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        He caught her. Now she’ll become his wife.

      

        

      
        When Lucia is caught trespassing in Jackson McNabe’s home, she fears he’ll turn her over to the constable. With the holidays approaching and the nights growing colder, she had only wished to warm herself by his fire and pretend for a few minutes that she was the lady of the grand house, rather than a homeless girl stranded in a peculiar village. Though she hadn’t meant to break the law, she now finds herself at the mercy of a handsome stranger whose deep, commanding voice makes her heart flutter and her pulse quicken.

      

        

      
        Jackson is taken in by Lucia’s wide, pretty blue eyes, and he sees the young lady’s sudden appearance in his home as an opportunity. He needs a wife, and Lucia clearly needs a husband. To his delight, she agrees to his terms, even when he tells her he expects obedience and won’t hesitate to spank her bare bottom when she misbehaves. The thought of owning her by law makes his blood heat, but a sinister plot threatens the legitimacy of their union, on their wedding day no less. Will Jackson and Lucia find their way back into one another’s arms in time for the holidays?
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        2689, the region formerly known as the United States of America.

        600 years after the lights went out.

      

      

      

      LUCIA

      

      A blast of icy wind pierces my dress, chilling me to the bone. I draw my cloak over my head and continue down the street. The Christmas tree that was recently erected in the village square sways to my left, its decorations clanging together like a wind chime and its miniature solar lights dancing in the night. It stands out amongst the virtual darkness of Gerrardsville at this late hour, but the sight of it fails to warm my insides as I’d hoped.

      I tear my gaze from the festive tree and trudge away from the village square. I’ve been roaming aimlessly for hours and probably won’t stop until morning. It is simply too cold to cease moving. I pray tomorrow’s daytime temperatures are more merciful.

      Fatigue plagues me but still I traipse through the village, ignoring the rumbling of my stomach and letting my mind wander as my numb feet carry me through the bitter cold.

      I close my eyes briefly and conjure the image of a beach. I saw a picture of one in an old tattered encyclopedia once, and I had wished I could jump inside the book and live there forever, spending my days walking barefoot through the hot sand and relishing the warmth of the sun beaming down from a brilliant blue sky. How extraordinary it must’ve been to live in the Before Times, when travel to such exotic locations was common, before the Nuclear War of 2087 and the Great Solar Storm of 2089 ravaged the planet with a double dose of fury.

      The smell of woodsmoke and the sight of an orange glow from within a nearby house draws me out of my reverie. I pause and stare at the towering house on the most affluent street in the village, my heart filling with longing. How warm it must be within the walls of that grand estate. A quick glance up and down the street ensures no one is watching. I creep around the building to a side window, then peer inside and gasp at the fancy décor in the sitting room. I can’t help but wonder who calls this place home.

      A man sits in a lounge chair, a fire blazing in the hearth before him. An open book dangles from his hand and his head is tilted back. On a small table nearby, an empty wine glass rests next to a plate, and beside that sits a half-empty bottle of wine. My stomach growls when my eyes fall upon the unfinished plate of cheese and crackers.

      Does the man live alone?

      Curious, I circle the house and gaze through each window, but I discover no evidence of another person on the premises. Of course, most of the rooms are darkened. The glow from the fire and the lanterns left burning in his kitchen don’t spread far, and I can’t peer into the windows on the second floor. For all I know, he has a wife and children snug in their beds upstairs.

      When I come upon a back door, I stare at the smooth silver handle. Temptation rises and common sense threatens to flee. I want so badly to feel the warmth of the fire in the sitting room. Another gust of wind leaves my teeth chattering, and on impulse my hand reaches for the door. It’s probably locked, but what harm is there in testing it out?

      To my utter shock, the knob turns and I soon have the door cracked open just far enough to peek inside. Lantern light flickers from the kitchen at the end of a long hallway, as if beckoning me to enter this opulent residence. As the wind begins to howl and swoop down from the trees, I slip through the door and close it behind me with a faint click.

      My heart pounds faster and my palms break into a sweat.

      I must have lost my mind. Either that or the cold has frozen all good sense. During the last few months that I’ve lived on the streets, I’ve managed to keep my morals despite my increasing desperation. I haven’t picked pockets, or sold my body, or stolen bread, and I most certainly have never trespassed in someone’s house. Until now.

      At present, I survive by cleaning pots at the Miller Street Inn every afternoon. A hot bowl of soup and a piece of crusty bread is my payment, and I’ve managed to survive on that one meal a day thus far. In the meantime, I’ve been trying to find an establishment in town that provides boarding in exchange for work, but so far, I haven’t had any luck. The townsfolk usually shut their doors the second they see me coming, though I suppose I can’t blame them.

      Eager to have me working in her brothel, the woman has spread all manner of nasty rumors about me through town, trying to block all my options until I have no choice but to sell my body, or freeze to death in the streets. As a result, some in the village believe I’m a witch, while others think I’m a murderess. I suppose Madame Angelic’s customers won’t care either way, as long as I dutifully spread my legs when they come calling.

      I pray it never comes to that.

      Pushing away the ruminations of my bleak future, I draw the hood of my cloak back and move down the hallway. The warmth of the place surrounds me, and my teeth soon cease chattering, but oh, how I wish to feel the robust waves of heat wafting up from the fire.

      Do I dare enter the sitting room where the man is sleeping?

      The skirt of my dress sways with my quick but silent steps. The lanterns beckon to me. Perhaps I might find something to eat in the kitchen before I venture to the sitting room. The man has obviously partaken in spirits this evening, and the chances of him waking up at this late hour are probably slim. Besides, I’m good at keeping my footfalls light.

      When guilt pushes its way into my heart over the fact that I’m most definitely breaking the law, as well as my own personal moral code, I promise myself I won’t stay for long and I’ll only steal enough food to quell the most painful rumblings in my belly.

      Embers from a hearth in the kitchen burn low, the fire beginning to smolder out for the night. I kneel and hold my hands out to catch the last rays of heat. Once moderately thawed, I sneak about the kitchen and steal bits of food here and there. A slice of cheese. A wedge of bread. A sip of cold tea left carelessly on the counter beside the sink.

      The kitchen isn’t horribly messy, but I start to suspect the master of this house doesn’t have a wife or any regular servants, otherwise the counters would be wiped clean and there would be no dirty dishes lying about. A bachelor, then, and a rich one at that. But why no servants?

      Even though I envy his obvious wealth, I feel a pang of pity for the man sleeping in the sitting room. How lonely he must be to live in this massive home all by himself. I’m well-acquainted with loneliness and long for the days when I was blessed with a roof over my head and a family to love. I haven’t known such simple joy since my childhood though, and because of Madame Angelic’s rumors, I doubt even the most vile, desperate man in town would consider me proper wife material.

      The promise of comfort lures me to the sitting room. I continue taking soft steps and manage to avoid any creaky boards. The man’s light but steady snoring and slow rhythmic breathing indicate deep sleep.

      Despite his apparent deep sleep, nerves churn in my stomach. The fear of getting caught pushes my senses to high alert. I become aware of every little noise in the house, every slight crackle of the fire, and every breath the man inhales.

      I decide I’ll only stay for a short spell. Ten minutes at most. Then I will walk about the village until morning, when pausing to sleep somewhere outside won’t be so terrible with the sun beaming down. Not for the first time, I mourn the loss of my extra clothing, regrettably stolen by a gang of miscreants last week. The precious warm layers had once protected me from the ceaseless chill of winter, previously allowing me to safely bundle up for the night outdoors and catch a few hours of sleep.

      What will I do when the first snowfall of the season arrives? Will I live to see spring? I try not to think about it, though it’s difficult to imagine surviving on the snowy streets for months on end.

      Once I’m standing in the center of the sitting room, my gaze is drawn to an undecorated Christmas tree hidden in the shadows. I hadn’t noticed it as I peered in the window earlier. A sense of déjà vu circles me as the familiar aroma of pine needles fill my senses. I move to the tree and touch its prickly branches, thinking it sad that the man hasn’t decorated it yet. Christmas is but one week away. What is he waiting for?

      I spot a box underneath the tree and kneel to examine the contents. Pulling the lid back, I gasp with delight at my discovery, then fling a hand over my mouth. From the corner of my eye, I notice the man stir briefly before he stills and resumes his steady snoring. Breathing a sigh of relief, I reach into the box and retrieve a shimmering red and silver ball ornament. Beautiful. I smile at the object as I stand up and place it on the tree, rising up on my tiptoes to hang it near the top.

      First ornament on the tree. Make a wish, child.

      I hear my mother’s voice, clear as day, and blink back tears. Very well. I will make a wish, if only to honor the memory of my
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