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Chapter 1
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Silence. A held breath. The utter quiet of a frozen night, long past midnight, the air glittering with specks of ice. Jack reveled in it, breathing in the frigid air and holding it in his lungs until they burned. He shivered, core temperature dropping. Nearly there. He contemplated removing the jeans and sweater he wore, but in this form, he risked being seen and, quite possibly, arrested. His lips quirked at the thought. Glancing down the graceful, lithe manifestation he’d chosen, he smiled, the sensory input alone in this body a delicious blend of pain and pleasure.

The dark night pressed on him, beautiful, with ice crystals swirling in lazy circles in the light of the full moon. The temperature had plunged rapidly in the last hour, far below what he needed for the artistry he had in mind.

Jack drew one more deep breath, tasting the cold on his tongue, an exquisite sip of ice, his body shaking as it spread through him. Stars sparkled in the black canvas overhead. He sent his senses out. Life stirred in the various buildings close by, dark at this late hour, most occupants asleep and unaware. But in this intersection at the bottom of Pine Street and Clark, not even an insect dared the crossroad.

He knelt, then sat back on his bare feet, the freezing asphalt draining the last of the heat from flesh and bone. Placing his hands flat, palms down on the ground, he laughed in delight as frost swept out from his fingertips. Swaying, fingers moving as if he played some grand instrument, he weaved the ice into intricate patterns. Joy gripped him, the mosaic of ice flashing across the cement and asphalt, twining up the lampposts. He lived for this, the beauty of his work brilliant in the moonlight.

Ice flowed across the empty intersection and onto the far sidewalk in a wave of frost. It climbed the traffic light poles; shrouded the colors in ice, dimming their glow. A frown formed between Jack’s brows. A sheet of black ice formed in the intersection, moisture from fog earlier in the day freezing solid. Lovely in its own right, with moonlight flashing off the sleek surface. Still, more dangerous than he could wish.

Too late. Over and done. He had other parts of the city to attend to before daybreak. Though the Fates could have given him a warning...

Standing with grace, he trotted across the street and began the climb up Clark Avenue, leaving a trail of frost in his wake. Focused on an intricate crystal design he wanted to try, a fatal moment passed before the roar of an approaching vehicle registered.

Jack paused, raising his head to listen. It came from the top of Pine Street to his left. He wished with all his might for it to turn at the intersection up there, but his heart plummeted at the unmistakable sound of it continuing forward, starting down the hill.

“No, please,” he begged the heart of the universe as he hurried back the way he’d come. Frigid air flowed around him, disturbed by his panic, crystalizing and falling in white pearls to the frozen sidewalk. Ice cracked under the vehicle’s tires as it drew close. Headlights swept the intersection, glinted off the sheet of ice covering the asphalt. The SUV slowed further, engine grinding to its lowest gear.

Relief shook Jack to his core. They were going to make it! When the heavy vehicle hit the ice, if the driver held the wheel steady, they should slide directly across the intersection and pick up traction on the far side. He dropped to a walk, wanting to be on hand in case the driver panicked and needed aide.

With his attention on the SUV as it reached the sheet of black ice and lost traction, the rush and howl of a large pickup truck on the road behind him sent Jack’s heart to his throat. It moved fast, the driver overconfident. Then brakes shrieked; the screech of tires desperate for purchase on the slick blacktop filled him with anguish. What were these drivers doing out this time of night? Well past midnight. Why weren’t they home tucked safe in bed?

He watched the tragedy play out, unable to stop the inevitable. Jack glimpsed the young, terrified face of the driver as the truck whooshed past and hit the black ice. Don’t...Jack ached to close his eyes, but someone had to bear witness to whatever life might be lost this night.

The SUV entered the intersection seconds before the truck, the larger vehicle unable to slow as they connected, the truck striking the passenger side with a horrific crash and explosion of glass and metal that echoed through the silent night, shoving the SUV across the blacktop into the traffic light pole on the corner. Jack ran, already pulling his phone out to call emergency services.

Glancing through the shattered window of the truck, he spotted the driver draped over the deployed airbag, not moving. Fuck. His heart thumped with fear as he came up to the SUV. The vehicle sat crushed between the truck and bent traffic pole, engine still idling, but the rest of it a mangled cage of twisted metal. The airbag had mercifully saved the driver, but he sprawled in his seat, brown eyes searching Jack’s until they closed in pain. So much blood...

Jack sank to his knees, covering his eyes. More death at his hands. So many this wretched season. Why did the Fates allow it? It wasn’t fair. He knew he existed as an instrument of their work, not the most important, but the burden grew unbearably heavy this year.

He raised his eyes and searched the distant, cold stars. “Please!” he begged, his soul reaching to the heavens for the pity and love he so desperately needed. “I can’t do this anymore.”

Silence answered and he bowed his head, broken, and wept into his hands.

* * * *
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Mason Foley instinctively ducked at the deafening crack of thunder following mere seconds after a blinding flash of lightning. Fuck, that’d scared the crap out of him. The clouds opened and he drew up his hood, grabbed the garment bag from the backseat of the Jeep, and made a dash to the Chalet’s welcoming entranceway, brightly lit and shimmering with Christmas lights.

He pulled open the heavy front door and stumbled inside, the garment bag slipping from his shoulder, throwing him off balance, nearly tripping him. He let it drop to the oak floor, disgusted, wet, and out of sorts; traffic on the drive from California to Washington making the trek longer than it should have been. Instead of rolling into Three Forks at nine o’clock, it drew closer to midnight. He was exhausted and ached head to toe from the long trip.

“Welcome to the Red Maple Chalet,” a voice called from the direction of the front counter, annoyingly cheerful for that time of night. Mason ignored it, watching water drip off his jacket and splash against his boots as he tried to dig up a smile from somewhere. In a moment heels clicked across the floor, stopping beside him. “Sir? May I help you?”

Mason glanced up, ready to bite his head off, and sucked in a breath instead. The man was gorgeous, his eyes startling chips of blue ice against fair skin, full lips begging for kisses, and dark hair falling in soft waves around his pretty face. His sleek body emphasized by the Chalet’s uniform of black pants, button-down white shirt, and a ridiculously attractive black vest with brass buttons Mason wanted to undo one by one.

He shook his head as a grin tugged his lips. Enough of that. He hadn’t come here for a one-and-done, however tempting the guy might be. And where had that thought come from? No one had interested him in a long while.

“Sir? You’re wet through. Come with me,” the clerk said briskly, though dimples danced on the corners of his mouth. He picked up Mason’s garment bag while taking his elbow with his free hand. Curious, Mason went with him across the room to the cozy sitting area.

“I’m Jonathan Frost, by the way,” the guy informed him, his voice pleasant, soothing, after hours on the highway. “Let me take your coat.”

He hooked Mason’s bag on a pole near the couch and two plush chairs facing the flames of an ornately carved fireplace, and proceeded to help Mason out of his raincoat. Before he knew it, Mason was sitting in a chair, with heat from the fire on his face. He wanted to protest, get checked in and climb into a hot shower, but the sudden warmth made him drowsy, the cushiony chair a delicious hug after the long drive.

Jonathan bustled around behind him; he heard the whir of a machine, and in a moment, Jonathan set a mug on the table at his elbow. Hot chocolate? What was he, twelve? But something hot to drink tempted him, and after taking a sip, decided it was exactly what he needed.

“Thank you.”

“Of course. Sir...” Jonathan hesitated, looking adorable as he hovered over Mason, his eyes wide and earnest. “If you would care to give me your ID and credit card, I could get you checked in.” He glanced at the garment bag. “Do you have more luggage?”

Dammit, he did. Waiting in the car in the pouring rain. He gave a prolonged sigh as he pulled out his wallet and handed over the necessary cards. “I’ll get it in a minute.”

Jonathan nodded, already walking toward the oak counter at a brisk clip. Mason ran a hand over his face. God, he was tired, and a longing for his bed and soft pillows came over him. He put his head back against the cushions and watched the flames on the hearth, pleasantly surprised when Jonathan returned in short order.

“All set.” Jonathan handed over Mason’s cards and a room key. “If you could just sign here?”

Mason signed the form on the clipboard Jonathan held, then rose with effort to his feet, using the armrests for support. Jonathan wrinkled his brow in a frown Mason wanted to erase with his fingertips.

“Your room is on the second floor, two doors to your left. Sir, if you’d like...” Jonathan bit his lip, then plunged
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