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CHAPTER ONE 

The Christmas tree glistened with small, sparkling lights and artfully draped tinsel. Carefully collected glass and ceramic ornaments dangled from its thick green branches, twirling slowly. Beneath its lower boughs, brightly wrapped presents were stacked high. It was the most beautiful tree Nicholas Brant had ever seen. 

He desperately wanted to knock it over and stomp on it. 

A door opened and Perry Como’s baritone voice, singing "I’ll be Home for Christmas," drifted into the room. Two rugrats dashed in, followed by Nicholas’s sister, Mim. She stopped short on the threshold and looked at the expression on his face. 

"Geez, Nicholas, will you stop staring at my tree like it’s the ugliest thing you ever saw in your life?" 

"It’s not ugly," Nicholas admitted grudgingly. "It’s very pretty." 

"Then why do you keep glaring at it like it’s a mortal enemy?" His four-year-old niece Char picked up a package, shook it carefully, then put it back on the floor and headed for Nicholas. He automatically picked her up and plopped her onto his lap, and she cuddled against his chest. "Uncle Nick hates Christmas," she announced. "Dontcha remember, Mommy? You told us that." 

Mim blushed a bit. "Maybe I shouldn’t have said that," she said. "Hate is a very strong word. I’m sure he doesn’t hate Christmas." 

"That’s right," Nicholas said, smiling at the little girl on his lap. "I don’t hate Christmas. I loathe it, I despise it, I abhor it, but I certainly don’t hate it." 

His seven-year-old nephew Connor looked up from where he was investigating an interestingly shaped package. "Those words all mean you hate it, don’t they?" 

Char turned around and looked at him, a quizzical expression on her little face. "How come you hate Christmas, Uncle Nick?" 

Her voice and expression were so mournful that he felt like a heel. Like a world-class Grinch. He hung out with the kids practically every Saturday so his divorced sister could get a break from them, and he adored them both, yet he hadn’t particularly wanted to spend Christmas Eve in their exuberant company. Mim had dragged him over here against his will, but now that he was here he knew he ought to try to pretend to be getting into the Christmas spirit, if only for the sake of the kids. 

But he would have much rather moped around at home, where there was no damn cheerfully lit Christmas tree to mock him. 

"I had something bad happen to me on Christmas Eve once," he admitted at last. "But I guess it’s kind of dumb to let that ruin every Christmas, huh?" 

"I don’t see how you can be bummed when you have all these presents to open," said his nephew, who had a firm grip on what was really important about Christmas. 

Nicholas had brought quite a pile with him. The kids would open most of their presents Christmas 

morning, but they’d open his tonight, and he’d open theirs. Mim had tried to drag him over on Christmas morning, but he drew the line at that. Christmas morning was for kids, not for a grumpy, sullen uncle who loved Christmas about as much as Scrooge did before his ghostly visitations. 

"When can we open our presents?" Char asked hopefully. 

"Soon, kiddo." Mim glanced at her watch. "I invited someone else over. A lady from work. She doesn’t have any family here." 

Nicholas looked up sharply, but Mim gazed back with innocent dark eyes. Damn it, he thought, she’d better not be trying to set him up. The last damn thing he needed on Christmas Eve was his sister trying to set him up with some woman who was obviously as big a loser as he was. 

The doorbell rang and Mim smiled. "That’s probably her now. Excuse me a minute, Nicholas. Guys, don’t drive your uncle nuts, okay?" 

She walked from the room, and the kids dove for their presents, poking and prodding them. Nicholas heard the sound of voices in the foyer, the noise of feet drawing closer to the living room, and then Mim walked back into the room, a lovely, dark-haired woman just behind her. "Nicholas," she said, "this is Sydney Alexander." 

But Nicholas had already come to his feet. Not out of courtesy, but out of sheer shock. He already knew the woman standing behind Mim, knew every inch of her intimately, could have described every detail of her face, even though it had been three long years since he’d last seen her. 

Because it had been precisely three years since Syd Alexander had dumped him on Christmas Eve. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Syd Alexander thought Nicholas looked like he’d been slugged in the stomach with a two-by-four. She felt pretty much the same way. She’d almost forgotten what the sight of his masculine, sharply hewn features did to her, how his gorgeous brown eyes and too-long black hair made her heart thud. 

No ... she was lying to herself. She hadn’t forgotten a thing about him. That was precisely why she’d set this situation up, because she’d never been able to forget. 

"Nicholas," she said coolly. 

Nicholas managed to get his mouth closed, but it was clearly an effort. "Syd," he said in a harsh whisper. 

Mim looked back and forth between them in confusion. "Do you guys know each other?" 

"A little bit," Syd said. 

He’s the only man I ever loved. The man who ripped my heart apart. The man I’ve spent three years trying to forget. 

"Uh, yeah," Nicholas said, obviously trying to follow her lead but doing a really lousy job of acting. Deception was one thing Nicholas had always been terrible at. She’d always been able to read him like a book. "We met a few years ago." 

"Well, that’s cool," Mim said, although she still looked worried. Obviously she’d sensed something of the truth from Nicholas’ shell-shocked expression. "Uh...." She rounded up the kids with a glance. "I need to go finish up dinner. Why don’t the two of you catch up?" 

Perfect, Syd thought. That was what she wanted, to be alone with Nicholas one more time, just to see if there was still a spark between them. Although, judging from Nicholas’ horrified expression, it was precisely what he didn’t want. But she had a suspicion that he needed to confront the past as much as she did. 

"Sounds terrific," she said brightly, walking over to the sofa and sitting, so that Nicholas would look churlish and rude if he tried to retreat. She patted the sofa next to her. "Have a seat, Nicholas. Let’s catch up." 

Slowly, like a man heading for the electric chair, Nicholas made his way across the room and sat on the couch, as far away from her as possible. Mim gave them a last uncertain smile and left the room, shooing the kids ahead of her. The door closed, and they were alone for the first time in three years. 

Syd lifted her eyes and found Nicholas staring at her. He looked ready to murder her. "What the hell are you doing here?" he demanded. 

She smiled. It was hard to look unconcerned in the face of his obvious anger, but she somehow managed it. "Your sister was nice enough to invite me over for Christmas Eve," she said. "I don’t have any family in the area, you know." 

"I want to know what the hell you’re doing working in my sister’s office," Nicholas growled. "There is no way that’s a coincidence. Are you stalking me?" 

"Don’t be ridiculous," she said coolly. "After all, I’m the one who dumped you. Remember?" 

Judging from the naked pain that flashed across his face, he did remember, very clearly. A stab of guilt shot through her, but she tamped it down firmly. She hadn’t liked hurting Nicholas three years ago, and she hadn’t wanted to hurt him again, so she’d stayed far away from him, making certain their paths never crossed. She’d hoped to forget him. 

She never had. 

But when she’d met Mim and found out her brother was Nicholas, she’d finally admitted to herself that she had to see him again, if only to get herself to face reality. The fact that their relationship was over. Completely, totally, and utterly over. 

If only she could really bring herself to believe that. 

"So you expect me to believe you just happen to work in the same office as my sister?" he challenged. 

"We’re both dental hygienists, remember?" 

"There are a lot of dentists in the area." 

Syd shrugged. "I didn’t even know she was your sister when I started working in Dr. Devlin’s office," she said. It was the truth. She hadn’t known. But as soon as she and Mim had started chatting over lunch at the local Chinese restaurant occasionally, she’d figured it out pretty easily. Of course, she hadn’t volunteered to Mim that she had been involved in a hot affair with her brother, and since Mim hadn’t moved here till after they’d broken up, she’d never guessed. Syd still felt guilty for keeping that information to herself, but it had enabled her to learn a whole lot about Nicholas over the past eight months. 

Like the fact that he went out with a different woman every weekend. 

That shouldn’t have been a surprise, she thought grimly. It was the reason she’d broken off their relationship in the first place. Not that he’d slept with anyone else while he was dating her, so far as she knew, but she simply couldn’t live with the painful awareness that she was just another in a long string of conquests. She’d known he’d never be able to commit to her. And yet discovering that he still hadn’t changed had been a surprisingly sharp knife right through her heart. 

"So maybe it’s a coincidence you work in the same office," Nicholas said in a low growl. "But surely you 

don’t expect me to believe it’s a coincidence that you’re here?"
She hesitated for a long moment. "No," she admitted at last. "It’s not a coincidence."
"Then why the hell are you here?"
She paused again. "I wanted to know if we could still be good together," she whispered.
He stared at her a long moment. Then his long arms reached across the couch and yanked her toward him. 


His arms went around her waist in a tight, unbreakable grip, and his mouth slammed onto hers.


* * * *


God, he’d missed her.


Since she’d haunted his every dream for the last three years, it didn’t much surprise him that he remembered every last detail about her. The way her lips tasted sweet, soft and yielding against his. The soft pressure of her small, perfectly shaped breasts against his chest. The almost inaudible sound of surrender that rose from her throat. 

He wrapped his hands in her thick, sable-brown hair and yanked her against him harder, pulling her into his lap, so that she straddled his legs. At the touch of her lips, he had gone painfully, rigidly erect, and the feel of her warmth against him, cradling him, embracing him, was almost enough to send him over the edge, after the three years of celibacy he’d endured. 

Celibacy, hell, he thought. He didn’t care that he’d gone three years without sex. What mattered was that he’d gone three years without her. 

Growling deep in his throat, he slid his tongue into her mouth. Their tongues tangled together, mating in a savage, desperate dance, and he heard the soft sound of her rapid breathing, heard himself panting. 

And then he heard the door open. 

He lifted his head and saw Mim standing there, staring at them with shock. 

Syd looked over her shoulder and instantly went beet red. Mim stared a moment longer, her mouth hanging open, then she managed to shut her mouth. 

"You guys must know each other better than I thought." 

Nicholas did his best to regroup his scattered thoughts. He shot his sister an easy, insolent grin. "You know how it is," he drawled. "Women just can’t keep their hands off me." 

He felt Syd stiffen with anger, felt a righteous stab of amusement. Take that, you faithless bitch. She’d stabbed him through the heart three years ago, and he’d never had the chance to turn the tables. He was surprised to realize he liked the notion of revenge. 

"Yeah," Syd said, and he heard her voice shaking with rage. "He’s just Santa’s gift to women everywhere." 

"Glad you realize that," he said with a leer. 

Huffing, Syd stood up abruptly, smoothing her clothes with her hands. She might have managed to look entirely unruffled, completely unaffected by him, except he noticed her nipples were standing out like bullets. 

Of course, a portion of his anatomy was standing at attention too, not unlike a missile ready to launch. He was every bit as affected by her as she was by him. 

Damn it. 

"Um," Mim said. "Well. I just wanted to tell you two that the feast was ready to be served." 

"Sure seemed that way to me," Nicholas said. 

Syd turned on him angrily. "You--you--" 

"Look," Mim interjected, "could the two of you possibly restrain your hostility and your horniness? At least for now? I have kids, you know. I don’t want them to see you killing each other, and I don’t particularly want them to see you checking each others’ dental hygiene, either. Do you think you could behave like an adult for once, Nicholas?" 

Nicholas decided it was finally safe to stand up. He rose to his feet and looked down at Syd, who despite her fairly substantial height had to look a long way up to meet his eyes. "I always behave like an adult," he said with dignity. 

"No, you behave like a frat boy on Viagra," Mim said. "But it’d be nice if you’d try to keep your libido under control. For once." 

He saw Syd wince and felt another stab of grim pleasure. She didn’t like hearing about his sex life ... well, his supposed sex life. She wasn’t over him. Interesting. So why had she arranged this meeting? 

I wanted to know if we could still be good together. 

That was the only obvious reason she would have gone to this much trouble, and it pleased him on a deep masculine level. She wanted him. And that was just fine with him. He damn well couldn’t deny that he wanted her as badly as he’d ever wanted anything. She was as gorgeous, as totally desirable as she’d ever been. 

But if she thought he was going to fall for her again, after what she’d done to him three years ago, she was entirely mistaken. 

He didn’t have a problem with a wild evening of sex, just to see if it was as good as he remembered. He’d be happy to give her one night, if that was what she wanted, but that was all. 

There was no way in hell he’d risk falling for her a second time. 

CHAPTER THREE 

Nicholas watched Syd’s lovely lips part as she daintily ate a bite of stuffing, and he decided he was in Hell. Or as close to Hell as was possible on Christmas Eve. 

He’d been perfectly happy, in a miserable kind of way, sulking by himself. And then the Ghost of Christmas Past had walked in, and now all he was able to think about was her. 

Okay, he admitted, that was pretty much what he’d been thinking about before she walked in. But in a more abstract way. He hadn’t had the vivid memory of her lips pressed against his, her tongue tangling with his own, her soft breasts against his chest, filling his mind to the exclusion of every other thought. 

Now he did. And it was driving him crazy. 

"Don’t you think so, Uncle Nick?" 

Nicholas blinked and dragged his gaze away from Syd’s soft mouth, realizing his nephew was watching 
him expectantly. "Huh?" he said brilliantly.
"I said, dontcha think it’d be okay for me to stay up till midnight?"
"Uh ... I guess that’d be up to your mother."


"Mom’s no fun. She says I have to go to bed at nine."
Refusing to be drawn into a dispute between his sister and her kid, Nicholas shrugged as he cut a piece of 
turkey. Mim would have his head if he tried to contradict a rule she’d laid down. "That’s what parents do. 
They’re responsible. And they make their kids be responsible, too."


"Sounds like you could use a parent," Syd remarked from across the table.


Annoyed by her condescending tone, he jerked his head around and glared at her. "I’m plenty responsible, 
babe. Ask the women I’ve been with." He shot her his nastiest leer. "I’m responsible every single time."
"Thank God for that," Syd drawled. "We wouldn’t want you to reproduce."
"What’s reproducing?" Char piped up.
"Never mind," Mim said hastily. She frowned at Nicholas like he’d been the one to start the argument. 


"Do you mind?"


"Well, yeah, as a matter of fact, I do." Nicholas waved his bite of turkey in Syd’s direction, as 
belligerently as one could shake a chunk of turkey. "What makes you think I’m irresponsible?"
"You can’t settle down. You can’t decide on a single woman."
"I decide on lots of single women."
"You know what I mean!" she snapped.
Admittedly, he hadn’t done much this evening to change her image of him as a womanizing jerk, yet the 


accusation was an unjust one, so totally unfair he almost lost control of himself and lobbed cranberry sauce at her. But that only would have proven her point by clearly marking him irresponsible and childish. Besides, Mim would kill him if he spilled the dark red jelly on her dazzling white tablecloth. 

But Syd’s arrogant belief that she knew anything at all about him, after she’d just walked out on him three years ago, was really grating on his nerves. 

"Settling down and getting married doesn’t have anything to do with responsibility," he drawled. "Some of us just aren’t interested in marriage." 

"It’s called Peter Pan Syndrome."
Out of the corner of his eye he saw Mim’s teeth flash in a sudden grin, and he whipped his head around to 
spear her with his glare, too. "You agree with this?"


"Well...." Mim pretended to think about it. "Yes. Definitely. You’re the classic Peter Pan, Nicholas. 
You’ve never grown up, and I don’t think you ever will."
"Cool," Connor said. "Uncle Nick is Peter Pan."


"He doesn’t look like Peter Pan," Char said, wrinkling her forehead.
"I don’t know," Syd said, humor flickering in her slate-blue eyes. "I think he’d look terrific in green 
tights, don’t you?"


Nicholas squeezed the handle of his fork so hard he was amazed it didn’t crumple. "Look," he said tightly, "I run an entire consulting company. I have nine employees who report to me. I am the epitome of responsibility. I just don’t want to get married, that’s all." 

And it was the truth. Sort of. There was a time when he’d wanted to get married, but subsequent events had shown him the error of his ways. Falling in love was for suckers and morons. He was neither, damn it. 

"So you’re just going to spend your whole life tomcatting around?" Mim said.
"What’s tomcatting?" Connor asked.
"Never mind," Nicholas said sourly. Tomcatting was something he hadn’t done in so damned many years 


that he’d practically forgotten the definition himself, but Mim and Syd sure as hell didn’t need to know 
that. "Look, Mim, did you bring me over here just so you could lecture me on my single state?"
Mim smiled ruefully. "Well, now that Mom’s not here to do it, I figure someone ought to."
"And you were hoping to set me up with her, weren’t you?" He jabbed his fork angrily in Syd’s direction.
Mim shrugged. "I didn’t realize you two had a history."
"We do not have a history," Nicholas growled through bared teeth. "I don’t have the slightest interest in 


her. Never did. She never meant anything more to me than any other woman I’ve dated."
"None of which mean as much to you as your inflatable doll," Syd remarked coolly.
Mim shot her a quelling glare as Char looked up quizzically. "Uncle Nick doesn’t play with dolls," she 


said helpfully. "But he likes my Barbies."
"Uh-huh," Syd muttered. "I just bet."
"When I showed him the Barbie I got for my birfday, he said it had big boobies."
"Figures," Syd said. "That sounds like what he wants out of life, all right. Plastic women."
"Precisely," Nicholas said, grinning widely. "Plastic women with really big...." He glanced at his sister, 


who was still glaring daggers at him. "Uh, hair."


Syd’s dark blue eyes narrowed dangerously. She was slender and small-breasted, and it had always been a 
sensitive point with her. Not that he’d ever minded. He’d thought she was perfect. 
Right up until the night she’d dumped him.
Mim seemed to sense that the conversation had run into some extremely dangerous waters, because she 


stood up hastily. "How about some pumpkin pie?"
"Fine," Syd said, standing up with her chin tilted into the air. "I’ll help you slice it."
Her tone made it sound like she was wishing she could slice something else, Nicholas thought with wry 


amusement. The two women stalked from the room, leaving Nicholas alone with his niece and nephew. Connor looked at him sympathetically. 

"Mom’s mad at you, Uncle Nick."
"Yeah," Nicholas said glumly. "I know." And it was his own fault for deliberately tormenting Syd, like a 
ten-year-old boy teasing a girl he thought was cute. If she’d had pigtails, he probably would have pulled 
them or dipped them into an inkwell or something. He was feeling that juvenile tonight. 


"I don’t think Ms. Alexander likes you much either," Char volunteered helpfully.
"No," Nicholas admitted. "I don’t think she does."
Connor looked at him, puzzled. "I thought women all liked you, Uncle Nick."


"Most of them do," Nicholas said glumly. 

All but the one that mattered most, he added to himself. 

* * * * 

An hour later, the huge pile of presents he’d brought the kids had been reduced to a pile of ripped wrappings, trampled bows, and a haphazard stack of boxes. The kids were thrilled with everything he’d brought, which pleased him. It didn’t impress Syd, though--she merely sat on the couch, far away from him, making the occasional snide comment about how he was clearly still a child, since he understood so well what kids liked. 

Her remarks stung like poison-tipped arrows, but he tried not to let them aggravate him. He’d already done enough to fuck up Mim’s Christmas. And Mim had enough problems, considering her stupid ass of an ex-husband had decided to go to Jamaica with his new girlfriend instead of spending Christmas with his kids. She didn’t need her brother acting like a jerk and making the holiday more complicated than it already was. 

Glancing at his watch, he noticed it was almost eight o’clock. Time for the kids to get ready for bed, he figured. "I guess I’d better get going," he said to the room at large. 

The kids set up a predictable chorus of, "Awwwww, do you have to?" but he stood up anyway. 

"Thanks for having me," he said. "You guys have a fun Christmas, all right?" 

Char came across the room and lifted her arms. He picked her up, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. 

"Do you like Christmas Eve better now, Uncle Nick?" 

"Sure," he said with a complete lack of truthfulness. "Thanks for the awesome presents, hon." 

"You’re welcome." She hesitated, then added earnestly, "Just because something bad happened to you one time doesn’t mean you should hate Christmas." 

Nicholas saw Syd’s eyes rivet on him, and he felt a dull flush run up his cheeks. He tried to cover it by burying his face in Char’s wavy, golden-brown hair and kissing the top of her head. "Thanks, sweetheart. 

I’ll remember that."
He hugged Connor and Mim and grabbed the bag of presents they’d given him, then headed for the door, 
really fast. He had realized he didn’t really want to wait around to see exactly what Syd had had in mind 


when she said, I wanted to know if we could still be good together. He didn’t want to revisit the Ghost of 
Christmas Past. It just wasn’t worth the pain, damn it.
He simply wanted to take his raw and aching heart home and forget this evening had ever happened.
He climbed into his enormous black Hummer, parked in Mim’s curved driveway, and the big engine 


roared to life. As the headlights came on, he saw someone standing in front of the vehicle in a stubborn, 
combative posture, her arms crossed and her legs braced. Syd. 


Damn it. He didn’t want to deal with this right now.
But it was obvious he wasn’t going anywhere till he confronted her, since her car was parked behind him, 
blocking his only other avenue of escape. He rolled down the window, ignoring the blast of cold air that 
greeted him, and stuck his head out. "Do you realize this car could flatten you like a bug under a shoe?"


"That’s not a car. It’s a tank."
He forced a grin. "I like my cars to be big."
"You like everything to be big. It’s like you’re compensating for something that’s too little."
He bristled. She knew well enough he didn’t have a damned thing to compensate for. She’d never once 


complained about the size of his equipment.
"What the hell do you want?"
Apparently unintimidated by his harsh tone, she stepped toward the window and glared up at him. "I want 


to talk."
She was wearing a cream-colored wool coat, but since she’d left it unbuttoned he could see her gorgeous 


body, poured into a black skirt and red silk shirt, and her long, sexy legs, encased in dark stockings. An 
unwanted stab of lust jolted him. 
He leered as nastily as he could. "Earlier I got the impression you wanted to do more than just talk."
She muttered something under her breath that he didn’t catch over the roar of the big engine--although 


judging from the annoyed expression on her face it was probably none too ladylike-- then raised her voice. "You haven’t changed at all, have you?" 

Nope. Still running around with a broken heart after three years. Aloud, he said, "You’re the one who said I’ll never grow up." 

She looked up at him. In the moon-lit darkness, her face looked very pale and vulnerable. "I was hoping I was wrong." 

Nicholas shut his eyes and counted to ten. Finally he said, "Look, it’s damned cold out. If you want to talk, why don’t you climb in for a couple of minutes?" 

Syd hesitated for a long moment, then nodded. Slowly, she came around to the passenger side. He pushed the door open, and she scrambled in and closed the door behind her. 

He leaned back against the leather upholstery and looked at her. Three years, and she hadn’t changed a bit, except maybe to get more gorgeous. By his calculations, she must be twenty-eight now, but there were no lines on her face, none of the scattered silver hairs he’d begun finding on his own head. Her hair was still dark and luxuriant, her skin as clear and luminescent as ever. 

But she was a hell of a lot mouthier than he remembered. He recalled her as a sweet, meek woman who’d put up with him acting like a jerk a lot more than she should have. Somewhere along the line she’d developed a scrappy, almost bitchy side. 

He was surprised to discover that he liked it. 

The silence stretched between them, and he realized she was looking him over, much as he had looked her over. "Like what you see?" he challenged at last, finding the silence oppressive. 

"You really haven’t changed," she said. 

It was the second time she’d said that, and it obviously wasn’t intended as a compliment. The sorrowful note in her voice made that clear. He stared at her a moment longer, then flashed a deliberately nasty grin. 

"I like my life just the way it is, babe." 

The moment the words were out of his mouth he wished he could take them back. Why did he feel this childish need to bait her, to confirm her worst suspicions about him? 

"Full of empty sex with empty women?" 

Ow. Where on earth had this mouthy, sharp-tongued side of her come from? Three years ago she never would have made a remark like that. 

Of course, three years ago she obviously hadn’t shared many of her thoughts with him, or she wouldn’t 
have dumped him without the slightest bit of warning.
"Empty sex is the best kind," he drawled.
"I wouldn’t know. I’ve never tried it."


He cocked an eyebrow at her. "Want to give it a shot?"
He had intended to infuriate her, to make her angry enough that she’d scramble out of the car in a huff 
and walk away. He had never been as shocked in his life as when she looked thoughtful, then nodded.


"Sure," she said. "Why the hell not?"


CHAPTER FOUR 

Syd decided she must be out of her mind to even think about having sex with Nicholas Brant. He was a dog, a faithless jerk who slept with a different woman every week, a perpetual, hormone-crazed teenager who’d never settle down with one woman. 

And yet the thought of his big hands on her body, cupping her breasts, sliding up her thighs and parting them to find her heat, delving beneath her panties to stroke her damp, sensitive flesh, sent an aching wave of longing through her. It had been so terribly long since she’d been with him. 

She realized she was already wet, just from being near him, and that thought did absolutely nothing to reassure her. The man was way too attractive for his own good. Or for hers. 

Nicholas looked momentarily nonplussed by her response, then that wicked bad-boy grin parted his lips, showing his teeth in a predatory flash. It was a grin that irritated her at the same time it turned her on, and she wondered how many other women had fallen prey to it over the years. Too damn many, probably. 

"Sounds good to me," he said. "My place or yours?"
The thought of taking Nicholas back to her small, feminine apartment didn’t really appeal to her. Even 


worse was the thought of having sex in his house, which they’d virtually shared for three months. She 
didn’t want to weigh this night down with more memories than she already had swirling around her brain.
"How about the car?"
His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. "The car?"
"Sure, why not? This thing is the size of the Titanic." 
"O ... kay," he said slowly. "But maybe we better find someplace more private than my sister’s 


driveway."


"That’s fine," she said, and strapped herself in for the ride. "You think Mim will mind if I leave my car 
here for a while?"
"Uh ... probably not." He dug in his pocket and tossed her his cell phone. "Go ahead and let her know."
The Hummer started out of the driveway with a lurch, and Syd punched in Mim’s number. Mim picked 


up the phone on the second ring, sounding distracted and harassed. Obviously overexcited kids shrieked 
in the background. "Hello?"
"Hi, Mim. It’s Syd. I was wondering if I could leave my car at your place for a while."
There was a brief silence. "Oh, God, he got to you, didn’t he?"
Syd blinked at the empty road, lit by the broad swath of the Hummer’s headlights. "What do you mean?"


"You and Nicholas. Are you going off to…?"
Syd couldn’t help it. Abruptly the situation seemed ridiculous to her, and she chuckled. "To have 
meaningless, casual sex. Yeah, that’s pretty much it."


She felt the Hummer swerve abruptly, as if Nicholas was so shocked that he’d almost run off the road, but when she shot a look in his direction he looked cool and in complete control of the car. Although, she thought, in the glow from the instruments his jaw looked tightly set. But maybe that was just a trick of the light. 

"What the hell is wrong with you?" Mim demanded. "How many times have we talked about his 

file:///C|/Documents%20and%20Settings/customer/My%20Documents/.../NCP%20E-Books/On%20the%20Naughty%20List%20Anthology%20NCP.htm 

overactive sex life over the course of the past eight months?"


Syd frowned. "Correct me if I’m wrong, Mim, but earlier I got the impression you were trying to set us 
up."
"I thought you might, I don’t know, settle him down or something. I didn’t think you were the type to--to--


"
She’d tried to settle him down three years ago, and it hadn’t worked. By now she was pretty sure that was 


a pipe dream. But what Nicholas did to her hormones was undeniable, and she couldn’t bring herself to 
pass up this opportunity, no matter how crazy it was.
"To be slutty on Christmas Eve?"
Mim sighed. "I didn’t say that."
"Call it my Christmas present to myself, Mim. I’m tired of being a good girl." She shot a look at Nicholas 


and added in a sultry voice, "Just for tonight, I want to be bad."
This time she was certain she saw his big hands tighten on the steering wheel.
She said goodbye to Mim and pressed the disconnect button, then glanced out at the dark night. They 


were driving through a heavily forested section on the outskirts of town. "Where are we headed?"
"The park, I guess."
Syd nodded. The parking lot there ought to be pretty safe on Christmas Eve, she thought. Dark and empty 


... the perfect place for a tryst.
She became aware that she was shaking with anticipation, her body humming with eagerness. It had been 


a long, long time since she’d had sex with anyone. To have Nicholas to herself--well, it was more than 
she’d dared dreamed for when she’d set this evening up.
Nicholas pulled the Hummer into a dark section of the Swift Creek Park lot, leaving the engine running 


but killing the lights, and turned to face her. "So," he said. "You come here often?"
She recognized his typical effort at defusing an awkward situation with a joking remark. She’d always 


loved his sense of humor, yet it had irritated her because he’d never seemed able to take anything 
seriously. Eventually she’d come to realize he simply wasn’t designed to take anything seriously. 
"This isn’t exactly the kind of thing I do on a regular basis," she said, shrugging out of her heavy coat. 


She was starting to sweat, and she had a feeling it wasn’t due just to the Hummer’s heater.


"There’s a first time for everything." 

Leaning across the console, he put his hand against her cheek and brushed his lips over hers. His hand felt warm and rough against her skin, and his lips felt soft, and almost ... hesitant. It was odd, she thought hazily, but he seemed almost awkward. Rusty. As if he hadn’t kissed anyone for a long while. 

Almost as if this truly was their first time. 

She parted her lips, buried her hands in his thick black hair, and let her tongue stroke his, mating with it in a slow dance that rapidly grew faster and more intense. Heat swirled through her, flames licking at her body in places where nothing had licked for far too long. A soft groan rumbled from his throat, and she felt herself go instantly liquid at the primal sound. 

Her hands slid across his broad, muscled shoulders, down his chest, feeling his power and solidity even through the bulky sweater he wore. The sheer masculinity of his body, the way he felt, the way he smelled, sent another wave of lust through her, drowning her in sensation. 

He trembled beneath her touch, and emboldened, she moved her hand down further, across his flat, toned stomach, and down to his jeans, where something incredibly hard and hot strained against the fabric. 

"Wow," she whispered against his mouth. "That’s quite a package." 

Her fingers stroked him experimentally, and she heard his quick intake of breath, felt him jerk beneath her hand. He lifted his head from hers and stared down into her eyes, humor quirking the corners of his mouth upward. 

"Go ahead and unwrap me, babe." 

* * * * 

Nicholas had uttered the crass words almost as a challenge. A dare. The Syd of three years ago hadn’t been particularly assertive, sexually speaking. He’d pretty much run the show in bed. He expected her to be annoyed by his suggestion. 

But her eyes darkened with lust rather than anger, and her hands reached for his jeans without hesitation. He swallowed back a groan, leaned his head back against the headrest, and gave a shuddering sigh as her 

graceful fingers deftly unbuttoned his jeans, then unzipped the fly. 

She hesitated then, and he knew she was looking at the heavy, thick bulge in his boxers. "Go on," he said hoarsely, closing his eyes. "Unwrap it. It’s all for you, babe." 

Slowly, she pushed down his boxers. Nicholas exhaled through his teeth, feeling himself released from the confining prison of fabric. He opened his eyes to find her staring at his erection like she had never seen a man before, with a hungry, avid expression that set off a fever of lust in his blood. 

He remembered the way she’d felt in his arms earlier, the hot way in which she’d returned his kisses, pressed her body against his, and he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything. 

No, he told himself. He didn’t want her. Not all of her, anyway. All he wanted from her was hot, raunchy sex. 

And judging from her expression, that was pretty much what she wanted too. 

She wrapped her hand around his shaft, ripping a soft groan from his throat. He couldn’t take much of that--it had been way too long for him. If she stroked him, he’d come like a teenager with his first girl. He reached across the console, grabbed her by the waist, and lifted her bodily into his lap. 

She knelt on her knees, one on either side of his thighs, and her skirt rode up around her waist. He yanked on her hips, pulling her fully against his erection, and realized there was absolutely nothing between them except the thin, delicate fabric of her nylon pantyhose. 

She moved against him, sliding up, then down, over and over again, in a slow, deliberate motion. He buried his face against her shoulder to stop himself from groaning again. He didn’t want her to know how much she was affecting him, how crazy she was making him. The soft rasp of nylon against his bare, sensitive flesh drove him wild. And beneath the flimsy fabric he could feel her heat, her moisture, and he knew she was as turned on as he was. 

He groped at the waistband of her pantyhose, frantic to have her against him, totally bare, with no barriers whatsoever between them, but quickly realized that wasn’t going to work. With her legs splayed apart, it was impossible to remove her pantyhose. She’d have to move off his lap. And he couldn’t bear that. 

Desperate, he reached down between their bodies, got a handful of nylon in each hand, and yanked hard. The flimsy material parted, giving him access to her soft, wet flesh. 

She moaned softly, moved against him again, in an urgent, hungry motion, and he felt the dampness, the fiery heat of her sex pressing against his own. There was no doubt in his mind that she was ready for him. His own body gave a violent spasm, and he knew he had to have her right now, or he was going to embarrass himself. He gripped her hips, pulling her nearer to him, craving the feel of her bare flesh 

against his.
Bare flesh.
He stopped. 
"Damn," he whispered, a heartfelt curse.
"What’s wrong?"
He hissed between his teeth. "I don’t have any condoms on me."
She sat back a bit, and through the near-darkness he saw the quizzical expression on her face. "I figured a 


guy like you never left home without them."


Hell, he couldn’t think of the last time he’d bought any, but she didn’t need to know that. "I used my last package up last weekend," he drawled. "I attended a really big orgy." She hesitated, frowning a little, as if unsure how to take his obvious sarcasm. At last she shrugged. "I’ve 

got a few in my purse."
He thought of her making love to another man, and jealousy, hot and acidic, rose in his chest. He forced it 


back. It had been three years, for God’s sake--of course she hadn’t been celibate the whole time. 
Although he’d been celibate the whole time, damn it. 
But she’d been the one to dump him, so naturally she’d gone on with her life. He shut his eyes, trying to 


smother his totally irrational jealousy. "Terrific," he said at last. "Gotta admire a woman who’s prepared. 


Can you reach them?"
She reached out an arm and snagged her purse. A moment later she yanked out a box--an unopened box, 
he noticed, the heavy weight of jealousy lifting slightly. She tore it open, pulled out a packet, and waved 
it at him.


"I hope these are extra large," he said, taking it and ripping it open.


She snorted. "Don’t worry. They’ll fit you and your huge ego."


He rolled the condom on, hoping she didn’t notice the slight clumsiness that resulted from three years of 

not using birth control. At last he leaned back in his seat and leered at her. "Ready for the ride of your life, babe?" 

"Oh, please," she said scornfully, but he heard the breathless tremor in her voice. She was as turned on as he was, and as totally unable to hide it. 

His body ached for hers with a burning desperation, but he had to be certain she wanted him just as badly. He reached out his hand and delved beneath the ruins of her pantyhose. She gave a startled gasp as his fingers slipped into the moisture between her thighs and began a slow, deliberate rhythm. 

God, she was wet. But he wanted to make sure she enjoyed this every bit as much as he did. He continued to stroke, until she leaned back her head, gasping for breath, her hips undulating against his hand. Her warm dew dampened his fingers, and the sweet fragrance of her arousal filled the car. 

"Nicholas," she groaned at last, in a harsh, agonized whisper. "Please." 

His control snapped, and he caught her hips in his hands and lifted her onto him. The sensation of her wet, scorching body sliding onto his was as good as he remembered. Maybe better. 

He’d intended for this to be hot, raunchy sex, and nothing more, but he couldn’t resist kissing her again. He wrapped his fingers in her long, thick hair, yanked her head forward, and slammed his lips onto hers with more desperation than finesse. She didn’t seem to mind. Her lips parted, and he thrust his tongue into her mouth with eager hunger. She sucked on it in a primal rhythm, a rhythm that echoed the frantic motion of their bodies. 

She rose on her knees, so that he almost withdrew from her, then slid all the way down, surrounding him with her heat, over and over again. The pleasure was so intense that he could hardly breathe. He groaned into her mouth every time she moved downward, every time he was fully embedded in her warmth, and his hands on her hips urged her to a faster and faster tempo. 

And then he felt her body quivering, then shuddering, squeezing his shaft convulsively, heard her cry out, and he knew he was lost. Her soft, relentless spasms sent him right over the edge of a cliff. He surged upward in her one last time, and every muscle in his body went rigid as he came in a molten rush of fire. 

Afterward he collapsed back against the leather seat, his eyes shut, his head lolling, in a state of almost complete exhaustion. He was aware of her slender body pressed against his chest, and it felt so good that it was all he could do not to put his arms around her and cuddle her, the way he always had after sex. 

A feeling of peace, of absolute rightness, pervaded him. A feeling he hadn’t experienced in three long years. 

"Ah ... God," he whispered. 

Her head lifted at the reverence in his voice, and he opened his eyes to find her staring at him in surprise. He realized the tone of his voice had all but given away how much the brief, intense encounter had meant 

to him, and he hastily did his best to conceal his true emotions from her searching gaze.
He shot her a lazy, insolent smile.
"You’re still a fabulous fuck, babe."
Through the darkness, he saw hurt fill her eyes, followed rapidly by rage. She lifted her chin and glared at 


him, obviously unwilling to let him win this round.
"You’re fair to middling yourself."
He almost laughed at her display of temper. Who did she think she was kidding? He’d felt her muscles 


contract with the force of her climax, heard her cry out hoarsely, and he wasn’t under any illusions that 


he’d done a half-assed job. She’d found him a whole lot more than fair to middling.
He reached up, wrapped his hand in her heavy mane of hair, and pulled her toward him until they were 
almost nose to nose.


"I can do even better," he said in soft challenge. "That is, if you’re woman enough to take it."


"I can take anything you can dish out," she answered, glaring at him without blinking. 


"I can dish out a whole hell of a lot, babe. But not here. This seat is killing my back. If we keep this up I 


won’t be able to walk tomorrow."
"Fine. What did you have in mind?"
"My place." He flashed his most evil grin, the one that always made his sister suspect he was up to 


something ... usually with good reason. "I don’t know if you remember, but I have a nice big bed."
Her eyes went dark and smoky. "I remember."
"Come home with me, babe. Let’s get naked."
Her breath caught, and he guessed she was imagining having sex with him with no clothes on. God knew 


the image was enough to send another hot rush of blood to his groin.
A quickie with Syd was enough to practically knock him unconscious. Making love to her, feeling every 
inch of her nude, sweaty body pressed against his, would probably kill him. But he was willing to risk it 
for her.
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He waited while she thought about it. At last she said slowly, "Okay, Nicholas. Let’s go back to your 


house."
A breath he hadn’t realized he was holding hissed from between his teeth. Syd wanted to come home with 
him. Hot damn.


He stole a look at the digital clock as she slid off his lap and he zipped up his jeans. Nine o’clock. 
Christmas had come early this year.
He probably deserved coal in his stocking, but instead he’d gotten a night with Syd.
He couldn’t imagine anything he wanted more. 


CHAPTER FIVE 

Nicholas’ house was on the outskirts of Swift Creek, on a heavily wooded, two-acre lot. He liked the privacy it afforded him. He could have had wild orgies every night without the neighbors hearing, but the wildest thing he usually did was turn up Steppenwolf a little too loud. 

Maybe he had been born to be wild, but the minute he’d met Syd, he’d been tamed. 

Too bad she’d never figured that out. 

The house was dark and quiet when they entered. Nicholas flipped on the lights, and Syd stepped inside and glanced around. 

"Looks pretty much the same," she remarked. 

As he looked at her standing in his foyer, a small knot of tension formed in his chest. It looked so right for her to be here. She’d never actually lived with him, in the sense that they’d come to any formal agreement, but she’d spent almost every night here for three months. He’d expected her to become a permanent part of his life in this house. 

She belonged here.
He shook off the ridiculous notion. He was being stupid, letting his memories of the past color his 


perceptions of the present. This wasn’t forever--she was just here for a night, a casual one-night stand. 
Nothing more.
He took her coat and hung it on the stand in his foyer, then placed his hand on the small of her back, 


steering her toward his big kitchen, where he spent most of his spare time. "I like the place the way it is," he answered. "Once I like something, I don’t usually change it much." 

"I thought maybe one of your women might have redecorated."
He forced a grin, hoping it didn’t look as artificial as it felt. "I don’t let women change me, Syd. You 
should know that."


"Yes," she agreed softly. "I do know that."
He flipped on the lights, illuminating his stainless steel appliances and the spotless green marble counters. 


He liked to cook when he had the time--it was his one hobby--and he kept the kitchen neat, almost to the 
point of obsession. "You want something to eat?"
"After that huge Christmas feast Mim cooked? Are you kidding?"
He leered. "I thought you might have worked up an appetite."
"I’m still stuffed, thanks." She looked at him hesitantly. "I do wonder if I could take a shower, though."
He remembered that she’d always liked to shower after sex, claiming she didn’t smell good afterward. He 


liked the way she smelled, personally, slightly sweaty and redolent of the earthy odor of good sex, but he’d never been able to convince her that the fragrance of sex lingering on her skin was a good thing. If she didn’t smell like perfume and soap, she wasn’t happy. 

"Sure," he said, reaching into the huge refrigerator and grabbing a Coke. "Go ahead. You remember 
where everything is, right?"
She nodded. "Thanks," she said, and disappeared up the staircase.
"I’ll see you in a few minutes," he called up after her. 
Her soft laughter drifted down to him. "I hope you’ll see all of me in a few minutes."


Clutching his Coke so hard the can dented, Nicholas sat down heavily at the hunter green kitchen table, aware of the sudden thudding of blood rushing through his veins. The way she was able to turn him inside out with a single evocative sentence scared the hell out of him. The simple thought of seeing her fully naked, after three years, was enough to leave him gasping for breath. 

And then he heard the water for the shower start running. 

He listened as she ran the water till it was hot, then he heard the slight thud of the glass door as she stepped inside. Thoughts of her standing in a cloud of steam, hot water sluicing over her body, running her soapy hands over her slick, wet skin, filled his mind. His body felt hot and heavy with urgent arousal, as if he hadn’t had sex with her less than half an hour ago. As if it somehow hadn’t been enough. 

He felt the hard pounding of his heart, and realized it hadn’t been enough. He wasn’t sure he could ever get enough of her. 

But he did know he couldn’t wait ten minutes to have her again. 

He abandoned his barely touched Coke can on the table and headed up the stairs at a half run. 

* * * * 

Syd luxuriated under the hot needles of water in Nicholas’ big glass and marble shower. She’d almost forgotten how much she loved this shower, and how, during the course of their relationship, she used to seek every excuse to clean off in here. Her own apartment had a small, grungy tub with a showerhead that dripped rather than sprayed--not exactly the height of sybaritic bathing. 

She washed and rinsed her hair, then soaped herself with Nicholas’ soap, imbued with the masculine, pine needle fragrance she associated with him. She scrubbed herself off lazily, noticing the faint soreness between her legs--a sensation she hadn’t experienced in quite a while. She’d probably be even more sore later tonight, but she didn’t expect to mind. 

She sighed as the water slipped down her body, caressing it everywhere, the way she wanted Nicholas’ hands to caress her. She must be crazy to have agreed to this, she thought wryly. She’d wanted to see if there was anything between them, and there very definitely was. 

But what did she expect to do with that knowledge? Nicholas wasn’t capable of commitment. She knew that better than anyone. This was a dead end, just as it had been three years ago. 

She remembered what she’d said to his sister: Call it my Christmas present to myself, Mim. I’m tired of being a good girl. 

She supposed that one night of sheer physical pleasure wasn’t such a bad thing. 

A startled squeak escaped her lips as the frosted glass door to the shower opened. She stared at Nicholas, who stood naked in front of her. 

He was a sight to make any woman melt, she thought, staring at him through the clouds of mist. When they’d been together, he’d worked out almost every day, and it was obvious that he still did. His hair​dusted chest was broad, with a heavy overlay of well-developed pectoral muscles, and his biceps were corded and defined. Her gaze dropped lower, admiring his abs, lean and taut. And beneath that his impressive erection jutted upward, every bit as heavy and thick as it had been in the Hummer. 

The memory of him moving inside her, hard and fast, filled her mind, and her knees went weak. 

"Come on in," she said at last, as if she’d been expecting him to join her. "You’re letting all the steam out." 

He stepped in and shut the door behind him, staring at her as hungrily as she’d stared at him. Her body tensed beneath his avid gaze, moisture that had nothing to do with the shower seeped between her thighs, and her nipples pebbled as if he’d touched them. 

"You’re as beautiful as ever," he said at last, hoarsely. 

"So are you," she whispered, and meant it. He was thirty now, and there were a few strands of silver in his hair that hadn’t been there three years ago, but they only emphasized the midnight black of his too-long mane. There were a few more lines etched around his eyes, but they simply gave him a look of maturity that hadn’t been there when she’d known him, and his high cheekbones and strong jaw line were more starkly defined than ever. He’d only grown more beautiful with the passage of the years. 

He took a step toward her, tilted her head up, and kissed her again, hungrily. She parted her lips for him, giving him free access. He tasted spicy and sweet, like the pumpkin pie they’d had for dessert, and she moaned into his mouth. 

His hands slid up her slick body, across her ribcage, and to her breasts. He brushed his fingers across them gently, and she felt her nipples harden further, until they ached. 

"Your breasts are still gorgeous," he whispered against her mouth. 

She laughed softly. "They’re still tiny." 

"No. They’re perfect. They always were." He let his thumbs trace her nipples, unhurriedly, teasingly, and she moaned. 

"More, Nicholas." 

A rumble of laughter rolled from his chest at her demand. His left hand continued to play with her nipple, but his right hand slid across her flat abdomen and slipped between her legs, and she cried out. 

She was wet and hot there, and not just from the shower. His fingers slid easily across her soft flesh, just as they had in the Hummer, and with precisely the same result. Within moments she was panting, writhing against him, desperate for an intense, shattering release like the one he’d given her earlier. But he didn’t give it to her, only teased her slowly, deliberately, until the tension coiled like a tightly wound wire within her, so taut it was unbearable. 

"Please," she murmured against his mouth. 

He shook his head ruefully. "You’re going to have to wait till we dry off, babe. You left your purse in the bedroom, and I didn’t think to grab a condom out of it." 

She caught at his hand as he tried to pull it away. "Please," she whispered again. "I can’t wait." 

He clenched his eyes shut as if he were in pain. Then he moved his hand slightly and thrust one big finger inside her. 

The shock of the sensation almost sent her to her knees. Pleasure, so hot it was all but intolerable, surged through her. She cried out as he did it again, adding a second finger. He thrust quickly into her, deep and hard, and the explosion was on her so fast she was stunned. She fell back against the marble wall, crying out, as her body gripped his fingers and a climax rolled through her in wave after inexorable wave. 

When he finally withdrew his fingers, he staggered back from her, closing his eyes and breathing heavily. She looked up at his face, tense with lust, and then down at his erection. It was swollen, incredibly hard and thick, the broad head flushed a dark red color. She realized he wasn’t going to make it to the bedroom either. 

Putting a hand on either side of him, she backed him against the wall and dropped to her knees, licking at the hot, hard flesh, tasting him, teasing him, until his breath hissed through his teeth. 

"Ah ... yes. Yes, Syd." 

She opened her mouth, let him slide inside, sucking in a frenzy of need, taking him as deeply as she could. He thrust against her mouth roughly, out of control, making ragged, incoherent sounds of need deep in his chest. 

It had been a long time since she’d tasted him so intimately, explored him so thoroughly, and she could have done this for the rest of the night, and loved every minute of it. But he grasped frantically at her hair in a matter of moments. 

"Syd. Stop." 

Reluctantly, she let herself be pulled to her feet. She leaned against him, capturing his hot, engorged erection between them, rubbing the wet heat of her body against him. He jerked his hips in a frantic, rapid motion, slipping easily against the slick skin of her abdomen. His shaft jolted hard against her, and she felt his hot seed spurt across her belly in a violent spasm as he gave a long, agonized groan of pleasure. 

Afterward he collapsed back against the wall, breathing heavily. She turned away for a moment, hastily rinsed her stomach in the rapidly cooling water, then turned off the shower. He followed her without argument as she stepped out, found two fluffy, navy blue towels, and began rubbing herself dry. 

She studied him surreptitiously as he dried off, admiring the broad shoulders, tapering down to a tightly molded rear, marveling at the sleek, strong line of his back and the long, sculpted muscles in his thighs and calves. He was magnificent, she decided. His body was simply gorgeous. And she intended to have more of it later. A whole lot more. 

She’d picked out one hell of a Christmas present for herself. 

CHAPTER SIX 

Nicholas’ bedroom was as huge as she remembered, dominated by a single piece of furniture--a massive, king-sized bed with a curving cherry headboard and footboard. Nicholas padded across the thick beige carpeting and settled himself on the dark red comforter. She hesitated, feeling unexpectedly awkward about sitting down next to him with no clothes on. 

"Do you have any robes?" 

He shrugged. "There are a couple in the closet." His eyes traveled down her naked body, and a gleam of admiration lit them. "But I’m not going to wear one, and I’d rather you didn’t, either. Let’s just stay 

unwrapped, shall we?" 

She hesitated, her natural modesty warring with the warm pleasure that filled her at the heated admiration in his gaze. "Okay," she agreed at last, admitting to herself that she didn’t particularly want to see him covered, either. Besides, modesty seemed a little silly at this point, considering the way she’d thrown herself at him in the shower. 

She turned away from him, aware of his avid gaze studying her rear end, and walked toward a large armoire that she remembered held a TV. Opening it, she found a large flat screen TV had replaced the more conventional television she recalled, and a DVD player had replaced his VCR. Atop the DVD player was a case for It’s a Wonderful Life. It was the only thing in the room that suggested he was aware that it was the Christmas season. Just like the rest of his house, his bedroom was utterly devoid of any sort of holiday decorations. 

She remembered that he loved that movie. They must have watched it ten times in the weeks leading up to Christmas, at his suggestion. Which was a bit odd, now that she thought about it. It wasn’t at all the sort of movie she’d expect a playboy to like, full of sappy sentiment as it was, not to mention the glorification of family, marriage, and children. But maybe it helped fill a void somewhere deep inside him, a void even he wasn’t aware of. Maybe even a guy like Nicholas longed for love and marriage every now and then. 

Or maybe not, she thought, scoffing at herself. Nicholas just wasn’t the love and marriage type. She turned around and saw the hopeful expression on his face. 

"Want to watch it?" 

She hesitated. For some reason the idea of watching a sentimental movie with him on Christmas Eve seemed even more intimate than what they’d done earlier. But at last she nodded, stiffly. 

"Sure." 

She dropped the DVD into the player, then turned, walked across the floor, and sat down next to him on the bed. As the movie began, he reached out and took her hand, just as he had every time they’d watched the movie three years before. 

They didn’t talk, only lounged in companionable quiet on the comfortable mattress while the movie played, watching George Bailey give up his glamorous dreams of globetrotting to become a small-town businessman, husband, and father. Nicholas stretched out his bare legs and intertwined them with hers, but he didn’t make any sexual moves toward her, apparently riveted on the screen. 

Toward the end, she glanced at him and noticed he was blinking hard. "You really like this movie, don’t you?" she said in surprise, as the actors began singing "Auld Lang Syne." 

He looked over at her in surprise. She saw the vulnerable expression fade from his features, and that annoying sardonic smile immediately twisted his mouth. 

"Nah," he answered. "I just think Donna Reed’s a babe." 

Yeah, right, she almost said, but she caught herself in time. Obviously it was important to Nicholas that no one ever see the slightest glimmer of sensitivity beneath his playboy façade. He acted like a jerk a great deal of the time, but the memory of that soft, vulnerable look in his dark brown eyes compelled her to wonder for the first time if it was mostly an act. 

He seemed to be working so hard to conceal his true self that she wondered how much she’d failed to notice about him when they’d been involved. Then again, maybe there really wasn’t any sensitivity there to notice. 

The movie ended, and she saw him swipe surreptitiously at his eyes. An odd feeling of warmth and affection swelled in her chest. She was beginning to suspect there was more sensitivity hidden beneath his callous surface than she’d guessed, and she wondered how she’d spent three solid months with him without realizing that. Their affair had been incredibly intense, yet she was beginning to wonder if she’d ever really known the man beneath the mask. 

Having forgotten to bring the remote control across the room with her, she stood up, walked over to the TV, and shut it off. "Good movie," she remarked. "Do you believe in angels, Nicholas?" 

He flashed his white, heart-stopping grin. "I’m sitting here looking at one, babe." 

Irritated by the way he turned everything into a facile, meaningless pickup line, she huffed with annoyance. "I’m talking about guardian angels. Like in the movie. Do you believe in them?" 

Some of the playboy mask over his features faded away as he studied her thoughtfully. "I’m not sure, Syd. I’ve pretty much made my own way in the world, and I think I’ve done all right for myself, just by working hard. If there were any guardian angels around while I got my company going, I didn’t notice them." 

"I guess maybe they aren’t always as obvious as they are in the movies." 

"Yeah, maybe. Or it could be they aren’t there at all." 

She sighed as she closed the armoire doors. "I’d like to think they are." 

He went quiet for a long moment, and she turned to find him staring at her. 

"The only time I ever believed in guardian angels," he said at last, quietly, "was the day I met you." 

She clearly remembered the day they’d met, and there had been nothing particularly romantic about it. Certainly nothing mystical that might suggest the involvement of supernatural beings. It had been a perfectly ordinary encounter. He’d come into the dentist’s office where she was working, and she’d cleaned his teeth. She’d made an offhand remark about how good his dental hygiene was, and he’d flashed that dangerous grin and uttered a typical Nicholas come-on line. 

Want to check out my dental hygiene again tonight? 

Right then she’d known he was trouble, but she’d let herself be persuaded by his smile, and the utterly overwhelming charisma he could wield when he wanted to be charming. She’d gone out with him that night, and their relationship had rapidly picked up steam. And before long she’d let herself believe he was in love with her. 

God knew she’d been in love with him. 

"It wasn’t a guardian angel that brought you to me," she said at last. "Nothing supernatural about it. Just an ordinary trip to the dentist." 

"Maybe. But I’d never seen you there before. And when I saw you, I knew...." 

His voice trailed off and he paused for a long moment, while she waited, breathless. At last she said, "What did you know, Nicholas?" 

The corner of his mouth lifted in that mocking smile. "I knew we’d be fabulous together, Syd." 

The slow, sexy drawl of his deep voice made it clear that he was talking about the physical aspect of their relationship, and absolutely nothing else. She remembered his words earlier in the evening--You’re still a fabulous fuck, babe. 

A cold disappointment curled in her chest at the same time heat began to gather in her lower belly in response to the gleam in his eyes. Damn it. She knew better than to think there was anything between them besides sex. There never had been. 

But she reminded herself that sex was good enough for tonight. That was what she was here for, after all. My Christmas present to myself. She looked at him sprawled out on the bed, admiring the casual grace, the strength of his sleekly muscled body, his bronze skin gleaming against the dark red of the comforter. As if drawn irresistibly by a magnet, she stepped toward him, then paused, struck by something. 

"You have a sleigh bed," she said. 
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Nicholas frowned, evidently puzzled by the non sequitur. "Uh, yeah. I always have. So what?"
She giggled. "So I’m spending Christmas Eve in a sleigh with a guy named Nicholas."
The corners of his mouth turned up with amusement. "I gotta admit, I never thought of that." He gave her 


a patently artificial leer and patted the dark red comforter. "Come fly in my sleigh, little girl."
She laughed. "I don’t believe you’re the real Saint Nick."
"Damn straight. I’m no saint. But I promise to give you one hell of a Christmas ride."
Something deep within her wanted more than a flight on his sleigh. Her emotions, which she’d carefully 


encased in ice three years earlier, were thawing, and that knowledge scared the hell out of her. She was 


going to get hurt, and hurt badly, a second time. She just knew it.
She had the gut-twisting certainty that when she climbed out of Nicholas’ sleigh in the morning, it would 
be a hell of a long fall back to earth.


But she couldn’t resist the gleam in his dark, knowing eyes. She stepped toward him and perched on the edge of the bed. Stealing a look at the digital clock on the nightstand, she was surprised to see the glowing red numbers displaying 12:00. 

"It’s Christmas, Nicholas."
He glanced at the clock. "So it is." He grinned. "Time to make all your dreams come true, little girl." 
She reached out and took his hand, leaning back on the bed. "I’d like that," she said softly. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 

Nicholas had dreamed of this moment for years, but he was finding it difficult to believe. It was like a fantasy come to life. Syd Alexander was here, in his bed, waiting for him to make love to her. 

He drank in the sight of her, utterly naked and stretched out on his bed, her skin pale ivory against the dark red backdrop, her coffee-brown hair tumbling in a glossy, uncombed cascade over her shoulders. Her long legs were slightly parted, giving him a tantalizing glimpse of enticing pink flesh all but hidden within dark curls. 

She was as utterly beautiful as ever, but with one change--her slate-blue eyes stared back at him with a saucy, self-confident expression, marking her as very different from the shy and reserved young woman he remembered. Syd had grown up over the years. 

Carefully, almost hesitantly, he reached out a hand and stroked her hair. She closed her eyes, like a cat being petted, and he felt a tight lump in his throat at her pleased expression. 

"God, you’re beautiful," he said in a dark, husky voice. 

She opened her eyes and regarded him, and he saw the challenge in her gaze. "You said that before, Nicholas. Is that all you see when you look at me? A pretty face?" 

He saw a whole hell of a lot more than that. The first moment he’d looked into her eyes at the dentist’s office, he’d known there was someone behind those eyes he wanted to know better. Over the three months when their lives had become so deeply intertwined, he’d come to admire her quiet self​confidence, her intelligence. And now that her quiet reserve had been replaced by a spunky, mouthy cockiness, he admired her even more. 

He opened his mouth to say so, to tell her how much he thought of her. To tell her how much she’d meant to him. Unfortunately, what came out was totally wrong. 

"It’s not just your pretty face," he said. "You have a gorgeous rack, too." 

The moment the words left his mouth he could have kicked himself. Jesus Christ, what was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he ever tell this woman what he really felt, without making a total ass of himself every time he spoke? 

He knew the reason--because he felt vulnerable and fragile around her, and it was a feeling he didn’t like in the least. But he still wished he could learn to keep his goddamned mouth shut. 

Dismayed, he watched as various emotions chased across her face--hurt, disbelief, and anger. But at last she got her visible annoyance under control, and the corners of her mouth quirked up in an insolent grin that mirrored his. 

"I admire a man with good taste," she said lightly. 

Relieved that she wasn’t going to slap him and stalk out into the dark winter night, he reached out and 

stroked her left breast lightly, hearing her sharp intake of breath. 

"Any man in his right mind would think these were beautiful, babe." 

He saw the quick flare of disbelief in her eyes, and he added, "Yeah, I know you always thought they were too small. Trust me, they’re perfect. It’s not the size that matters as much as the shape." 

"Interesting," she said with an impudent smile, shooting a suggestive look at his burgeoning erection. "With men, it’s not the shape that matters so much as the size." 

"Fortunately, that’s not a problem for me." 

She laughed. "You have an ego the size of Texas, you know that?" 

"More the size of Alaska, I think." He grinned back at her. She’d always been able to make him laugh at himself, and at everything else, for that matter. It was one of the things he loved about her. On the surface she seemed serious, but beneath her solemn exterior lurked a cheerful sense of humor that never failed to make him smile. 

His hand continued to toy with her breast, and she shut her eyes, drawing a long, shuddering breath. Blood surged into his groin, bringing his erection to full attention almost instantly. 

She was so incredibly responsive, so receptive to his every touch, that it astounded him. Her honest, open responses made his body ache with desire, drove him crazy with the desperate longing to be inside of her. 

To be part of her. 

He leaned nearer, smelling the fragrance of his own soap on her skin. On her it smelled like Christmas trees, a sweetly nostalgic scent that sent a peculiar pang of longing through him. It made him remember gathering around a decorated tree with his parents and sister on Christmas morning and ripping packages open. 

It made him think of a lot of things he was never going to have in his life, like his own wife and kids gathering around a tree on Christmas morning, while he videotaped the chaos and stole the candy canes out of the kids’ stockings. 

He shook himself mentally, thinking he must be out of his ever-loving mind. He didn’t want a wife, and he didn’t want kids. He liked his life just the way it was, damn it. It must be a combination of watching It’s a Wonderful Life, along with some sort of hallucinogen in the soap, making his mind wander this way. 

Not that the soap had ever affected him that way before. But it had never smelled as good as it did on 

Syd’s skin. 

Drawn irresistibly by her fragrance, he bent his head and pressed his lips lightly against the hollow of her throat. She uttered a soft moan of pleasure, and encouraged, he let his lips travel across her skin, down to the sensitive spot just beneath her finely etched collarbone. She quivered against him. 

"Nicholas." 

He’d forgotten how much he loved the sound of his name on her lips when she was gasping with passion. Her soft, breathy voice sent a stab of urgent lust through him. 

He’d made love to her twice this evening already, and yet he wanted nothing more than to push her back against the bed, to plunge into her like a pool in the desert. But he managed to control himself. He wanted to make love to her slowly, to give her something to remember him by. 

Because he’d never make love to her again. 

The thought weighed in his mind like an anvil, but he tried to push it away. He didn’t want to think about anything but her, stretched naked on his bed, waiting for him to touch her. 

He let his lips trail down across her small, firm breast, tasting the soft, sweet flesh, teasing gently until she squirmed against him, until her hands reached up and caught his hair, tugging insistently. And then he moved his mouth and trailed his tongue across the tight bud of her nipple. 

She cried out. 

Her breasts might be small, but they were so delicately sensitive that he had always loved playing with them. He let his tongue trace her crinkled nipples, outlining them, tracing their contours, until her fingers dug into his hair and she begged him silently for more. At last he drew a nipple slowly into his mouth, hearing her long, low moan of pleasure. 

He loved bringing her pleasure. He always had. It was one reason he hadn’t made love to a woman since she’d left him--he couldn’t imagine enjoying a woman’s passion more than he enjoyed hers. While he sucked on her nipple, he let his fingers explore her smooth skin, trailing across her slim waist, delving into her dark curls. She was already wet and swollen and ready for him, and a shudder of anticipation ran through him. 

He wanted to wait, to run his hands across every inch of her warm satin skin, to taste and to smell her, to commit every last detail of her body to memory. But lust gathered within him like a thunderstorm, powerful and irresistible, a force of nature he couldn’t fight against. He was helpless in its grip. Incapable of waiting any longer, he groped for the condom he’d left on the nightstand, managed to rip it open, and sheathed himself. 

She grasped his butt, yanking him over on top of her. He didn’t resist. He wanted her too much to go slowly. 

Leaning his weight on his arms, he thrust into her in one hard, powerful motion. She cried out, and her legs wrapped around his waist as her arms slid around his shoulders, holding him so that he couldn’t get away. Not that he wanted to. 

She was hot and liquid, and he hesitated, buried deep within her, breathing heavily. He wanted this to last forever, but he knew damn well it wouldn’t. Nothing that felt this good could last long, or he’d die of the pleasure. 

He moved within her, as slowly as he could, cherishing every soft gasp she made, every eager movement of her hips, every scalding, wet inch of her body grasping greedily at his. He pulled out, withdrawing almost completely, then thrust all the way to the hilt. She cried out, and her body jerked hard against his. 

He did it again, and he was stunned to feel her entire body tense, then shudder in a violent climax. He shut his eyes, panting roughly, astounded by how little it took to please her. He wanted to make her experience it again and again, to bring her ecstasy beyond her wildest dreams, but her body clenched his so relentlessly that he couldn’t control himself, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but feel. 

A violent spasm of heat, more powerful than anything he’d ever known, shook him. He groaned into her hair as scorching heat sizzled through him like a wildfire, burning away three years of resentment and anger and filling him with a sensation of tranquility, of joy, he’d all but forgotten. 

Afterward he rolled off her, dropped his head onto the pillow, and switched off the light. He pulled her against his chest, cuddling her the way he’d longed to cuddle her earlier. He heard the soft sound of her breathing and noticed it sounded irregular. She was crying in the dark. 

"What’s wrong?" he whispered. 

"I should go," she said softly. He heard the quaver in her voice. 

Involuntarily, his arms tightened around her. He couldn’t stand the idea of her leaving him so soon. He’d meant this to be nothing more than a night of casual sex, yet somehow it had altered into something different, something so achingly meaningful he couldn’t bear to see it end yet. 

"Don’t go, Syd. Please." 

There was a long silence. 

"Fine," she whispered at last. "I’ll stay." 

He pressed his lips against the top of her head, grateful that she wasn’t going to run away this time. Grateful that she was at least going to give him a chance. It was more than she’d given him last time. It might not be a lifetime commitment, but he’d take it. 

He closed his eyes, feeling unbelievably lucky that she’d decided to stay. Hungry as he’d been for her, he hadn’t been the world’s greatest lover, and he was uncomfortably aware he hadn’t fulfilled her every desire, the way he’d intended to. But she’d made every one of his dreams, every last one of his fantasies, come true. He’d never imagined sex could be such a powerful experience. 

And yet, although it had been incredible, making love to her wasn’t nearly as rewarding as the simple act of falling asleep with her in his arms. 

* * * * 

Syd awoke in the morning to the sound of running water. Sleepily, she stretched and yawned, then blearily became aware she wasn’t in the small bed in her own apartment. 

Opening her eyes, she discovered she was in Nicholas Brant’s bed. Just as if the past three years had never happened. 

Gray daylight filtered in through the curtains, and Syd stood up hastily and started yanking on her clothes. She’d intended for this to be a night of simple pleasure, but instead she’d discovered she was still in love. 

Nicholas was undeniably a jerk, an ass, a womanizing dog, and yet she was horrified to realize she loved him as much as she ever had. 

But he was incapable of loving her in return. Which meant the smartest thing to do was to get the hell out of here while he was still in the shower. Get the hell out ... and forget it ever happened. 

She pulled on her clothes--excluding her totally wrecked pantyhose, which she dropped in a trash can-​and practically ran for the door. She’d left her car at Mim’s house, and it would be a two-mile walk to retrieve it, but at this point she’d be willing to hike through Antarctica to get away from Nicholas. 

But that was a cowardly thought, she realized, hesitating at the threshold. She’d dumped him once before by phone, and felt guilty about it ever since. Obviously his emotions weren’t really involved this time-​she sincerely doubted they’d really been involved last time--but it was nevertheless gutless to run away without even acknowledging the evening. 

She really ought to leave a note. Something like, "Thanks for the evening ... you’re still a fabulous fuck." 

No, that sounded just a tad on the bitter side. But she figured a brief note telling him that she’d gone was only courteous. 

She glanced around the room, remembering he’d always kept a pad of paper and a pencil in the top drawer of the nightstand on her side of the bed, where the phone was. She walked over and yanked open the drawer. As she had remembered, there was a pad of paper. 

And next to it was a small present, wrapped in green and red paper. The tag read, "To Syd, with love from Nicholas." 

She stared at it a long moment, confused, trying to figure out what the hell a package addressed to her was doing there. Nicholas hadn’t had the faintest clue she’d be at his house last night. 

Had he gotten up early and wrapped it? That didn’t make a whole lot of sense, either. She couldn’t understand why he’d want to give her a present, after a night of meaningless, empty sex. And what was with the sentence, "with love from Nicholas"? He didn’t love her. He never had. 

She picked up the small package, turning it over in her hand, noticing it was a little yellowed, as if it had been sitting in this drawer for a long time. 

Almost as if it had been sitting there for three years. 

A deep voice spoke from behind her. 

"Go ahead. Unwrap it." 

Syd jumped with shock, realizing she had been so preoccupied she hadn’t heard him turn off the water. Nicholas stood behind her, a towel wrapped around his still-damp waist, looking at her with an expression she couldn’t identify. 

"What…?" she asked softly, turning it over again, as if she could figure out the puzzle by looking at it from all angles. 

"I was going to give that to you for Christmas," he said, in a carefully even voice that she was certain concealed a deep emotion. "Three years ago. But you called on Christmas Eve and told me you wouldn’t be coming." 

She remembered her call. She had been a coward, calling him and telling him she wanted to break it off instead of facing him in person. But she’d been aware by that time that he was never going to commit, 
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and she couldn’t go on wondering how long it would be before he found another woman to replace her.


Dumping him by phone had seemed like the easiest and most sensible way to deal with the problem at the 
time.
And she’d spent the last three years regretting it.
But she’d never regretted it as much as she did now, holding this little package in her hand.
"Open it," he said brusquely, and this time his voice was definitely tinged with bitterness. "That way you 


can see what a fool I was."


Her hands were shaking, but she managed to unwrap the package, shredding the brightly colored 
Christmas paper. She dropped it to the floor, revealing a small, black velvet jewelry case. 
Her heart started to pound heavily in her chest. She flipped the case open, revealing an enormous 


diamond, sparkling against the black velvet backdrop.
"Oh, Nicholas," she whispered in an anguished tone.
He lifted his chin and glared at her. "I know you thought I wasn’t capable of being in love, Syd, but I was, 


damn it. In love with you."
Regret overwhelmed her, drowning her in shame and sorrow. "I thought...."
"I know what you thought," he said harshly. "You spelled it out for me when you dumped me. I was 


immature, incapable of settling down, and we were obviously looking for different things in a relationship. I remember everything you said to me, Syd. And none of it was true. I loved you. I wanted to commit to you. I wanted to get married and live with you for the rest of my life." 

The naked pain in his voice cut into her like a whip. She did her best to gather her scattered defenses. 

"I don’t believe you," she said, her voice shaking. "You told me you’d never get married. Just a few days 
before Christmas. That’s what you said."
She saw the regret in his deep brown eyes. "I was messing with your mind, Syd. I wanted to surprise you. 


I guess in retrospect that was kind of stupid." He shook his head. "More than kind of stupid. I’m a 
moron."
"Why didn’t you tell me?"


"I tried. You wouldn’t listen." 

That was probably true. She remembered cutting him off and hanging up, unable to cope with his stammering shock when she felt like sobbing herself. And she’d screened her calls for weeks, refusing to pick up the phone if he called. He hadn’t approached her in person, but maybe he’d been trying to hold onto the remnants of his pride. She tried to defend herself and her decision from another angle. 

"But Mim says you’ve dated a different woman practically every week since she moved to town." 

He shook his head, so that his wet ebony hair fell into his eyes. "I haven’t been out with a woman since you, Syd." 

"Then why--" 

"My mom used to bug me to find a nice girl and settle down," he interrupted, brushing the hair out of his eyes impatiently. "I finally figured out that the way to stop her from driving me crazy was to act like I was out there looking. Even though I was too busy setting up my consulting company to have much of a social life, I made up a pretty damn impressive fictional harem. After Mom died and Mim moved to town, she decided it was her duty to keep hassling me to find a wife. I got in the habit of pulling her leg, just like I used to pull Mom’s, and telling her about a different date every week." He scowled. "If I’d known she was friends with you, I never would have done it, Syd. But I had no way of knowing." 

She drew a long, shuddering breath. "So you haven’t really been--" 

"Sleeping around? Hell, no. Before last night, I hadn’t had sex in three years, Syd." 

"Neither had I," she said softly. 

She saw the flare of relief in his eyes, followed almost instantly by a flash of cold that would make a Minnesota winter seem balmy by comparison. "Like I give a good goddamn," he growled. "Your life is your business, Syd. You made that pretty damn clear." 

Tears spilled over onto her cheeks, tears of regret for what could have been. She’d heartlessly, callously dumped a man who loved her and never once given him a chance to explain his emotions. God, she’d been a jerk, more of a jerk than Nicholas had ever been in his lifetime. 

He took a step toward her, and some of the coldness melted away from his features at the sight of her tears. 

"Look, Syd," he said softly, "part of what happened was my fault. I admit it. I was an ass. But I was an ass who loved you." 

An ass who had loved her. Past tense. She clenched her jaw against the pain of knowing that she’d thrown everything away in a fit of insecurity. 

"I loved you too," she admitted in a harsh whisper. 

She waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t, only stood looking at her. She realized she still had the box clutched in her hand. 

She didn’t have the right to ask him to go out on a limb for her again. He’d been the one to risk his heart three years ago. He’d been ready to commit to her for the rest of his life, and she’d dumped him. She hadn’t even bothered to talk to him face to face--she’d ditched him on the phone. She could hardly imagine how that must have hurt. 

If anyone was going out on a limb this time, it would have to be her. 

She took a deep breath. "I thought I had gotten over you," she said softly. "But then I started working with Mim, and the more I heard about you, the more I knew I wasn’t over you. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be over you." 

He didn’t say anything, but his dark eyes watched her alertly. 

"I set last night up--I mean, I convinced Mim to have me over--so I could see you again. So I could find out if there was anything still between us." 

"There’s quite a lot still between us," he said wryly. 

"Yes, but more than just the physical." She took a deep breath and spat out the stark truth in a rush. "I know it sounds crazy, Nicholas, but I think I’m still in love with you." 

CHAPTER EIGHT


Nicholas’ harsh features didn’t soften. He glared at her for a long moment, then at the velvet box she held tightly in her hand. 

"I don’t believe you," he snarled at last. "I don’t think you ever loved me at all, or you wouldn’t have left 


me the way you did."
"I did love you," she said softly, trying to control the quavering of her voice. "I really did. But I was 
stupid and immature, Nicholas. I’ve grown up a lot since then."


She watched as the pain and vulnerability in his eyes faded, masked by his most sardonic smile.


"Too bad I haven’t," he drawled. "You’re the one who said I hadn’t changed, that I was irresponsible and 
a perpetual teenager. I guess you were right."
"No," she said simply. "I was wrong. I don’t think I ever really knew you, Nicholas."
"Then how can you say you loved me?"
It was a logical question. "I think deep down I realized there was something special about you, Nicholas, 


something more than you ever showed to the world. But I wasn’t sure, so I panicked. I should have 


trusted my instincts." She took a deep breath. "I know you now, better than I ever did."
"After one night of hot sex?" he scoffed. "Come on, Syd, be honest with yourself. You don’t love me. 
You don’t even like me much. You just liked having sex with me."


"It was more than sex," she whispered.


"No. It was sex, pure and simple. It didn’t mean a thing to me, and if you’re honest with yourself, you’ll 
admit it didn’t mean anything to you either."
The painfully sharp words sliced into her heart. It didn’t mean a thing to me.
But she didn’t believe that. She couldn’t. Not after the way he’d made love to her last night--no, this 


morning. Christmas morning.
"It meant everything to me," she said softly.
"Typical woman," he sneered. "Confusing sex with love." He turned and stalked toward his closet. "Give 


me a minute to get dressed, and I’ll take you home."


She reached out and caught his arm. "Nicholas," she said softly, aware that she was all but begging but not caring very much. "Don’t make me leave. I don’t want to leave you." He yanked his arm away as if she’d burned him. "You need to go home, Syd. Christmas Eve is over. It’s 

time to get back to reality." 

He strode away and disappeared into his huge closet, leaving her standing there. She hesitated a moment, then turned and ran for the door, dropping the velvet box on the dresser. Leaving it behind ... the way she was leaving Nicholas behind. 

* * * * 

Nicholas stayed in the closet longer than he needed to, trying to get his ragged emotions under control. Damn it, why did he always have to act like such a jerk around her? Yes, she’d dumped him, but it had been three years. He really needed to get a grip on himself and get over it. 

And yet somehow he couldn’t seem to get past it. It sat there in his mind, a roadblock he couldn’t get around, no matter how he tried. 

He thought about that while he was yanking a charcoal gray sweater over his head. He remembered what he’d said to Syd. 

It was sex, pure and simple. It didn’t mean a thing to me. 

Obviously he’d been lying through his teeth. What he felt for Syd was far more than sexual attraction, or he wouldn’t have spent the past three years fantasizing about her, thinking about her, wondering how she was and what she was doing. If all he’d wanted was sex, he could have found a hundred willing women by now. He didn’t enjoy celibacy by any stretch of the imagination, but he hadn’t craved sex over the past three years nearly as much as he’d craved Syd. 

If he was going to be honest with himself, last night had meant a whole hell of a lot to him. While in the shower, he’d been thinking about telling her so, but then he’d stepped out and found her staring at the pitiful little package he’d wrapped so carefully three years before--the package he hadn’t even been able to bring himself to unwrap and return to the jewelry store--and all his old rage and pain had surfaced. 

For a moment, he’d wanted to hurt her as much as she’d hurt him. He had the uncomfortable feeling he’d succeeded. 

He sighed. Three years ago Syd had made a mistake, and he’d made mistakes, too. But it had been three years. Maybe it was time for him to put all this in the past. 

But not Syd. He was beginning to realize that Syd didn’t belong in his past. She belonged in his present ... 

and future. 

Bracing himself, he stepped out of the closet, only to find his room empty and silent. There was nothing to show that Syd had ever been there, except a ruined pair of pantyhose flung carelessly into a trash can, and the slight but unmistakable fragrance of sex that lingered in the air. 

Damn it. She’d run away again. 

Not that he really blamed her, after what he’d said to her. 

On the dresser, he spotted the small velvet box. He scooped it up and shoved it in his pants pocket, then headed down the stairs at top speed. 

* * * * 

It rarely snowed in this part of Virginia in December, but a light flurry of snowflakes swirled through the air as Syd walked down the road. It was a long hike back to Mim’s house, and the air was bitterly cold, but she didn’t much care. She was beyond caring about anything except Nicholas. 

She clutched her coat around her more tightly, trying to fend off the chill. But she was frozen inside and out, and a coat wasn’t what she needed to get warm. 

The road was almost abandoned, since most people were presumably inside celebrating Christmas. She sighed. She’d had her Christmas early, and it had been incredible. Too bad it couldn’t last. 

But Nicholas was right. It was time to get back to reality. Last night had been fun, but it had been a trip down memory lane, not the real thing. 

She shook her head. Who was she kidding? It had been as real as anything she’d experienced in her lifetime. 

She was in love with Nicholas Brant. There was no way around it. 

The noise of a big engine roared behind her, loud in the icy stillness. She craned her neck around and saw an enormous black Hummer lumbering toward her. She started walking faster, which was of course ridiculous. The Hummer pulled up beside her, and the window slid down. 

"Hey," Nicholas said, leaning out. "I thought I offered you a ride."
Ready for the ride of your life, babe?
She pushed back the memory of his sexy, irritating drawl and lifted her chin, glaring at him. "I can walk. I 


wouldn’t want to make any more trouble for you."
"It’s cold as hell out here. Get in."
"I’m just fine, thank you."
"Syd," he said, irritation in his deep voice. "Don’t be stupid. Climb on in."
She grumbled under her breath, imagining him trailing her slowly in the Hummer the whole two miles to 


Mim’s. He probably would, damn stubborn man that he was. She stalked around the huge vehicle, opened 


the door, scrambled up, and flung herself angrily into the leather seat.
"Thank you," he said gently. He stepped on the accelerator, turned at the very first intersection they came 
to, and did a U-turn.


"Um, Mim’s house is that way," Syd said, pointing over her shoulder.


"We’re not going to Mim’s house." He reached into his pants pocket, extracted the velvet box, and 
handed it to her. "You forgot this."
She accepted the box, staring at it in confusion. "This isn’t mine, Nicholas."
"Of course it is. I bought it for you, didn’t I? Anyway, I can’t imagine it fitting anyone else."
Her eyes filled with tears again, but she tried her best to keep her voice steady. "How do you know it fits 


me?"
"Let’s find out." They pulled into Nicholas’ long, tree-lined driveway, and he brought the car to a halt. He 


reached out, plucked the box from her hands, and opened it, then pulled out the ring and slid it onto her 
left hand. He grinned triumphantly. "I knew it. It fits perfectly."
She looked at the glittering diamond and bit her lip. "I thought we were going to get back to reality, 


Nicholas."
"I decided I like my reality better with you in it, Syd."


At the solemn note in his voice, she looked up to see his dark eyes watching her intently. "My God," she 
said weakly. "You’re serious."
"I’m not serious very often," he admitted. "Except when it comes to you."


"You said last night didn’t mean a thing to you."
"I lied. It meant everything to me, Syd. So do you." He sighed. "The truth is, I meant to marry you almost 
from the first moment I saw you, Syd. It just took me three years to find an opportunity to ask you." He 
reached out, took her hand, and looked into her eyes. 


"Will you marry me, Syd?"
She shut her eyes for a long moment. When she opened them, the snow was coming down harder, so hard 


that she could barely see the trees. It swirled around the Hummer, giving her the odd feeling they were the 
only two people in the world. 
"Yes, Nicholas," she said at last. "I’d love to."
He broke into a wide grin and threw his arms around her, yanking her against his chest. "I can’t believe 


it," he said into her hair. "I finally got what I really wanted for Christmas."


She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder, loving the solid feel of him. 
"There’s only one condition," she said, her voice muffled against his woolen sweater.
He looked down at her, frowning a little. "What’s that?"
"You ever call me babe again, and I’ll kick you out on your ass."
He broke out laughing. "Sounds fair enough to me, sweetheart." His laughter faded, and he looked at her 


seriously. "I love you, Syd."
Her eyes misted over again. She had never felt so fortunate in her life. Somehow, despite all the mistakes 
they’d made, everything they’d done wrong, they’d found each other again. She didn’t know if it had a 


thing to do with guardian angels, but it was a Christmas miracle if ever there had been one. She barely 
managed to speak around the tightness in her throat. 
"I love you too, Nicholas."
He put the Hummer into drive, and they started up the driveway.
