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CHAPTER ONE
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Cassandra Sullivan shook her head and dropped the bedroom window curtain. Cauldron Falls University’s Beta-Xi fraternity had out done themselves this time. There was no mistaking the three-foot phallic snow sculptures, thanks to the lamppost illumination marking the property line between her yard and the college campus. Twice, her elderly neighbor, Mrs. Robinson, called asking what Cassandra intended to do about the blatant sexual works of art. 

The phone rang again. Ready to tell Mrs. Robinson to take matters into her own hands, Cassandra grabbed the handset. “Now look, Mrs. Robinson, it’s too cold out there to do anything about those damn pricks tonight!”

“Excuse me,” a deep, distinctly southern male voice asked. 

Cassandra gripped the phone harder, hoping she could keep from blushing. “Sorry, Sheriff Knox. Thought it was my neighbor calling again about some kids playing in her yard.”

Dakota Knox stood six-foot-five in his bare feet. With his tight jeans that hugged his ass like they were cut exclusively for him and his Stetson pulled low on his head, the man turned many a head as he patrolled Cauldron Falls. In his cowboy boots and uniform shirt with the sleeves rolled up, hot didn’t begin to touch the look. Scalding to volcanic boiling might describe the pressure cooker heat he generated every time he got near her. She’d love to run her fingers through his shoulder-length black hair. His Native American features sent her steam meter up another notch closer to cataclysmic meltdown. And the man could dance. Watching his jean-covered ass swing and sway as he two-stepped around Sadie’s dance floor or boogied to an eighties disco song at the last Sadie Hawkins full moon dance—Cassandra fanned herself while eyeing the clock. Why was Dakota calling at ten o’clock at night?

Dakota laughed as he heard Cassandra stumble over his next question. He covered the phone’s mouthpiece so she couldn’t hear him. Lord, the sweet images and erotic thoughts she brought to mind. He was sure her curves would fit snuggled up against him in complimentary ways. He bet she didn’t even know he thought about her in that way. “Ah, darlin’, what pricks are you talking about?”

Cassandra’s cough and stutter made him want to reach through the phone and hug her tight to him. Her pale skin and copper curls caused steam he was sure would set off a smoke detector if he weren’t careful. Setting off fire alarms and sprinklers was worth the passion and release he’d give both of them if they just had the chance to. . . Another cold burst of wind rattled his office windows and sent another whimper and groan through the ancient heat ducts of his two-story office. The jail was empty due to renovations. His attached living quarters relied on the same boiler the jail and county courthouse used.

Dakota sat upright in his chair. Cassandra clearing her throat ripped him out of his fantasy of them showering together. He smiled at her reply to his earlier question. “The Beta-Xi boys decided the land between their dorm and my place needed some decorating. Uhm. . .you know. . .”

Dakota knew how mischievous the fraternity could be. Stories and rumors flew around town of the wild parties and streaking events from the fraternity’s past. He’d already gotten numerous calls about the possible design and description of their snow-sculpting event. There wasn’t much he could do until he saw things firsthand. Still, he couldn’t resist teasing Cassandra a bit more. “No, I don’t know, honey. Tell me about it.”

Cassandra held the phone away from her, looking at it as if it had come to life. The man who she’d love to see naked with an erection meant for her just asked her to tell him about the three enormous snow cocks on display outside her bedroom window. Talk about innuendo. Fanning herself vigorously, she placed the phone back to her ear. “I think it’s better if you come see this with your own eyes.” 

Dakota’s short chortle caused her to flush even more. His response caught her off guard. “I probably will. See, I need a place to stay tonight. Got room for me there?”

Cassandra coughed, taking a good hard look in the mirror. Her hair stood up in places from her tossing and turning. Her shorty nightgown exposed one shoulder and part of her ample breasts. Never mind she’d forgone panties thinking a night with her sex toys might help her sleep. That hadn’t happened thanks to the commotion the artists and her nosey neighbor created.

“Got-got room for you?”  There, she said it. Asked the question bugging her from the moment he’d asked it.

“Yes, that extra room you rent out from time to time. Jail’s damn boiler finally quit. I need a place to stay until it’s fixed. So you got room for me?”  Dakota’s tone deepened as he spoke. Cassandra gulped, wondering how her prayers got priority on being answered and in the way she fantasized about more than she would ever verbally admit to. 

She gulped again, licked her lips and replied. “You’re in luck. The room is yours.”

Her psyche crowed and flashed several images before her. Dakota naked. . . laying in her bed. His eyes upon her and an open condom packet lay next to him. Her nipples grew taut as she let her mind run with the fantasy forming. One of her hands reached lower toward the apex of her thighs.

Dakota’s voice came through the phone low and clear. I’ll be there shortly, sweetness. Maybe we’ll check out those pricks together one at a time.”

Cassandra jumped as silence hummed loudly in her ear. Dakota’s last statement had her fanning herself even more. Something about sharing heat to keep warm and ward off the chill set her inner thermostat to boiling.

She paused to pet Dulce-her four-year-old pug-as she put on her slippers and robe. Poor Dulce, the snow was already up to her belly. Getting her to move off the carport when she was outside taking care of nature’s call wasn’t easy. Shoveling a clear space for her in the yard wouldn’t be easy if the drifts continued to increase.

Cassandra glanced toward the window again. Snow blew past, indicating no letup in the storm covering the state. At this rate, the additional ten to twelve inches predicted would come plus several more. Great snowed in and...her mind raced to what she needed to do next. A quick inventory of food, entertainment, and linens topped the list.

Two steps toward her bedroom door, Cassandra stopped. Looking down, she gulped. Her bare legs greeted her. As her gaze moved upward, she nibbled her lip. The short robe covered very little as did her nightgown. Greeting Dakota in her current state of coverage would convey one message. Not one she was sure she wanted to let out yet. Back toward her dresser she moved, untying her robe as she did. She pulled open the top drawer of the dresser closest to the back wall. After rummaging through her other pajamas, she smiled. At the bottom of the drawer, she found what she looked for. The calf-length gown that covered her better. Tossing the robe on the bed, her short nightie quickly followed. She pulled the longer gown on and slipped back into her robe. At least now, she felt like her evening’s antics weren’t obvious.

Halfway down the hall, her cell phone rang. She reached into her robe’s pocket. Empty. Racing back to her bedroom, she grabbed the phone off her dresser on the fourth ring. “Hello,” she answered, panting a bit.

“What did I interrupt?”  Dakota’s voice came through as if he was tight to her and his breath scalded her neck as he pressed against her from the rear. 

Fighting the urge to roll her eyes, Cassandra blinked hoping the images flashing through her mind would cease as fast as they arrived. “Nothing more than me checking on things. Making sure your room is ready. Also thought you might want some food.”

“Ah, darlin’, something hot will do me great.”  Dakota’s emphasis on hot and do ignited heat that would melt a few snowdrifts she bet. Of course, her internal heat needed to stay right where it was, inside her and under control, as if that was going to happen. 

“Why the second call?” she asked, sitting down on the bed, toying with her robe’s belt.

“I’m waiting on Mary and Bob from the diner to drop off leftovers for a couple of your neighbors. Storm slowed business down. Need me to bring anything?”

“Not sure. I was going to check after I made up your room. If you have things there, bring them.”  Cassandra rose. “How soon will you be here?”

“Depends on when Bob and Mary arrive. Probably fifteen minutes after that. Roads are slick. I’m sure many aren’t out.”  Dakota’s frustration came through despite his flat laugh.

Cassandra walked to the window and pulled back the curtain. Wind whistled around the window, rattling the half screens and pushing more snow into the fine mesh. “No one appears out on campus from what I can see.”

“Good. Nobody is defacing evidence. We’ve got a cock inspection to conduct when I arrive.”  Dakota’s laughter wrapped around her like a warm blanket that didn’t want to let go. 

He continued speaking a few moments later. “Anyone in their right mind isn’t going to be out. With campus security and the Deputy Police Chief’s men patrolling, I think I can take a few hours to sleep and eat.”

“Is Deputy Chief Jones back?”  Cassandra started pacing. Mentally, Logan Jones’s lean five-foot-nine stature snuggled up to her free ear side. His short-cropped brown hair set him apart from Dakota’s laid-back look. Logan’s hazel eyes glowed when he smiled as though genuine warmth filled him. He looked at a person as he spoke. His attention let a person know they mattered. At the last Sadie Hawkins dance, he’d left more than one woman glowing and happy. The man loved to dance as much as Dakota did. Said it equaled a workout that he couldn’t get in due to job duties. That night he hinted at his interest in her as he held her close on their second trip around the dance floor. 

“Got in day before yesterday. Picked him up at the airport.”  Dakota’s voice trailed off. Moments of silence began. Cassandra slipped the phone away from her ear ready to end the call when Dakota spoke louder this time. “Sorry. Bob rushed in. Called out and left. Roads slicked up more. I’ll be there as soon as safe permits.”

Cassandra didn’t bother with replying. Dakota’s tense statement told her he concentrated on what he needed to do next. Time wasn’t measurable at this point. The storm demanded attention without interruption. Getting things ready mattered. She had work to do.

Out in the hall, she stopped in front of the linen closet. She took out a blanket, a set of towels, and a washcloth. Generic toiletry items sat on the second shelf. Good, Dakota could help himself as needed. She moved into the hall bath, clicking on the light as she did. A new toothbrush and tube of toothpaste lay on the counter. An unwrapped bar of soap sat next to them. She laid the towels and washcloth on the counter. The guest room Dakota would occupy sat next to the hall bath. 

As she stepped into the room, the furnace kicked on. Heat flowed out the overhead vent. Good, the room’s temperature matched her room and the rest of the house. As she lay the blanket on the bed, she glanced around the medium-sized room. No signs of dust or dirt showed. The room and bath were ready. She checked the combination den and office across the hall from the bath. Heat greeted her as she checked the vent. The twin bed was still made up with clean sheets and blankets. Her cousin had canceled his plans to visit last week. Down to the kitchen next.

Another blast of wind rattled the front screen door as Cassandra stepped off the last step of the staircase. Loud humming, obnoxiously high pitched, echoed through the large open-spaced living and dining room combined first floor. She picked up her pace as one more blast of icy air flung itself at the front of the house. The rolled rug along the bottom of the old solid oak door kept the chilled culprit outside. 

Midway through the living room, she took inventory of videos and DVDs on hand. Books filled the two bookcases sitting alongside the combination entertainment system. The last two days’ newspapers sat on the coffee table as did recent copies of several news magazines. She could see a library donation trip coming soon. Adding to the college library resources as well as giving back to the community, made her job as university head librarian even more enjoyable.

A stack of wood sat next to the fireplace center of the sidewall. Her neighbor’s three-story house blocked much of the wind from reaching that side. His privacy fence kept a lot of snow from reaching either of their backyards. Bless Granddad for including the wood-burning stove and oven with the fireplace as part of his graduation gift to her. His and grandma’s last postcard indicated they were off to Europe again.

As Cassandra stepped into the kitchen, she looked out the window over the dual sinks. Larger flakes came down rapidly, settling on the outside sill. Great, the storm increased like the forecaster said. Dakota might be here longer than he anticipated. Snowed in together might not....Cassandra pinched her arm, dragging her lust-swollen libido off images of Dakota reclined in her bed. Goodness, she needed to rein in her hormones. At least until she was back in her room where behind a closed door, she could wear out a few more batteries after a round or two with her new vibrator. 

What else did she need to check on?  Food. She needed to see what she had on hand. She reached for the cabinets closest to the sink. First cabinet yielded baking ingredients. The next one contained oatmeal, dried fruit and containers of nuts. Also a mixture of soups and crackers filled another shelf. She moved next to the refrigerator. Inside it was a large container of homemade chicken stew she prepared for the canceled community Sadie Hawkins social dinner. Biscuits from scratch sat next to the chicken. Two dozen eggs and a gallon of milk occupied the top shelf along with a quart of half-and-half. Food wasn’t a problem. She knew the freezer out on the enclosed sun porch held an assortment of meat and seafood. If Dakota wanted coffee, there was a problem. She had plenty of tea. Pulling her cell phone from her robe pocket, she called Dakota.

“Hey, what’s up?”  His voice sounded muffled. 

“If you haven’t left yet, bring coffee.”

“No problem. I’m about to leave.”  Dakota said something that came through garbled as he spoke more.

“Dakota, I didn’t hear you.”  Cassandra upped the volume on her phone.

“Looks like you got two guests. Logan’s stuck in town.”  The rest of Dakota’s statement came through distorted with bouts of static and a momentary echo. Then nothing. Cassandra tried redialing him. No ring. Checking how many bars she had didn’t help since her network showed none. Great. Best check the landline. She walked across the kitchen to the wall closest to the entry to the front room. She could hear the loud hum of the dial tone as she lifted the receiver. All she could do was sit and wait.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“I’m not going to ask how you did it.” Dakota smiled as he started his pickup truck. Logan sat next to him, stowing one crutch on the rear seat of the pickup truck’s king cab and the other next to him. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Icy steps and a little shit named Chuy.”  Logan leaned forward, rubbing his knee and calf. “Mrs. Abernathy’s Chihuahua got loose again.”

“You went to help.” Dakota looked at him, not bothering to suppress his wide grin. Dakota’s shrug didn’t help. 

“How could I not? Mrs. Abernathy came running up crying.”  Logan slumped down in the heated leather seat. “Damn crazy mutt‘s got this pussy thing going on. He’s gotta chase the neighbor’s cat.”

“Yeah I know. We promised to serve and protect. Gods, some days are worse than others.” Dakota eased the truck out of the emergency room’s parking lot and onto the street as he continued. “Did you catch Chuy?”

“Little shit ran up to me and licked my face as I lay on the steps. Damn mutt tried to piss on me.”  Logan heaved an exasperated sigh.

“Thankfully, Mrs. Abernathy’s EMT-trained nephew checked on her. Or you might still be on those steps cussing Chuy out.”

“Love the new electronic x-ray equipment. A tech in Coeur ‘d’Alene read it while I lay on the table.”  Logan noted Dakota gripped the steering wheel tighter. “You okay?”

“Road’s slicker than I expected. We’re almost to Cassandra’s.” Dakota skidded to a stop midway through the intersection of Main Street and River Crossing Highway.

“Damn, this storm is racking the shit out of things. The river bridge is probably one sheet of ice.”  Logan pulled himself upright in his seat. “Cassandra’s?”

“Yes,” Dakota ground out. He looked in the rearview mirror. He kept looking as if something intently had his attention. 

Logan tried to turn, but his seatbelt and the crutch next to him had him at a disadvantage. Rolling down his window, he looked in the side mirror. “Looks like there’s a patch of ice or snow under the wheels.”

“Fuck!” Dakota cussed, rolling down his window. Snow, accompanied by another burst of wind, blew in, chilling the cab’s interior. “I’m gonna back up and try easing around the buildup.”

“I’d offer to push, but. . .” Logan touched his crutch.

“Hang on. If this doesn’t do it, I’ve got another idea.”  Dakota put the truck into reverse, slowly easing the truck backward. Logan kept watching in the side mirror. The patch he noticed disappeared from view. 

Snow and ice flew as Dakota tried to move forward. The back end of the truck fishtailed, sliding left and right several times before Dakota cussed again. “Double shit!  This is gonna take two steps.”

“What ya got in mind?” Logan asked, unfastening his seat belt.

“Hold on. This needs sure footing.” Dakota held up his hand. “I’m glad this truck isn’t manual.”

“What now?” Logan rolled up his window. 

“There’s a cover for the middle console that converts the front into a bench seat.” Dakota turned around, peering into the rear seat section. “I think I see it.”

Logan pulled his keys out of his pocket. “Hang on. I got a light.” He clicked on the key chain flashlight he carried. “I see it. Bring your hand down to the left.”

“Thanks, I got it.” Dakota snapped the cover in place. “I’m gonna push and you drive.”  Dakota turned, opening his door. “Sorry for the pain. Had to be your ankle Chuy messed up.”

“Pain is worth it. Let’s do it.” Logan began sliding across the center portion of the seat onto the console cover.

Dakota rolled down his window before opening the door more. “Hold off until you see my hand go up. Ease on the gas after you’re in drive. Glad I changed into my hikers.” 

“Got ya. Stop once we’re clear.” Logan got behind the wheel, fastening the seatbelt as Dakota closed the door.

Ten minutes passed as the back-and-forth battle with the snow and ice threatened to win. Dakota came back to the front of the truck. “We’re almost clear. It’s real icy. We gotta make it this time.”

Logan held up two thumbs, smiling. Dakota’s spattered parka spoke of things on his end. Dakota nodded and made his way back along the truck bed. Logan waited until he saw Dakota’s hand. Foot off brake, on the gas . . .the truck shot forward two feet before he could stop without skidding more. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Dakota gingerly got up from where he laid in the middle of the intersection amidst the ice and snow they moved off of. The huge scowl on his face said what he felt. As he approached the truck, he started laughing. Logan swallowed as he put the truck in park. Had Dakota lost it?

“Oh man dude!  I musta looked like one silly fool. Flaying my arms and trying to stay standing.”  Dakota wiped his face with the bandana he pulled out of his pocket. “Reminds me of learning to ice skate.”

Logan slid back into the passenger seat, chuckling as he fastened his seat belt. “Oh shit, yes!  The time we went out for hockey.”

“Spent more time on our asses than standing up.”  Dakota jumped in the cab, fastened his seat belt and put the truck into gear.

“You all right?” Logan asked.

“Yeah. Nothing a hot shower and sleep won’t cure.”  Dakota hunched his shoulders as he drove. “Or one of Cassandra’s massages.”

“Massage? Cassandra?”  Logan turned as best he could toward Dakota.

“Oh yeah. She went for her license in massage therapy a couple months back.”  Dakota flashed a grin and kept on driving.

“Is she quitting her librarian job?” Logan gripped the door handle hard. He winced at the harshness of his tone. Still, he didn’t like Dakota knowing more about Cassandra than he did.

“Nah. One of the free classes the college offered. She went with her best friend Maggie Nickerson.”  Dakota glanced at him.

Logan wondered if he frowned based on Dakota’s next statements.

“Take it easy dude. I heard about it from Mary. Bob went along as her patient for the test.”  Dakota glanced back at him as he slowed again.

“She’s an independent woman. I talked to her about my interest last Sadie Hawkins.”  

“You know I’m interested too. I don’t think she knows we both want her.”  Dakota pulled into the combination convenience store and gas station close to the edge of campus. “Hang tight. I’ll be back in a few.”

“What you need?” Logan asked, slouching in his seat. His ankle started throbbing.

“Coffee and condoms.”  Dakota slid out of the cab, slamming his door shut before Logan could respond. 

Logan rolled down his window and leaned out. “Coffee and what?” he called out.

Dakota trotted back to the passenger side of the truck. “Condoms bro’. Gotta protect our lady. Being prepared never hurts.”

Logan groaned as Dakota’s smile widened. “You think she’s going to go for us both?”

“We won’t know until we ask. Now will we?”  Dakota held up one finger as Logan opened his mouth. “Prepared. No means no if she refuses.”

“Okay. We’ll talk about this later.” Logan closed his window, watching Dakota trot into the store. Drumming his fingers on the door, Logan wondered what had happened during his two-month army reserve assignment out of town. How close had Dakota and Cassandra gotten? Had they dated like Dakota indicated in a few of their conversations? Military reserves field training out in the woods without phone or computer access limited communications. It also forced him to focus on what he wanted. What were his desires and needs? Damn storm and Chuy hadn’t given Dakota and him time to talk. Their initial conversations on sharing Cassandra happened close to him leaving for training.

Inside the store, Dakota walked to the back where he knew Logan couldn’t see him. Maybe cell phone reception would be better since the corner of the store faced one of the mobile phone providers’ towers along the peaks separating Cauldron Falls from the Montana Idaho border. He pulled his phone out of his parka pocket. Two bars out of four. He might be able to get a call into Cassandra before he and Logan arrived.

One ring. Two rings. “Come on sweetness, please answer,” he muttered, acting like he was filling out a lottery ticket form as he phoned. On the third ring, she answered.

“Dakota?”  Her voice sounded sleepy like he’d awakened her.

“Yes. Logan and I are almost there. I’m at the convenience store. You need anything else besides coffee?”

Her muffled yawn brought a smile to him. Oh yes get your rest now. Later you’re gonna need it. Damn he needed to get his mind off sex. Not that it was a bad thing. Permission was essential. 

“Nothing else. Unless you’re one of those flavored coffee people.”  Cassandra’s next yawn convinced him that tonight was about sleep and not the discussion he and Logan had in mind.

“Okay. By the way, Logan is on crutches. Mrs. Abernathy’s Chihuahua. . .” Cassandra cut him off.

“Chuy’s reputation runs rampant. Come in through the kitchen door. There’s no snow on the steps.”

“All right, see you in a few.” Dakota rung off as he made his way through the aisles picking up what he needed—a large can of coffee, a box of condoms and a pack of colored balloons.

The clerk smiled at him as he rang him up. Dakota managed to keep his poker face present. Let the man have his thoughts. Might be all he had if the storm continued. He might be working twelve hours before his relief showed up. Dakota nodded as the clerk handed him his change. 

“Have a good evening Sheriff,” the clerk stated before he reached for the next customer’s merchandise.

“Yeah, thanks.” Dakota moved forward fighting back the grin threatening to curl his lips. Sometimes letting folks’ imaginations run where they liked was fun. Hell, if he’d done half of what some of the rumors said he had, his reputation would. . tarnished didn’t begin to touch how tinged and very smudged he’d be. As he reached the truck, he caught a good look at Logan slumped in the seat with a scowl longer than a moping toddler wore when his mama put ‘em on a time-out. Frowns could be turned right side up and into smiles. This was a ‘I’m feeling super sorry for myself’  glower that even three hands of strip poker with everyone starting out stark naked wouldn’t dent. Shit, maybe his joke wasn’t going to work. Dakota wasn’t giving up.

“Here, hold this,” Dakota said, opening the door and tossing the bag at Logan.

Logan reached for the bag fumbling as he tried to sit up and grab the bag simultaneously. The bag hit his arm. Then his chest before the contents spilled out onto his lap. The can of coffee rolled off his lap and landed on the floor between his feet. He took a hold of the other items. He glanced at the condom package. Looked at Dakota, opened his mouth to speak, shook his head, and closed his mouth. The second item he drew up, leaned forward, holding it almost against the windshield.

“What are these for?” Logan knew the moment he asked, he shouldn’t have. 

“Well, you know extras never hurt.” Dakota pulled out of the parking lot, easing onto the street.

“Extra what?”  Logan knew he trudged into something deeper as Dakota looked at him.

“Condoms?” Dakota quipped. He kept looking straight ahead.

Logan closed his eyes, wondering if he dared go further. Dakota’s sense of humor ran in ironical flows. The quirky grin he wore as he glanced away from his driving said something was up.

“These aren’t going to fit. They’re too damn small.”  Logan tossed the package of balloons in the bag. He stuffed the bag on the seat between them.

“Got ya,” Dakota retorted. “You stopped feeling sorry for yourself for a few.”

“Thanks. I needed that.”  Logan sat up more in his seat. “When you’re in charge, relying on someone else ain’t easy.”

“Our jobs are equals. We work well together and know how to use that.”  Dakota slowed as he came to blinking stoplights. “Great, the storm takes another hit.”

“Damn, this is hitting harder than they predicted.”  Logan started to roll down his window. 

“Don’t bother. We’re almost there.”  Dakota leaned forward, wiping condensation off the windshield. He started laughing the more he wiped. “Damn they did it good.”

“What?” Logan leaned forward, looking to where Dakota pointed. “Beta-Xi. Gotta love their originality.”

“No wonder Cassandra is irritated. Those can’t be missed. Talk about stand out.”  Dakota turned onto the narrow side street running between where the campus started and the residential area next to it. 

Logan snorted. “With the wind chill and subzero temps, those suckers are gonna be hard.”

Dakota started coughing as he slowly drove down the street. “A bit of
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