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Tessa


I hate to say this, because it sounds so petty, but my niece is an idiot. I don’t mean she’s actually mentally deficient, just that she’s making no effort to use the brain cells she has, and I think they’re getting rusty. She’s too busy anxiously attempting to integrate with the imaginary people she finds on social media. She recently informed me that ‘eggs are people too’. That’s not a pro-life stance, exactly — she’s talking about chicken eggs. The ones you find in the refrigerated section of the grocery store. I’m afraid to ask if she’s aware that even if an egg can hatch, it’s a chicken that comes out of it and not a human baby. I mean, I think she knows this, but then I thought she knew Canada is a separate country and I was wrong about that.

I feel old trying to explain these things to her. I’m only ten years older than Caitlin. I’m twenty-eight not fifty but having spent the last three days with her I’m just really, really tired. And not that smart either, or I wouldn’t be sitting in the passenger seat of her little sports car with my busted ankle propped up on the dash. It hurts. A lot. Which isn’t helping with the level of my niceness.

The photo shoot that Caitlin just had to stop for — so she could have pictures of herself posed in front of snow-covered trees for her media profile is the reason my ankle is sprained and also why we’re now driving through thick snow. We were following behind a snowplow when we stopped for the pictures, but it doesn’t look like another one has come through since. And it’s getting too deep for the car to push through. To her credit, Caitlin is managing to keep the car on the road, barely. And she’s not panicking too badly, but maybe we both should be because it’s looking pretty scary out there.

I keep scanning the sides of the road, trying to see between the clumps of snow coming out of the sky fast and furious and the windshield wipers that are going back and forth on the highest setting. I’m looking for any signs of life or a safe place to pull over where we won’t freeze to death. Finally, I see a few dim lights through the gloom of swirling snow. “Caitlin! Look over on the right. Let’s pull over there. Someone can help us.”

She nods and I see her shoulders relax a little. She’s trying. I shouldn’t be so hard on her, I guess. We sort of slide off the road and into what is probably a parking lot. There’s too much snow to tell. The building is run down and doesn’t look like the business is open, but there are definitely lights on in the back. Well, if nobody is here, I’m prepared to break in and explain later. We’ll die if we stay on that road any longer.

Caitlin rushes out of the car and up on to the sagging porch to start banging on the door while I’m still trying to maneuver out of the passenger side. As soon as I lowered my leg, my ankle started throbbing like a motherfucker. I’m not sure how I’m going to move without crutches or the support of the car door.

I sag with relief when three burly guys come out of the building. One of them points Caitlin inside and then they all come towards me. 

“Don’t you girls know better than to be out in this?” one of them asks, I’m not sure which.

“Save it, Carlson,” the one nearest me says mildly. He does a quick vertical scan of me and then just scoops me up in his arms like I weigh nothing at all. I can’t see the color of his eyes through the snow flakes but I spot a deep dimple in his cheek that makes something in my belly twist. Probably my ovaries exploding.

He carries me inside and through a dusty run-down room. He sets me down on a cafeteria table that’s clean, thankfully, and lifts my leg gently on to the table. While he’s busy doing that, I’m trying to assess these big men and my surroundings. Caitlin is sitting on the other side of the table with big eyes. She has her phone out taking pictures. One of the other men walks behind her and slides her phone up between her fingers and takes it. He taps a few things with a frown, pushes a button and slips the phone into his jacket pocket.

“Hey, you can’t take that! That’s my phone!”

“Can and did, Princess. This is private property. No pictures. I’ll give it back when you leave.”

“But… But…” Now she’s panicking. I shake my head at her in warning. I don’t know who these guys are or why they don’t want pictures, but right this minute we need them more than she needs her phone. Big fat tears roll down Caitlin’s cheeks. The men are immune, which is a first for her. If anything, I think they’re backing away. The one who’s helping me spares a brief glance for Caitlin and then turns his attention back to my ankle, gently removing my shoe and sock. 

“I’m Mac, by the way,” he says softly. 

“Tessa,” I respond. “That’s Caitlin.” 

He nods slightly but doesn’t look up. “How fond are you of this particular pair of jeans?”

“Very. Why?”

“Your leg is swelling and they’re too tight to accommodate it. I can slice it open or you need to take them off fast.”

“What, here?” You would think after everything a little lack of modesty wouldn’t bother me that much, but for some reason it’s the last straw.

“No,” he growls and I try to pull away. He pulls me back with a gentle touch. “Not going to hurt you, baby. But nobody’s seeing your panties but me, got it?”

I blink at him, stunned by the way his blue eyes are smoldering. Where did that come from and why are the panties in question so suddenly wet?

He scoops me up again and carries me into a side room I hadn’t noticed. “Sorry, Lieutenant, need your office for this. Can you give us a minute?”

An equally gorgeous man who looks like he’s only a few years older than the hunk carrying me raises both his eyebrows and then gives a stiff nod. He gets up out of his chair and leaves, shutting the door behind him. 

“Okay, Tessa. I’m going to lower you down but don’t try to put any weight on your bad leg, okay? Keep your hands on my shoulders and I’ll do the rest.”

He does just as he said. Slowly sliding me down his body. God, he’s hard everywhere. When I’m standing on my left leg and holding onto his shoulders, he reaches between us and unbuttons my jeans. The rasp of the zipper echoes in the tiny room and I gulp. In my dreams, this would be happening in a very different scenario. Like next to a bed. Without a throbbing ankle. 

Mac slides my jeans down my legs and then lifts me with one hand under my butt, setting me down on top of the desk. From there he pulls my pants free, being extra careful with my bad leg. It still hurts but probably less than if I’d tried to do it myself. He folds and sets them aside. I see his eyes practically cross when he spots the scrap of red lace that’s all I’m wearing on my lower half.

“Fuck.” He looks around the room frantically but it’s an office so there’s only paper and furniture. “Double fuck.” His eyes are panicked. Finally he unbuttons his flannel shirt, pulls it off and then dresses me in it like I’m a doll. The fact that his shirt goes over my thick sweater and still has inches to spare gives some idea of how big he is. It also reaches to my knees. Mac looks pleased with his solution, but now I’m the one panicking because he wasn’t wearing anything under it. So I’m staring at his naked chest and it is glorious. Instinctively, I reach out to touch. Mac smirks, his dimple reappearing, and I jerk my hand back.

“You can touch all you want, baby. Just as soon as I’m done wrapping your ankle.”


Mac


I don’t know what brought Tessa to me tonight. I’d say it was divine intervention, but she could have died out there, so I’m giving that explanation a hard pass. Whatever it was, I’m keeping her. I haven’t told her that yet. I think they both need some hot food before they find out that nobody is driving that silly little car anywhere for at least six months. Carrying Tessa back to the dining room is no hardship. Sitting her back down on the hard bench is. I want nothing more than to take her back to my place and nestle her down in soft blankets until she’s purring. 

Instead, I go to the supply room to find some Ace bandages and some painkillers. It’s sad, but even here we have to lock up the narcotics. All the guys that live here permanently are clean, but some of the ones that float in and out have some difficulties. So we keep a tight ship where only the lieutenant and I have keys. I don’t have a license for the really hard core stuff and I don’t want one, but we keep the basics on hand for emergencies. So I grab a mild dose, double lock the cabinet, and go back to Tessa. 

“You on any medication?” I ask her.

She shakes her head no. 

“Any allergies?”

No, again.

“What about any recreational substances in the last few days?” 

Her eyes go wide. “Hell, no. What’s with all the questions?”

“Just need to know before I give you these.” I hand her the pills and a bottle of water. 

She eyes them skeptically. “What are these? I know better than to take someone else’s pills.”

I grin. “They’re yours, babe. I was a medic, so I stay EMT-certified. These are a low-level painkiller, help keep the swelling down a little too.” 

She frowns down at the tablets, but then glances at her ankle and takes them. I wait until she’s done drinking the water before reaching for her leg. “Ready to get it wrapped?”

She winces but gives me a small smile. “Don’t suppose you have anything fleece lined? My toes are freezing.”

“Sorry, plain old, but I’ll find something to put over your foot in a minute.” I take my time with the bandage. She did a number on her ankle, probably going to be a week or two before she can get around without help.

“Okay, you’re all set. Let me find something to cover it.” I go back to the other storeroom where we keep some basic emergency supplies. There’s not much that will work on a foot but then I spy an old knit hat. I can make that work. And while I’m back there, I grab an even older flannel shirt. I’m getting too old to be bare chested in freezing snow. And sooner or later I’m going to have to go outside again.

I fix the hat over






















