
  
    [image: Mistletoe Magic]
  


  
    
      MISTLETOE MAGIC

      
        A HOLIDAY ROMANCE NOVEL

        BOOK 2

      

    

    
      
        AMANDA SIEGRIST

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2017 Amanda Siegrist

        All Rights Reserved.

      

        

      
        This ebook may not be re-sold or re-distributed to another person unless consent is given by this author. If you wish to share this book, please purchase an additional copy. It may not be re-produced in any format for your own rights. If you did not purchase this book, please return to the retailer to purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

        

      
        NO AI TRAINING: No part of this material may be used in any AI training of any kind. Without in any way limiting the Author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The Author reserves all rights to license any and all use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

        

      
        Every part of this material was human created, including all written words and the cover.

      

        

      
        All characters in this book are a product of the author’s imagination. Places, events, and locations mentioned are created to either help inspire the story, or are real and used in a fictitious manner.

      

        

      
        Note: The towns mentioned in this story are fictitious, except for St. Cloud. That is a real city in Minnesota full of culture, beauty, and kindness. You should visit it someday.

      

        

      
        Cover Designer: Amanda Siegrist

        Photos Provided by: Solominviktor/Banthita166/Shutterstock.com

        Edited by: Nadara “Nay” Merrill - www.thatgrammargal.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      A happy ending is all I need.

      

      Consequences Novel

      Dark Consequences

      Cruel Consequences

      Fatal Consequences

      

      Haunting Love Novel

      Third Time’s the Charm

      Thirteen Days Gone

      One Mistake Too Late

      

      Holiday Romance Novel

      Merry Me

      Mistletoe Magic

      Christmas Wish

      Snowed in Love

      Snowflakes and Shots

      Holiday Hope

      Sleigh All the Way

      

      Lucky Town Novel

      Escaping Memories

      Dangerous Memories

      Stolen Memories

      Deadly Memories

      Forgotten Memories

      

      McCord Family Novel

      Protecting You

      Trust in Love

      Deserving You

      Always Kind of Love

      Finding You

      Dare You to Love

      

      Mona & Mason

      The Paranormal Chronicles, Volume 1

      

      Perfect For You Novel

      The Wrong Brother

      The Right Time

      The Easy Part

      The Hard Choice

      

      Psychic Love Novel

      Exploding Love

      Captured Love

      

      Short Stories

      Paint By Murder

      Follow Me, Sweet Darling

      

      Slaying Love Novel

      Won’t Let You Go

      Doomed Love

      Deadly Crazy

      Evidence of Sin

      Finding Redemption

      Obsessed Hope

      

      Sleighville Novel

      Dashing Through the Fear

      Here Comes Chaos

      The Last Noel

      

      Standalone Novel

      The Danger with Love

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Conquering Fear Novel

      Co-written with Jane Blythe

      Drowning in You

      Out of the Darkness

      Closing In

    

  


  
    
      
        
        It’s time for some holiday spirit…

      

      

      Enjoy this heartwarming holiday series that will fill you with the Christmas spirit and lots of love. You can always expect that from me. I’m also a sucker for a happy ending. But I love to add a dose of angst, so don’t expect the journey to be easy. If you want to stay connected with me, make sure you sign up for my newsletter [image: love letter] HERE! I’d love for you to be a part of my news family!

      
        
        Much love & happy reading,

        Amanda Siegrist

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Merry Christmas.

      

        

      
        May your days and nights be filled with holiday cheer!
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      Her back ached, her feet, her legs, her arms, hell, her fingers even tingled with unnecessary pain. Grabbing the plates from the countertop, she whisked through the kitchen double doors as if she had no aches or pains anywhere on her body. Because in her line of work, she needed to ignore it.

      “Lunch rush over?”

      “Sure is. Just cleaning up now.” Theresa smiled at Bonzo as she tossed the dirty dishes into the sink filled to the rim with hot soapy water.

      They had a nice ritual. She cleared everything up. He washed. Then she dried and put everything away. In between, of course, helping any customers that strolled into the diner as he continued to cook.

      “Today lasted longer than normal.”

      Blowing out a heavy breath, she offered another smile. “You know how it is during the holidays. Stop making such good pies.”

      Bonzo winked. “Stop making such good coffee.”

      Laughing, she walked back to the front. He sure liked to make jokes. Because that was the silliest one she ever heard. She made horrible coffee. Absolutely disgusting. He knew it. She knew it. Everybody knew it. Yet, they all came flocking in for her coffee. One of these days, she might actually make a good pot.

      It’s not as if she didn’t try. She searched the Internet for the perfect way to make a pot of coffee that would put a smile on everyone’s face.

      Make sure to use the correct kind of water. She laughed when she saw that, wondering why the type of water would make a difference. But it did. It suggested filtered or bottled water for the best flavor, and on occasion, tap water was acceptable. And don’t pour in cold water or the coffee won’t be as strong, too hot and it’ll burn and give off a bitter taste. She almost stopped searching just based on reading all the water facts.

      Next, the ideal amount of scoops for the coffee grounds. One to two tablespoons of grounds to every six ounces of water. She made a big pot of coffee, so she tended to put in quite a few scoops. Messing with the amounts never made a difference. Each pot still tasted disgusting. Even to her.

      Then there was the perfect filter. Bonzo bought filters in bulk from his food supplier, so she had no control over that. She figured Bonzo wouldn’t steer her wrong in that department since he also waited for the day she would make a delicious pot of coffee.

      And the last important detail she found was to thoroughly clean the coffee pot regularly. She did, like a maniac, making sure it sparkled like a twinkling diamond.

      Even after all of her research, pouring over information from several different sites, her coffee-making skills still failed her horribly. Honestly, she figured the coffee pot just hated her because she watched Bonzo make it, doing exactly what she did, and it tasted delicious.

      Whatever. Her coffee-making skills still had the diner hopping because people were always curious what it would taste like any particular day.

      Shuffling back and forth on the floor, she cleared every table, wiping it down and rearranging everything just right. Not one person entered to interrupt her great pace. It was best if she worked fast because her body was ready to collapse into a big heap. The faster she went, the better chance she wouldn’t faint from the aches.

      The bell above the door rang with merry. Glancing up, her heart froze, then jumped into a dizzying pitter-patter rhythm that always happened when he walked in.

      “Officer Crowl, good afternoon.” She could only hope he couldn’t hear her heart racing like a thousand wild horses.

      “Afternoon, Theresa.” He stopped before her, less than two feet of counter space separating them. “I’ll have a cup of coffee.”

      He didn’t smile or offer any other pleasantry. Straight and to the point. He always acted that way. To everyone, not just her. Which was why she never took offense at it or worried that he didn’t like her.

      Of course, she knew he didn’t like her anyway, regardless of his lack of a smile. He hadn’t been the same since his fiancé died over a year ago. A tragic car accident that shook their small town at the time. Cynthia had been the homecoming queen three years straight and the Mulberry Princess four years straight. Theresa never had the gumption or courage to enter the contest to be crowned the Mulberry Princess, the title given away every summer during the Fourth of July festival and picnic.

      Cynthia had been the town sweetheart. Loved by everyone. Especially by Officer Crowl. They’d been the golden couple. He had been the star quarterback of the football team and almost went pro until he hurt his knee in a skiing accident in the off season of his junior year in college.

      Theresa always had the worst crush on him, since ninth grade, and he didn’t know she existed. Even now, she didn’t think he really saw her. Just another waitress serving him a cup of coffee that would taste awful.

      “Theresa? Can I get a cup of coffee?” His brows rose.

      “Oh, yes, of course. My bad.” She laughed nervously and turned around to the coffee pot. You’re an idiot. Pouring the coffee quickly in a to-go cup, because he never stayed for his coffee, she realized she should’ve been more prepared for his arrival. He was like clockwork. Every day at two o’clock, right before his shift started, he came in for his coffee. She could only blame her tiredness.

      Still feeling off-kilter, she turned back toward him, nearly dropping the coffee cup. His piercing brown eyes, almost black, looked at her with such intensity. Probably thinking what an imbecile she was, just standing there, staring at him moments before.

      “One coffee.” Another nervous laugh slipped out.

      “Thanks.” He tossed a five to the counter and took a sip. A wince crossed his face.

      “That bad?”

      He coughed. “Not at all. Have a good day.”

      “You, too.” Yet her words were lost on him, as he was already halfway to the exit. Obviously, he couldn’t get away fast enough. He always left her a decent tip, though.

      Lame. That’s what she was. Pining and wishing and hoping for a man that would never return her affection. Oh, well. She learned early on in life she didn’t always get what she wanted and it was just best to move on.

      The bell above the door rang again. She knew right then she’d be gaining five pounds.

      “Lynn Duncan! I swear, if you’re here dropping off more cookies, I’m gonna…gonna…become fat.”

      She laughed as Lynn set a container down in front of her, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “What, you don’t like my cookies? I make them for the diner, not you specifically.”

      “Yeah, but they’re soooo good and I can’t resist.” Theresa opened the container and snatched one, chomping down with delight. “Ugh! Can you seriously make them terrible, just once?”

      Lynn took a seat, shaking her head as she laughed with her. “Elliot wouldn’t like that.”

      “Me either.”

      “I wasn’t going to bring another batch in until Friday, but then Mrs. Thompson stopped into the bakery and said you guys ran out, so I whipped out another batch today instead.”

      “Only you could whip out a batch of cookies and they taste like perfection.”

      “Thank you. How about some coffee before I pick up Laura from school?”

      Cocking a brow, she smirked. “You sure? You know my coffee.”

      “Best coffee I’ve ever had.”

      “Now I know you’re jesting.” Theresa pointed a finger at her as she laughed, then turned around to get her a cup.

      “Elliot loves your coffee, too.”

      “Chief Duncan is just too kind to say it tastes disgusting.” Theresa set the cup of coffee before her.

      “I saw Officer Crowl just left. He comes in every day for a cup.” Lynn raised the cup to take a sip.

      “I guess he’s just being kind as well.”

      “Or…”

      Wishful thinking. Please don’t go there, Lynn.

      “Does he have any clue you like him?”

      Lynn must’ve interpreted her expression and decided to change tactics.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Taking another sip, Lynn looked like she was trying to choose her words carefully.

      Theresa liked her. She met Elliot Duncan, Mulberry’s Chief of Police, last Christmas, and it didn’t take long for them to get engaged. A few months later, just as the flowers started to bloom, they were married. A few months after that, Lynn opened her own bakery two stores down from the diner. She made everything from breads to doughnuts to cookies to cakes to any sweet anyone asked of her. Bonzo, the owner of the Mulberry Diner, loved her cookies and asked her to supply the diner. She had become good friends with Lynn just from her weekly visits to drop off cookies.

      “He’s always so serious. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile.”

      “He has the best smile.” When he used to display one. Groaning, Theresa slumped her head to the counter to hide her embarrassment. “I didn’t just say that.”

      “But you did.”

      Lifting her head, she saw Lynn’s cheeks flush a bright red.

      “I’m still in that honeymoon stage. I want everyone to be happy. Especially around Christmas.”

      “Have you finished shopping for Laura yet?”

      And just like that, the conversation moved along. She didn’t want to think about Officer Crowl, let alone talk about him. Distancing herself from him was crucial. Even when he came in to grab his coffee, she always addressed him as Officer Crowl instead of Aiden. It was easier. Way, way easier to control her crush on him and never let him know how she felt.

      He was out of her reach. She accepted that. She didn’t want to explain that to anyone else.
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      Aiden slammed his car door closed, taking another sip of coffee before putting it in the cup holder. He couldn’t hold back another wince. Damn, the coffee was…bad. Not as bad as yesterday’s batch, but still…bad.

      He wondered if Theresa would ever get it right. Maybe. Maybe not. A bet was going on at the precinct for when, or if, she’d ever make a good cup. He threw twenty in the pot, saying she’d get it right by Christmas. Although, as he backed out of the parking spot, then took another sip, he figured he’d be losing twenty bucks.

      Driving around, he waited impatiently for a call to come through the radio because it was always better for him to be occupied than his mind working in overdrive. Sitting at home, in the silence, the loneliness, all he did was think. Think about her. Think about regrets. Think about what was said before she walked out of the house. Thinking was the bane of his existence. Working was always better than time to himself to think.

      Two hours later, no calls coming in, which was usual for their small town, he pulled into a spot outside the precinct. He decided he’d take a stroll up and down Main Street rather than get back into his car. He could use another cup of coffee. Last night had been⁠—

      Thinking again. Not good.

      He stepped out of his vehicle. The cold wind bit into his cheeks.

      “How’s the day going so far, Officer Crowl?”

      Aiden glanced to his right. “Just fine, Chief. A little slow, so I’d thought I’d get a refill of coffee.”

      “Not too bad today, huh?” Chief Duncan laughed. Aiden gave a slight tilt to his lips, the only indication he was amused by that as well.

      He hadn’t laughed or smiled in over a year. There wasn’t much for him to laugh and smile about. Not when Cynthia was gone. Because of him.

      “I know Lynn restocked the cookies today. You should grab one. They’re delicious.”

      “I’ve no doubt.” He waved goodbye as Chief Duncan headed for his truck, and most likely, home to his family.

      He wanted to smile and feel happy for him, but even a simple emotion, like happiness for another person, was difficult on the best of days to conjure. He always wanted what Chief Duncan had. Now, he’d never get it. He wasn’t worthy of it anymore.

      Pulling open the diner door, the bell rang annoyingly in his ears. He saw an older couple in a booth eating the house special for the week, meat loaf and corn. In another booth, Councilman Jenkins sat with another guy he didn’t recognize. He nodded at him, then searched for Theresa. He didn’t see her anywhere on the floor. She must be in the back. Grabbing a seat at the counter, his fingers tapped a rhythmic pattern as he waited for her to come out.

      Sitting still wasn’t good. His thoughts roamed when he sat for too long.

      The double doors swung open and Theresa’s smiling face breached his thoughts before they could turn anywhere else.

      “Officer Crowl, hello again.”

      “I need more coffee.” He pushed his cup from earlier closer to the edge to her side of the counter. “Please.”

      He knew he could be standoffish to some people, especially people who didn’t know him, but he could work on his manners a little. Her smile had dimmed at his words, at his lack of manners. He loved it when she smiled. Seeing it disappear wasn’t something he’d wanted.

      She had the brightest smile he’d ever seen. So large and consuming and infectious. Sometimes it made him want to smile in return, just because. Then Cynthia’s face punched him in the gut and his frown went lower instead.

      Theresa grabbed his cup and turned to the coffee pot.

      “It was that delicious, was it?”

      “Slow night.” He coughed. What a dumb response, and an insult. “I enjoy your coffee.” Her coffee might never taste good, but he would never intentionally offend her.

      Swiveling toward him slowly, her smile was still there, just not shining within her eyes. “Didn’t your mother tell you it’s not nice to lie? I know how badly my coffee tastes.”

      He took the cup from her, his fingers grazing hers. A tingle of something zapped him. Something he hadn’t felt in forever. Something he should try his damndest to ignore. Something he didn’t want to feel. Something he didn’t deserve to feel.

      “I don’t lie.”

      With that, he threw two bucks on the counter and left.

      Yeah, she had the prettiest smile on the planet. It didn’t matter. Nothing did. Not since he lost Cynthia.
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        * * *

      

      “Be careful out there, girlie. It’s cold out. I think it’s about time you got a car.”

      She patted Bonzo’s shoulder. “You know I enjoy walking. It’s not too cold. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      The little bell above the door jangled merrily as she walked out. Pulling her scarf tighter around her neck, she dipped her chin lower as she made the small jaunt to her home. Well, small jaunt in her eyes. Some would agree, like Bonzo, that it was a long walk to make, especially in winter. Three blocks straight, then a right, another four blocks before she took a left, then five more blocks.

      She lived at the end of the road in a small house that she rented from Mrs. Tanzia, a sweet older woman who moved up north to live with her children. The rent was cheap, and her son, whenever something went wrong, was quick to have someone come over and fix it. Most spots were safe in Mulberry, but like every town, it had its slightly run-down areas. Her house happened to be in that part of town. She wasn’t ashamed of it, nor did she ever feel unsafe. Nothing new from her childhood either. She had lived in this part of town her entire life. It suited her just fine.

      Twenty minutes later, she saw her house, welcoming the warmth that was soon to come. Most days she didn’t mind walking. Today, well, it wasn’t one of them. The brisk wind biting into her cheeks, mingled with her hands that couldn’t stay warm even hidden in her coat pockets, confirmed how cold it truly was. And the soreness covering every inch of her body hadn’t dissipated once. A nice hot bath to soak her bones would be one of the first things she did.

      As she neared her front door, she couldn’t hold back her groan.

      “What a nice greeting from my sister.” Her brother, James, stood up from lying on her stairs. “I need some cash.”

      “Hello to you, too.”

      “Didn’t we just have those niceties. You know, where you groaned at seeing me.” He stepped down the two stairs, getting right in her face. “Just a little cash.”

      The strong smell of alcohol made her want to gag. Great. After her horrifying embarrassment with Officer Crowl, dealing with her drunk ass brother was not on her to-do list.

      “I don’t have any money for you. Get a job.”

      “You have a job. You have money.”

      “Go home, James.” She started to go around him when he grabbed her wrist, yanking her back.

      “Give me some damn money.”

      “For what, more booze?” Glancing at his hand wrapped tightly around her wrist, she tried to pull away. “Let me go.”

      The pressure increased. “I need some rent money.”

      “I know when you’re lying. You smell like a damn brewery.” Using as much strength as she had left, she tugged harder against his restraint, simultaneously pushing at his chest. She managed to break free and rushed to her door.

      The handle twisted with ease, making her curse out loud at the fact he broke into her house. She opened the door quickly and slammed it shut just as fast, twisting the lock. The pounding started instantly.

      “Let me in, Theresa! Just give me some damn money! I need it!”

      Even though she flipped the lock, it was flimsy as hell. Holding her body against the door, she debated what to do. This wasn’t the first time James had come around asking for money. She knew it wouldn’t be the last. The first time he did it, she thought he actually needed help, giving him a little cash to tide him over. A few days later, she found out he spent it all at the bar. Giving in the first time had been her undoing. Now he thought she’d hand over money any time. No more. She worked hard for her money. He didn’t do a damn thing but get into trouble and drink.

      She had to change her locks twice already because James broke in by picking her locks, and then swiped her spare key she always thought she hid well enough. Apparently he did it again because she knew she locked her door this morning. She never forgot to lock her doors, especially living in the not-so-safe neighborhood. How many times would she have to change her locks? Better yet. How many times could she afford to?

      The door shook as he pounded again. “You’ll be sorry if I have to break down the door. Where’d you hide the money?”

      Tears started to well up in her eyes. Why did her brother have to turn out like their deadbeat dad? The town drunk. Like father, like son.

      She didn’t always get to the bank to deposit her tips. Sometimes, she didn’t make a whole lot to make a trip to the bank. It seemed easier to keep it at home, and she liked using cash instead of her credit card. Using her credit card was just a disaster waiting to happen.

      She was going to have to start changing her routine, head to the bank to deposit her money before coming home. Thank goodness she hid her money well enough so he couldn’t find it; surprisingly, since she never hid the spare key well enough. She learned her lesson on that, though. Her brother was a shifty one, and smart. She never underestimated him.

      “Theresa!”

      “Go away, James. I’m not giving you any money.” Taking a deep breath, she hesitated. She didn’t want to do it.

      The pounding increased.

      She had no choice.

      “If you don’t leave, I’ll call the police.”

      “Yeah, do that.” Pound. Pound. Pound. “I hope it’s Officer Crowl working. I’d love to tell him the pathetic way you pine over him.” Pound. Pound. Pound. “Just a little cash to tide me over.”

      His voice held a hint of remorse. Just a hint. Then the pounding increased. She was more than a little worried he’d break through the door. He had never physically grabbed her before. Would he hurt her? Well, he was drunk. Fear swamped her for the first time dealing with her brother like this.

      Digging in her purse, having difficulty locating her phone, she dumped everything on the floor. Her things scattered everywhere. Her phone slid across the floor, out of reach. A deep, fortifying breath escaped as she lunged forward, snatched her phone, then pressed her body back against the door.

      Please, don’t let Officer Crowl respond. Although, did it matter? It wouldn’t be the first time he responded when her brother was drunk as a skunk and spouted how much she loved him. Officer Crowl never commented on it to her brother, or even her. She didn’t exist to him, even when it was thrown right in his face.

      She dialed nine-one-one.

      Boy, what a great start to the holiday season.
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      Aiden almost jerked the wheel into the ditch when he heard the address come through the radio. Her brother. Again.

      After relaying with dispatch he was the closest one to respond, which was fine by him, he sped toward Theresa’s house. He already felt horrible with the way he spoke to Theresa earlier. An apology was due. He needed to work on his manners and not act so abrupt with everyone, especially her. She was one of the sweetest women he knew.

      Her brother was the worst kind of loser. He couldn’t stand the jerk, always bothering Theresa, getting downright nasty with her. Yeah, he was more than happy to respond. He didn’t like it when her brother gave her problems.

      Less than five minutes later, he pulled to a roaring stop in front of her house. Her brother stood on the steps, banging on the door.

      Stepping out of the vehicle, Aiden shouted, “Brennen, step away from the door.”

      He stopped banging on the door and turned toward him, laughing like a maniac. “Oh, look, Theresa, your knight in shining armor is here. Want me to see if he likes you as much as you like him?”

      The dumbass was drunk. Great. He kind of asked for it. He wanted something to do besides thinking.

      “It’s time to leave, Brennen.”

      “That’s Mr. Brennen to you, asshole.” He spit at him.

      Luckily, his aim was off; otherwise, his anger would’ve skyrocketed. Getting spit on was the worst. Truly disgusting. The call just went from a simple trespassing to an assault against an officer. Because yeah, he was going to be a dick and lock him up for spitting at him, regardless if it hit him or not.

      “Put your hands behind your back. You’re under arrest for assault.”

      “I didn’t assault anyone. Get off my sister’s property.”

      “You do realize she called us. You’re also trespassing. Let’s go, Brennen. Hands behind your back.”

      Just like that, the call went from a simple assault, that he was stretching to make, to an actual assault as Brennen jumped off the stairs and took a swing. Aiden was embarrassed to admit, even to himself, the move caught him off guard. Brennen’s fist connected with his mouth and he staggered, almost pitching to the ground before he caught his footing. Then another fist came at him, but this time he managed to block the punch.

      In a normal situation, Brennen was a strong guy. But drunk as he was, his reflexes were slower, making it easy for Aiden to take him to the ground. Now, getting the handcuffs on him might take a little work because he wouldn’t stop resisting. He was debating his next move, quite tempted to throw his own sucker punch, because that’s what the first one delivered to him was, when Officer Stockman appeared out of nowhere.

      They had him handcuffed soon after.

      “You mind taking him in for me. I…” He let his words trail off, essentially communicating he was still sorely tempted to beat the living shit out of Brennen for getting that punch in.

      “No problem.” Officer Stockman nodded to him. “Lip’s still bleeding.”

      “Yeah, make sure to get assault on an officer, resisting arrest, drunk and disorderly, and trespassing.”

      “You got it.” Officer Stockman dragged Brennen to his vehicle as he spouted vulgar obscenities the entire way. Aiden ignored every word.

      He turned toward Theresa’s house, the door still securely closed. Most people would’ve been standing outside, either shouting to add in more charges or screaming they didn’t want him arrested. Theresa was never like most people. She never opened the door until they had her brother under control. Then she would come out and ask as nicely as possible if they would just remove him from her property. Not arrest him. It drove him nuts. She never wanted to press charges. She was just too damn nice.

      Her generous spirit was one reason he liked her. Always so friendly. Always so happy. Always so beautiful.

      Wait, what?

      Sure, she had a beautiful smile, but that’s it. Nothing more. He couldn’t afford to think of anything else about her as beautiful. While he liked how kind she could be, he didn’t like that she always let her brother get away with his behavior.

      Knocking quietly on the door, he spoke in a soft voice. “Theresa? It’s Officer Crowl. Can you open the door? He’s gone.”

      The door swung open and his heart stopped beating. The pain in her eyes almost had him pulling her into his arms to take it away. Then, just as swiftly, it disappeared as he effectively pushed those annoying emotions away. No good would come from feeling that way.

      “Oh, my. He hit you. You’re bleeding.”

      Fireworks exploded in an instant when she grabbed his hand and yanked him inside. There was nothing gentle in the way she pulled him down the hallway and into the living room. Maybe she thought he’d resist. Damn it, he would’ve if not for the way her touch was playing hell with his body.

      The brief times they’d touched, just a little brush of fingers as she handed him a coffee, he felt it. That something. He couldn’t describe what it was because he didn’t like to think about it. Thinking was bad.

      But right here and now, the way she grasped his hand, holding on with a firm grip, he couldn’t ignore what that something was.

      Desire.

      He hated it.

      Disengaging his hand from hers, almost rude-like, he took a step away from the couch where she wanted him to take a seat.

      She looked puzzled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…have a seat. I’ll go get a washcloth.”

      Before he could protest, she scurried away. His feet ached to run, to flee as fast as possible. Yet he stood immobile. Her soft touch still lingered on his palm.

      No! It was all wrong. He shouldn’t—couldn’t—feel this way. He’d ruin her. Just like he ruined⁠—

      He squeezed his eyes shut as he tried to block his mind from any thought that would pull him down the rabbit hole. His dizzying thoughts jumbled into one big mess until his heart skipped a beat. Her hand touched him again. Popping open his eyes, he stared straight into her emerald green eyes, not missing the pain that was back. Before, her brother put it there. This time, he did it.

      Her hand fell away from his shoulder, then her other hand hung between them with a wet washcloth. “For your lip. I can’t believe he hit you.”

      “Yeah, he’s not the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree.” Aiden took the washcloth, careful not to touch any of her fingers. He couldn’t handle anymore touching. “Did he hurt you?”

      His gaze flicked to her wrist as she rubbed it furiously.

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I don’t lie.”

      He almost staggered back at the tone in her voice. He deserved that. Wiping his lip, unsure of what to say, if he should even say anything, he let the warm rag soothe the crack in his lip.

      “What did he want?”

      Wrapping her arms around herself, she shrugged. “What he always wants. Money. I told him no and to leave and he wouldn’t listen. I didn’t want to call the cops.”

      “You never do.” He wanted to take a step closer. It took all his restraint to stay firmly where he stood. “It’s a good thing you did. He’s drunk. He could’ve hurt you.”

      “He’s my brother. He’d never hurt me.”

      Aiden didn’t respond. Not much he could say. Calling her a liar didn’t seem right, but he heard the doubt in her voice. Hell, he doubted it himself. Her brother’s drinking was getting steadily worse. He wouldn’t put it past Brennen to lay a hand on his sister. And if he did, he’d answer to him. No one would ever hurt Theresa. Absolutely nobody.

      Whoa!

      Where did these protective feelings come from? One little touch from her and he wanted⁠—

      There he was thinking again. He thought he had perfected not letting his thoughts get carried away.

      “You want to press charges, right?”

      She bit her lip.

      “Theresa…this isn’t the first time and it won’t be the last. Every time you call us, we come and make him leave without arresting him. He’s not going to stop if you don’t send a message. Because merely calling us isn’t sending the right message.” The warmth of the washcloth in his hand slowly disappeared as the temperature in the room chilled to an iceberg. If it was even warm to begin with
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