down the sides of her thighs. What she was begging for she wasn’t sure…she just needed more. Of everything.

“I got you, sweetheart.”

One hand changed direction, smoothing up and over her ass, then slid around her hip and between her legs. She bit her lip as he slid clever fingers between her pussy lips and located her clit. Not teasing now, he played her body with the finesse of a master musician, making it reach for notes she didn’t know existed.

Tension built from a simmer, settling low in her groin and reaching out aching fingers through her body to her pussy and her clit. With each circle of Rhod’s finger, each flick over her clit and solid thrust of his cock into her pussy, he drove her closer and closer to the edge. Then, with a gasp she was there, standing on the very precipice.

“Fuuuck, yeah. That’s it,” he groaned, driving into her so hard that his balls slapped against her. “I want to feel you come all over my cock.”

The dirty talk and the feeling of his cock throbbing inside her did it. With a cry she let go, falling over the edge and into the abyss below. Sheer ecstasy blazed through her, burning away everything else until she could do nothing but react to each wave as it hit her, buffeting her body and energizing her. Rhod swore as her hips bucked. Her pussy clenched tightly, his cock gripped and caressed by her strong vaginal muscles. His thrusts became harder and faster as he sought his own release until, with a cry, he slammed into her one last time and stiffened.

A moan left her lips as his cock jerked and pulsed against her cervix, throbbing in climax. For a second she resented the thin layer of the condom between them, wanting to feel the hot jet of his seed as he came, but she put the thought aside as he collapsed over her.

Using his arm to brace himself, he planted a kiss on her shoulder and then blew out a shaky breath. “I think that’s the best Christmas present I’ve ever had.”

“Really? I think we could do better.” A smile curved her lips and she wriggled her ass against him. “Wanna help me test that theory?”





Chapter Five

 

“You’re playing Santa? You?” Rhod couldn’t help it, amusement bubbled up from the centre of his being and escaped from his lips in a deep, rumbling laugh that had more of a hint of ‘ho ho ho’ about it.

Stone, standing by the window in Candy’s office at the Chapel Community Centre, just glared. His jaw worked as he looked at the bundle of red fabric in his hands.

“Yeah, thanks mate. You take the piss all you like,” the werewolf groused as he held up the suit.

Rhod managed to restrain his snigger. Only just. The whole sorry thing looked like something from a bad fancy dress costume…or worse, a stripper’s outfit. “Red velour. That is so you. You should be on the stage…wait, is there a thong with it? Santa stripper, I can see it now. Might wanna shave beforehand though. Last I heard, the ladies didn't dig the hairy look.”

Stone shot him a look that would have frozen ice. “Fuck. You.”

“I told you before. You gotta chat me up…lay the charm on…and you might be in with a chance.” Rhod leaned his ass back against the edge of Candy’s desk and folded his arms. The broad grin didn’t leave his face, it just grew wider.

 “Laugh it up bud…” Stone warned in an ominous voice as he looked through the glass of the door into the hall beyond. Candy and Eloise were in the middle of the floor directing a gaggle of children in putting Christmas decorations up. Until they’d arrived here this morning, Rhod had had no idea that Stone’s mate knew Candy. From the surprised look on his face, it had been news to Stone as well.

 “Women. They do it for you every time. Be warned, mate. Next year it could be you in this get up.”

Rhod shuddered and shook his head. “Not a chance. I do not do Christmas. Ever.”

“Yeah, I always wondered at that.”

Stone grunted as he struggled into the costume jacket, and then looked at Rhod. His expression was that of a man in serious pain. Mind you, Rhod would be as well if he’d had to wear that costume. In human form the werewolf wasn’t anything close to Mister Universe. Even so, the muscles across his shoulders looked in danger of threatening the seams in the thin fabric, while the waist could have wrapped around him twice.

“Who the fuck measured this thing up? They’ve got the thing the wrong way around. What guy’s waist is this big?”

Mine. For one night every year, if he answered the call and put the belt on.

Rhod pushed off from the desk, opened the bag Candy had left and rooted around inside. Anything to ignore the high-pitched squeals and excited laughter that filtered through the closed door.

But the Christmases he remembered were organised affairs that came with an itinerary and a butler…where the table was set with the best silverware and the presents were all wrapped in this year’s coordinating paper…where gifts were expensive and thoughtless. Not this type of Christmas where a roomful of kids hung handmade paper chains and stuck cut-out snowflakes to the window…where excited children looked at the pile of gaudily wrapped presents under the tree trying to guess which one was theirs.

One. Singular. Not the hordes of pricey presents the kids he’d used to deliver to saw as their right.

“Here.” He pulled out the false belly from the bottom of the bag and threw it at his partner. The stuffing hit Stone upside the head and slithered down his shoulder. “You might need to take a bit out of it though, to accommodate that gut you’re getting from Eloise’s cooking.”

“Fuck off!” Stone threw the stuffing back, but the vibe hit home. Rhod laughed as the werewolf pulled his shirt taut to check his midsection out. It was as flat as a pancake, but that wasn’t the point. “See, nothing doing. I am the man!”

“Yeah, sunshine. You keep telling yourself that.”

And he’d keep telling himself that Christmas wasn’t getting to him.

If someone had told him two weeks ago that he’d be loved up and in some chick’s flat on Christmas eve getting ready to head out to a Christmas party, Rhod would had told them to get their heads checked. For one thing, he liked his own space too much to do the whole ‘couples’ thing, and Christmas? Yeah…the last time he’d gone to a real Christmas party, rather than a work one where everyone was trying to figure out how to get plastered as quickly as possible and avoid making conversation with Peggy from accounts, was the wrap party back at the Pole before he’d hung up his suit.

Somehow though, within a week Candy had wrapped herself around his heart and soul. So much so, that even though she was out of danger after the concussion from the alley attack, he’d still stuck around ‘just in case’. At least, that was what he was telling himself. In reality, they’d settled into a routine that he would have described as ‘comfortable’ if not for the nights spent hot and sweaty between the sheets.

He’d never had sex like it. Hot, passionate…toe-curlingly erotic. Heat surged through his body in an unstoppable wave as memories of last night etched themselves on the back of his eyelids. Perfect 360 degree, high definition playback with added sensory detail of everything that he’d done to Candy and she’d done to him. The image of her crawling over the bed wearing nothing more than a saucy smile and pulling down his boxers to reveal his rigid cock filled his head. He could still feel her warm lips wrapped around…

A soft groan escaped his lungs as his cock surged to life, hard and ready beneath the towel wrapped around his hips. Fuck, he was ready to go again. Here. Now. Ready to go and find her and drag her into the bedroom…drown them both so far down in passion that he couldn’t feel the increasing pull of The Call.

As the thought entered his head, he looked up and to the right. Just as he expected, a small leather box perched on the neatly folded towels next to the sink. Jauntily. If a box could look jaunty. Damn thing was enchanted, or he’d have pitched it into the nearest ocean, or dropped it into the nearest construction site as they poured concrete. But whatever he did to it, the damn thing had boomerang properties. It contained the belt, and the belt was calling him. Whispering in a low voice that it was almost time to put it back on and reclaim his birthright. To join his brothers and head out to deliv—

“Yeah, you can fuck off,” he told it in a low voice and carried on shaving. He was done with being the big guy. Done with The Call, The Belt and everything it meant. Done with Santa. He was just Rhod and he wasn’t a Claus. Not anymore. And no pain-in-the-ass enchanted box was going to tell him otherwise.

A few minutes later he drew the razor over his chin for the final time, then reached into the sink to splash water over his face. Nothing, not a good shave to blow the cobwebs away or even a few minutes mulling over the most un-sexy things he could think of—like cleaning out the oven in his flat or decorating the hall—had gotten his erection to subside.

“Honey…do I look okay?”

He glanced in the mirror to see Candy hovering in the doorway, pulling at the sexiest little elf outfit he’d ever seen. A green knee-length dress with white trim hugged her figure, while a wide black belt emphasized her tiny waist. With her dark hair in loose curls over her shoulders and green stripy pantyhose, the whole look was “sexy secretary meets Santa’s naughty little helper.”

“You look wonderful, sweetheart…”

Grabbing a towel to wipe his face dry, he dropped it in the laundry bin as he passed and stalked toward her. If Santa really did have help that looked like that, he sure as hell wouldn’t leave the North Pole.

Rhod stopped barely a hairsbreadth from her, crowding into her personal space deliberately and watched her eyes dilate with awakening passion. “In fact…” He leaned down to whisper his lips over hers, his cock tenting the towel and threatening its precarious grip on his hips. It didn’t matter how many dull things he thought of when he was around her; his body reacted instantly. “If we didn’t have to be somewhere tonight, I’d take you into the bedroom and strip that pretty outfit off you. With my teeth.”

The breath she dragged in over parted lips was shaky, and the answering heat in her eyes had him backing her up towards the bedroom. All thoughts of the party and everything else planned this evening fled his mind like a flock of birds headed south for the winter. All he could think about was getting her on a flat surface and peeling that delicious little outfit off her a piece at a time.

His lips claimed hers in a searing kiss. Desire shot through him like a lightning strike, electrifying every cell in his body. He walked her backwards, his hands sliding around her waist to pull her up hard against him. She moaned, the sexy little sound lost under his lips. Fuck, he loved it when she did that. His cock jerked, balls tightening with the need to pull up the knee length skirt so he could sink into her wet heat.

Her body softened, lips clinging to his as she kissed him back and he knew he had her. Fuck the party…they could be quick, very quick. A fast, dirty screw before the party. Yeah…

Briiiinnnnggg.

They both froze at the sound of the doorbell. Rhod closed his eyes as she pulled away, muttering a curse under his breath. The doorbell went off again, and again, the sound gleeful and insistent, as though someone were leaning on the button the other side. Stone. It just had to be.

Candy cleared her throat and stepped back. A flush hit her cheeks as she smoothed down her outfit and looked up at him to smile. He caught his breath at the promise in her eyes.

“That’ll be Eloise and Jared. After the party…you’re all mine.”

The husky tone did things to his body that should be illegal, but somehow he managed a smile back.

“You’d better believe it, babe.” He paused to flick a glance back through into the bedroom. “Errr… I’m going to be a while still. How about I meet you there?”

 “Typical man, taking an age to get ready. Okay, I’ll see you there…but don’t be late. I would hate for you to miss Jared being Santa.” She reached up on tiptoe to plant another, hard kiss on his lips.

“Believe me, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Rhod chuckled, unable to resist watching the sexy wiggle of her ass as she grabbed her coat from the back of the couch and headed for the door. He watched her until she was out of sight, waiting until he heard the door open and familiar voices in the hallway. Reassured by Stone’s deep tones that Candy was in safe hands, he turned and walked back into the bedroom to get ready.

He didn’t get more than three steps into the room before The Call hit him. Hard. Every muscle in his body locked up, almost driving him to his knees as the box appeared on the bed in front of him in a sparkle and glow of magic.

“Fuck. Off!” he ground out, gritting his teeth as he kept moving.

Each step past the thing was like walking through treacle, steel reinforced treacle, but he did it, reaching the other side of the bed and the wardrobe by the window. Reaching up, he grabbed his pants off the hanger and hauled them on. All the time he ignored the box behind him, the magic so strong now that it was humming.

“You can get lost. I’m not interested,” he told it.

Then he made the mistake of looking up and out of the window. A window which before tonight had looked out onto a plain brick wall, the reason he’d been comfortable wandering around in the buff, sure that he wasn’t going to inadvertently flash anyone. But the magic of Christmas was nothing if not adaptable, if not downright fucking sneaky. Instead of the wall he looked out across the city, all the rooftops laid out before him. Snow fell, covering them in a blanket of white as a familiar sleigh touched down on the roof opposite.

Magic held him tight, locking his muscles down so he couldn’t move as the red-suited figure climbed out, turned and saw him. A smile spilt the bearded face as the Santa lifted his hand to wave. A creature of magic himself, Rhod easily saw past the age, extra pounds and the beard, and a bolt of recognition shot through him.

The man opposite was his younger brother. Cole.

Unable to help himself, he lifted a hand to wave back and the look of surprise and happiness on Cole’s face cracked what was left of Rhod’s resistance. His eyelids dropped as memory after memory flooded his mind. Of the time before the snot-nosed brats, of Christmases past…even before he was born.

He saw gifts in crude, cheap paper a mother had saved months for, right through to a hand-made gift of Jam in the most expensive paper. Gifts from military parents not able to make it home wrapped with so much love it brought a lump to his throat. Gifts from all walks of life, all wrapped with care and thought…right through to gifts found wrapped and ready, made all the more precious for the fact the giver didn’t make it home one night after work thanks to a hit and run accident.

The collective memory of all Clauses everywhere and everywhen who had ever delivered a much-longed for present to a child slammed into and through him, swept everything else…all his arguments, misgivings and disappointments…away. Washed through him and filled him up with the joy and happiness of Christmas until he was fit to bursting.

Opening his eyes he looked again at Cole. His brother smiled and gave him the thumbs up before turning to grab the heavy sack from the back of the sleigh. Hauling it over his shoulder, he set off across the snow-laden roof with a spritely step that belied his apparent age.

Swiping a hand over his face to clear the tears leaking from his eyes, Rhod turned to the bed and the box waiting for him.

“You sneaky bastard,” he muttered and reached for it.

No more running. It was time to do his duty.

“Oh my, you look great. Thank you so much for doing this, Jared, you don’t know how grateful I am,” Candy said as she and Jared stood in the cold corridor outside the main hall of the chapel.

“You’re welcome. Just don’t tell anyone, okay? It would quite ruin my street cred,” he replied with a wink and a grin.

The costume wasn’t great. Cheap and a little on the tacky side, it was all she could get on such short notice. Built for a smaller man, the jacket was too tight in the shoulders and too short, so if Jared twisted just a little wrong, the padding across his flat stomach was visible.

It didn’t matter though. All that mattered to the kids packed into the hall behind them, belting out Christmas songs with more enthusiasm than musical ability, was that Santa was here delivering presents.

She breathed a sigh of relief, taking a moment to relax as they waited for the end of the song. They’d done it. Eloise, Jared and Rhod had been fantastic, chipping in to help with the repairs and get everything set up for the party. Without them, particularly Jared playing Santa, she wouldn’t have stood a chance.

“Speaking of street cred, where’s that no good partner of mine? Not like him to miss an opportunity to take the piss,” Jared commented, pulling the too-short jacket down again.

She shook her head. “Probably caught in traffic or something. He’ll be here.”

The song drew to a close and she lifted the bells in her hand, ready to ring them and announce ‘Santa’s’ arrival. But before she could strike them, silence descended like a blanket, cutting off all sound. Anticipation filled the air, and then, faintly at first but growing louder and louder, sleigh bells.

“What the…it’s not me,” she whispered to Jared, just as the door at the end of the corridor blew open. A few scattered snowflakes tumbled through onto the polished wooden floor.

“Ho ho ho!”

The booming laugh drifted on the air as a large man filled the doorframe. Amazement surged through Candy as the familiar figure tramped down the corridor, stamping snow off his black boots. Her eyes grew wide as she looked up. Red suit, huge belly encircled by a black belt, the white beard… It couldn’t be. Not the real…

“Santa?”

He stopped in front of them, each movement leaving a small trail of fairy dust and magic hanging in the air for a moment.

“Fuck. Me.” Jared muttered softly as Santa turned to Candy and reached out a hand to touch one of the curls tumbling over her shoulder.

“Hello Candy. Have you been a good little girl this year? Or should I put you on my…very naughty list?”

She blinked, something about that voice…those eyes. Astonishment arced through her. “Rhod?”

He smiled and suddenly she could see past the lines and the beard to the sexy as hell man she’d left in her apartment earlier.

“Oh my, you’re…you’re Santa? The real Santa?”

“I am. The real deal. One of anyway. You think one man could deliver all the presents in one night? Even for an elf, that would be pushing it. There’s a whole clan of us, but keep that under your hat, okay?” He tapped the side of his nose and hefted the sack over his back as he looked at Jared. “I got it, bud. You’re off the hook.”

Then his voice grew in volume, the hint of the ho ho ho back. “Now, I hear there are some children here that I have presents for. Would you like to lead the way, little elf?”





Epilogue

 

Three years later…

Each year, Candy put up the Christmas tree and, each year, it was more amazing than the last. Finished with his rounds, Rhod stood in the middle of the room and admired it for a moment. Christmas and Candy, the two things he needed to make his life complete. The two things he couldn’t live without. Sure he missed the North Pole, but Candy liked life down here, and for her he’d do anything.

Besides, they visited often enough, even if the presence of a pretty woman drove most of his brothers insane. They pulled all sorts of tricks to try and get her attention. He smiled; it just gave him an excuse to hand their asses to them on a plate. He might be Santa one night of the year, and he was a damn good one, but for the other three hundred and sixty four days he was a bodyguard, and he was a fucking good one.

But tonight was that one day. The one day he wore the red suit and delivered presents. Like the one in his hand. Carefully he knelt down and placed it on top of the others, the little box brightly wrapped with the biggest bow he could find. A huge bow for a box just big enough to hold one thing, like a diamond ring.

The last present, the last delivery. He was done. Standing up, he sighed in relief and reached to unbuckle his belt. As soon as the leather parted, the magic broke and drained away, leaving Rhod standing in front of the tree a lot younger and a hell of a lot lighter. With a smile he coiled the belt and popped it back in its box for next year. As soon as he closed the lid, the box disappeared in a shimmer of gold dust.

A huge yawn hit him as he padded through the apartment and into the bedroom. Stripping down to his boxers, he slid under the covers and wrapped his arm around Candy, pulling her into his side with a contented sigh.

“All done, sweetheart?” she murmured, snuggling in happily. Love washed through him; she always waited for him to get back before sleeping. One reason they always lay in on Christmas Day.

“Yeah, sorry I was a bit late. Cole pissed off the reindeer again. Had to rescue him from a dumpster. How are you and Junior?” He slid a hand around onto her rounded belly and was rewarded with a solid kick.

“He’s awake; I think he knows what tonight is. You bloody Claus men, don’t you know that if you don’t sleep Santa won’t come?”

Rhod chuckled and dropped a kiss on her hair before closing his eyes. “Sweetheart, Santa coming is why you ended up in that state in the first place.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.” She chuckled sleepily. “Rhod?”

“Yeah, babe?”

“I love you.”

Rhod smiled and spread his hand over her bump, enclosing them both in his protective embrace. His family. His life. His everything.

“I love you too. Now get some sleep, this Santa’s tired.”
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