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Chapter One

 


“Hey, Rowan, you might meet
that special someone.”

Rowan made a face at his friend.
“Unlikely—and if I did, what good would it be? He’d live in a
different country. Here’s the real question. How am I going to
stave off the boredom? There’ll be no parties, no special nights at
our favorite gay bar—”

Jason shook his head as he interrupted
Rowan. “I despair of you. Why go if that’s going to be your
attitude?”

Rowan shrugged, knowing his friend had a
valid point, but all the same, the optimistic comments from his
group of friends over the last couple of months had begun to
irritate him. When he needed a hug, empathy, and someone to let him
wallow in misery for a while after his relationship break up, their
constant attempts at cheerfulness hadn’t helped him heal his broken
heart. He wished they’d just let him be gloomy for a few weeks, and
as for him meeting someone special, Rowan had lost hope. It had
taken so long to meet the man who’d finally broken his heart. Sex
was easy to obtain, but love—not so much.

Rowan pushed his sandwich away and
leaned back from the café table he shared with Jason. “I’m going to
see my parents, and that will
be good. They’ve wanted to take this vacation for a long
time, and now Dad says he loves the place and wants to stay for a
couple of months. I have to visit. It would be mean not to, but as
for meeting someone I’ll
expect nothing and that way I won’t be disappointed.”

Jason gave a loud sigh. “Look at this as an
adventure. You might even get a white Christmas. You’ve never been
farther than Palm Springs.”

Rowan tried to smile. “I know, but I’ve
never wanted to. I’m happy here, and I kinda dread the eleven-hour
flight.”

“Cowboy up, Rowan.” Jason grinned,
then obviously giving up on the conversation, added, “Are you going
to eat that sandwich? ’Cos if not, let’s go. I’m meeting Paul at
two.”

An unwelcome spike of jealousy at Jason’s
mention of his husband made Rowan bow his head. “I’m not really
hungry. Let’s go.” They’d already paid, so he stood and walked to
the exit.

Jason followed him into the bright sunshine
of the unseasonably hot LA day.

****

Owain Lovage closed the farm office gate and
stepped away to survey his handiwork. The entire building glowed
with Christmas lights. Snowflakes drifted in the frosty air,
glistening as they fell through the beams of white sparkling light.
A smile wreathed Owain’s face. He gazed past the building to the
rows of stables where strings of festive lights entwined all the
trees that lined the paths. Owain sighed with pleasure when each
cloud of snowflakes changed color as they danced past the green,
red, and blue lights.

It was only four PM, but an indigo sky
heralded complete darkness and Owain had sent his staff home early.
Owain expected the gentle fall of snow to turn heavy during the
night. Two red deer returned to the farm having visited a nearby
Christmas tree outlet to show off their antlers and pretend they
led Santa’s sleigh on Christmas night. He gave them fresh straw and
feed as he talked to them, went around the rest of the stables to
check everything was perfect, and then he and three of the other
staff had clambered around the office roof anchoring the seasonal
lights. He hadn’t needed the help. In fact, if he’d wanted to, he
could have gathered his magic and produced the decorations, but
involving his staff was more fun. Owain didn’t use his magic much
or often. He thought it was better that way.

He walked along the wide gravel drive to the
car park, empty now of staff vehicles. His SUV stood under one of
the silvery safety spotlights that perched on poles around the
lot.

Owain lived at the end of the lane, but he’d
needed to visit the village store at lunchtime or face having
nothing for dinner that night, so he’d driven to work that morning.
Sometimes Owain walked, and sometimes, when the snow was deep
enough, he used his two huge and favorite red deer stags to pull a
small sled. He loved those times, even though his colleagues
thought it ostentatious. That was because they didn’t really know
him, not the man who hid behind the frequently renewed glamor—the
man whose pointed ears were pierced with rose-shaped diamonds, and
whose dark hair held a streak of glowing silver. Owain belonged to
the last family of elven people in the country. As far as he knew
none of his family had seen or heard from any others in
centuries.

He got into his car and glanced at his
reflection in the mirror. He could see through the spell cast to
disguise his true looks when he wanted to, but over the years Owain
had become attached to his human appearance. It wasn’t
so far from reality. He only dropped
the glamor at family gatherings, just as the rest of his kin did.
Yule was one of those times, and Owain smiled as he started the
car. Snow layered on snow making white the dark gravel of the car
lot, and Owain’s eyes twinkled. Nothing pleased him more than a
white Christmas, although the hard body of a man naked in his arms
came a close second.

 



Chapter Two

 


Groggy from lack of sleep, Rowan drifted out
of Heathrow. He’d told his mom he’d find his own way to the
cottage. He’d expected to be able to hire a car since it was only
the eighteenth, but to his complete amazement nothing was available
until two days after Christmas. Rowan wasn’t used to services and
facilities not being readily available. The guy on the last
helpdesk where he’d inquired after a car rental gave him
information about a bus that passed the village where his parents
stayed.

Rowan wandered along to the row of labeled
bays in the adjacent bus station where some buses waited for
passengers. The bay labeled with, “Bus for Brickleberry,
Sommerberry, and Donners Hill” was empty. No one sat on the benches
set up for weary travelers. Rowan turned up his jacket collar and
hunched against the cold wind that suddenly whisked through the
low-lit place. He peered toward the exit and saw pale dots dancing
around in the darkness. It took a few seconds for him to realize
the dots were snowflakes. He sighed as the fall became heavier and
a film of white lay on the visible road.

Half an hour later, cold and tired of
waiting for a bus, Rowan trundled his suitcase along the bus
station platform and discovered a cab rank right at the end. He
dragged his suitcase to the only cab there, a sleek sedan in a
curious shade of green with, “For Private Hire” stenciled on the
side. He bent to the tinted window and the driver opened it.

“I have a way to go—Brickleberry
village.”

“It’ll cost you, son.” The driver
leaned into a beam of light from a streetlamp. It lit up his silver
beard and shock of hair. He smiled, and deep crinkles appeared
either side of his eyes.

Rowan didn’t care what it cost. He
needed a warm place to sit and the assurance he’d get to see his
folks that night. A burst of cold wind carried the smell of diesel,
wet roads, and traffic, surrounding Rowan with frosty, unpleasant
air. “As long as you know
where it is, I don’t mind about the cost.”

The cab driver exited his car and hurried
around to Rowan. “I do know. I’ll take your suitcase. Nice and cold
for the season—reckon we’ll have a white Christmas. You got family
in Brickleberry?” He left the trunk to open slowly so he must have
used an electronic button in the interior of the car. Then he
pushed the long handle on the suitcase down until it clicked,
picked up the case, and placed it carefully inside.

“You can sit up front if you want. Get
in.”

He opened the door, and Rowan slid onto the
soft leather passenger seat.

The cab driver closed the door and walked
around to take his own seat.

Rowan relaxed in the warm car. Fatigue hit
him, and he buckled the seat belt, mentally handing his journey
over to the silver haired man.

“On vacation, are you?”

Rowan snapped his drooping eyelids open,
trying to appear alert. “My parents have leased a cottage, and I’m
visiting them, so yeah, on vacation.” He gave the driver the
address his mother had messaged him a couple of weeks before, then
gazed out of the window as the driver maneuvered out of the bus
station complex and onto the open road.

It was late afternoon, but surely not late
enough for complete darkness, and yet it looked like night out
there. Snowflakes drifted around as they fell in the peculiar dance
only snow makes. The sidewalks were collecting a snowy carpet that
glistened under streetlamps and glowed a pretty blue in light that
spilled from shops and stores. The cab driver took the belt for a
highway. Rowan tried to keep his eyes open as the swish from the
windscreen wipers sang their lullaby.

“About how long will it take to get to
the village?” He hoped it was enough for him to nap and only wake
up when they arrived.

The driver glanced quickly at him. “Maybe an
hour and a half in this weather—I like to take a bit of care.
Gritter’s been down the highway so that’ll be okay, but once we’re
on the country roads depending on if the snow sticks, that’ll take
the time.”

Rowan smiled at the word “gritter”. It
conjured up a picture of a huge, strange animal.

“Gritters?”

The driver gave him a side-on smile. “Truck
comes down the road when snow’s forecast and spreads what we call
grit. It’s rock salt and a bit of crushed grit—stops the ice
forming.”

Rowan nodded his understanding. “I’ve never
seen one.”

“How long are you staying in the
village?”

“I’ve taken just over two weeks’
vacation.”

“You’ll more than likely see the
gritter at some stage then. This winter promises to be a cold
one—plenty of snow and ice.” He gave a joyful laugh.

The highway stretched out wet and
black in front of them, lit by frequent massive lights and signs
that loomed from overpasses spelling out the next exit. They passed
a service station with a diner covered in glittering silver-white
Christmas lights. Snow had already drifted on the windward side of
the building and gleamed purple, pink, and blue from the nearby
fairy lights twinkling on a massive fir tree anchored to the
forecourt entrance. Snow sprinkled the branches of the tree. Rowan
twisted around to see the scene again as the cab sped on.
Like something from a movie. Delight
entered his heart.

He relaxed into the seat again and
closed his eyes. I wonder if Mom and Dad
have a real Christmas tree…

 



Chapter Three

 


Rowan surfaced from sleep. The soothing
motion of the car was gone and the cab stopped on a dark road.
Rowan wriggled to sit up. He gazed out of the windscreen. The cab
driver was outside talking with another man. The car headlights
picked them out talking together by the side of an SUV parked a car
length away.

Snowflakes drifted onto the dark
jacket of the cab driver. The man he talked with was head and
shoulders taller. His dark hair glistened with melted snow in the
beam from the car lights. Even from where he sat Rowan could see
the man’s handsome jawline. His broad shoulders filled out an
anorak, and as Rowan stared at him, the man threw back his head and
laughed. Rowan sighed. He’s a hunk. Bet
he’s straight. The cab driver walked with the man to
the trunk of the SUV and accepted a brown paper bag, then turned
and gestured at his cab.

Rowan felt like ducking. It was as if
he’d been caught spying on an exchange he had no business
seeing. They probably can’t see me here in
the dark.

The two men walked toward the cab, proving
that theory wrong.

The cabbie opened his driver-side door and
the interior light lit up his smiling face as he leaned in.

“Awake now—this is Owain, one of my
nephews.” He threw the brown paper bag onto the back seat of the
cab.

The hunk placed a hand on the roof of the
cab, and looked over the cab driver’s shoulder at Rowan.

An unexpected surge of attraction rushed
through Rowan as he realized just how handsome Owain was.

“Hi there, Finn tells me you’re
heading for the village—lovely place, you’ll enjoy being here. I’ll
probably bump into you again. Good night then, see you, Finn.” He
withdrew, patted the cab driver on the arm, and strode
off.

The driver slid onto his seat and started
the car.

Rowan gazed at Owain, who leapt into his SUV
and after a moment drove away.

“I had to take time to meet with
Owain. He’d done a little shopping for me today. Soon have you with
your folks.”

There was no other traffic on the dark rural
road, but then as they entered the village everything changed.
People thronged the sidewalks of the main street, lined with market
stalls. Christmas lights twinkled in shops on each side of the road
and around a square. Each lamppost along the street glittered with
Christmas lights, and trees, bare of leaves for winter, wore
colored fairy lights instead. Snow fell on the sidewalks, and under
the profusion of lights, the night street sparkled.

Rowan sat up and gazed around as the driver
continued down a lane to the right. The snow collected on the wide
verges, and every single cottage and house was vibrant with colored
festive lights. “Wow, this whole place looks like one of those
Christmas cards. All that’s missing are the men in top hats and
women in fur trimmed cloaks.”

The driver laughed. “It’s pretty for sure. I
live here—you might have guessed. I’d waive my fee since this job’s
brought me home, but, you know, I need to earn a living.”

The cab turned onto a driveway and
stopped.

The sound of the car must have reached his
parents inside the house. Rowan’s dad flung open the front door and
dashed out. His mom followed close behind.

Rowan got out of the cab as his dad reached
the door. “Hi, Dad, Mom.” He grinned a greeting as his mom gave him
a hug.

The cab driver brought his suitcase. “Here
you go.”

Rowan’s father picked up the suitcase. “I’ll
take it.” He went inside the house.

“What do I owe you?” Rowan smiled at
the cab driver.

“Sixty will do it. The fare isn’t
timed. It’s a standard thing. Here’s my card, in case you need a
cab again.”

Rowan had purchased currency before the
journey, thinking he might need some cash, and he fished notes from
his wallet. “Thank you.” He slid the business card into his
pocket.

The driver took the money with a smile.
“Have a great vacation.” He opened his cab door. “Merry
Christmas.”

Rowan nodded at him. “You, too.”

His mom took his hand. “I bet you’re
hungry.”

Rowan let her lead him into the hall
of the cottage and then with a glance at the departing cab he
closed the door. Warmth hit him. “Starved and exhausted, I’m just not used to traveling,
Mom.” He stopped her in the hall and kissed her cheek before
pulling off his jacket as he followed her.

She sat him at a polished pine table in a
huge, warm kitchen.

“Here, I’ll take that.” She slid his
jacket onto the back of another chair. “Have something to eat
before you think about unpacking.”

Rowan couldn’t keep the smile from his face.
“Thanks, Mom. You look well.”

Soon he had a bowl of chicken soup and a
slice of crusty bread in front of him.

She sat next to him. “It’s great to see
you.”

Suddenly, joy waved over Rowan. “It’s good
to see you, too. The village is awesome, like something from a
Christmas movie.”

His dad appeared and spooned soup into a
bowl for himself. “I put your case in the room we’ve got ready for
you. Eat first, and then I’ll show you ‘round the place. How was
the flight?”

They settled to catch up with tales of their
travels.


Chapter Four

 


Owain Lovage flipped a steak in the
pan as he cooked his evening meal, thinking about the guy in his
uncle’s cab. The light inside the car hadn’t provided much of a
view, but Owain with his fine sight had registered the handsome
planes of the man’s face, his thick, dark hair, and light
eyes. Unless I imagined it, or it’s
wishful thinking, those lovely eyes filled with interest when he
saw me. That would be a nice Christmas present, to run into a hot,
gay guy. It’s been a while.

He sighed, mentally counting the months
since he’d touched a man. A wave of sadness flowed through him as
he realized it was about to be a year since he’d felt a man’s mouth
under his lips. A frown creased between his eyes as loneliness and
sexual need rose. He turned from the stove and sliced a bread roll
in half. He filled it with lettuce and a splash of mayo, tossed the
steak on top, and replaced the other half of the roll.

Owain took a beer from the fridge and
searched roughly in the cutlery drawer for the opener.
It’s my own fault. I never leave the county these
days. I need to go up to the city bars a few times or something.
I’ll never meet a guy here. He found the opener with a
sigh. It would be great to have someone
who loved me … to relax in the comfort of it … to have someone know
the real me … but maybe that will always remain impossible. Yeah,
how will that ever happen?

He opened the beer and dropped the utensil
onto the kitchen counter with a clatter. With his steak and salad
roll in one hand and the beer in the other, he stalked the length
of the long room that was his kitchen-diner and flopped into the
armchair, which faced a TV hung on the wall. He’d turned on the
television before starting to cook, and now he ate his food half
watching a news program.

Seeing the handsome stranger in Finn’s
cab had unsettled him. He’s probably
straight. Owain took a drink of the beer and vowed to
stop being stupid. He gave a
disgusted laugh. I’m still a fuckin’
romantic fool. I should stick to the plan I made after David
left—immerse myself in work.

Owain finished his meal, and in an effort to
regain his happy mood from earlier that day, he loaded the
dishwasher, tidied up, and went to his study. He booted his laptop
to check his emails, and put a favorite CD to play in the
background. Half an hour later, he’d succeeded in pushing away
thoughts of love.

He had the afternoon off work the next
day—his scheduled repayment for working the weekend, although often
he didn’t take it. He owned the business and felt he should put in
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