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      Everything goes downhill the second Santa starts eating my cake…

      

      Being as broke as I am, I can barely afford the ingredients for my signature Christmas cake, but I scrape together every last penny I own to make it happen. The man who hired me is an illustrious playboy with many rich friends—some of them will probably want to buy my baked goods after tasting my cake at his expensive Christmas fundraiser.

      Everything goes according to plan until I find Santa in the kitchen, his mouth full of my cake. And that's not the worst thing Santa does that night…

      

      This is a dark romance novella with a sweet happy ending. Expect a bossy hero taking what he wants from the woman of his dreams, and a fierce baker standing her ground.

      Please note that "Santa’s Treat" was previously published under the title "Santa’s Pretty Secret" in the USA Today Bestselling Anthology "Secret Santa".
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      George Michael is busy telling me about his last Christmas and his predictions for this year as I sift the last third of the flour into my batter. It looks all fluffy and creamy and delicious.

      It’s a good thing that baking relaxes me and takes my stress away—otherwise, I’d probably be screaming right now.

      Baking this Christmas miracle of a cake requires at least two people, and usually, my roommate Paula helps me. But not this year because three weeks ago, Paula decided to skip town. I came home from securing the most important gig of my career—baking my famous Christmas cake for the most illustrious event of the season—only to find her gone and her best friend in tears in our living room.

      Now, I’m not only broke from buying all the ingredients for the cake, but I’m also short on rent. Paula really had amazing timing. Instead of celebrating my win, I had to comfort her best friend since my roommate was on a plane to Hawaii with her sugar daddy, who turned out to be her best friend’s dad. Her very married best friend’s dad.

      I turn around and almost stumble over Charon. His little tail starts wagging, and I know what he wants. The tiny fucker didn’t get the memo that he is a dog because he’s absolutely crazy about butter. That’s right. Butter. As soon as I start baking, he becomes my shadow. I googled it a million times, and while he shouldn’t eat butter as it upsets his stomach, it’s luckily not poisonous to him. I still have to keep a close eye on Paula’s Chihuahua while I work with the stuff because that’s the only time Charon suddenly has enough energy to get really creative on how to climb the kitchen counter.

      Although I guess he’s my dog now. I mean, I already renamed him because I absolutely refuse to call him Armani. Paula’s taste has always been and always will be… questionable.

      I wipe the sweat from my forehead and grab the vanilla from the counter. There are a million steps between now and driving the finished cake to the venue, but I still have nineteen hours left. That’s totally doable if I avoid eating, sleeping, peeing, and any kind of mental breakdown.

      Speaking of mental breakdown—did I chop the roasted hazelnuts? No, wait, I actually have to roast them first. This is a catastrophe!

      I feel something on my right foot and look down to see Charon planting his butt on my toes. He stares right at me, knowing full well how annoying he is.

      "You know I totally don’t like dogs, right?"

      His ears twitch because we both know that I’m a liar. Renaming him and letting him sleep in my bed were basically the first two things I did after Paula’s departure. I saved the hopeless crying for later once I realized that I had no one left to help me with the cake.

      I wiggle my toes free and softly push Charon to the side so I don’t accidentally step onto all of his 3.6 pounds. He tries the puppy dog eyes and fails miserably. Charon is as black as night, and so are his eyes, which give you the impression of staring into an endless void with really bad breath. I figure that’s what it’s like to look at the ferryman of Hades who carries your soul over the river Styx. Alright, I might have been a bit down when I picked Charon’s new name, but somehow it really suits him.

      Back to the cake. I need this win badly. It came as a bit of a surprise that Cullen Lane picked my cake for his big charity gala. That thing is a career-maker for everyone. It doesn’t matter if you’re a caterer, florist, or simply the print shop responsible for the invitations; once billionaire playboy and philanthropist Cullen Lane picks your business for one of his parties, your orders will skyrocket. That’s exactly the kind of win I need after being let go by my former boss, failing with my own shop, and now having to operate out of my kitchen while hoping that the health department doesn’t find out.

      If I just get this cake to the location, my streak of bad luck will finally be over.
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      The fake beard causes a sudden urge to scratch my whole face, but I don’t move a muscle while standing in line with all the other actors, waiting for our identities to be checked before we can enter the building. Mine is obviously fake, but this whole thing is simply a formality so that the VIP guests feel safe when in reality, Cullen Lane couldn’t make it easier for someone like me to kill him. He even provided my costume.

      The snow crunches under my black boots that came with Santa’s attire for this evening as the line moves forward. Only three more people, then I can enter the Lane tower where the charity party takes place. Tickets are a hundred grand each, which is ridiculous considering that I get paid a measly two hundred bucks for playing Santa for the whole event. But at least I get to wear a complete outfit. Those poor Christmas elves must be freezing to death in their slutty dresses.

      If everything goes according to plan, I will make fifty grand for killing Lane and two hundred dollars for being Santa. I don’t know why he hired that many actors anyway since children aren’t even allowed at the party.

      The guy at the door with the important-looking headset only glances at my fake ID before waving me through. I’ve been here a couple of times before, scoping the place out, but I will make another round now since a lot of decorations have been put in place that might block possible exits.

      No one pays attention to Santa Claus as I make my way through the location. Everything looks super fancy—from the champagne glass tower to the giant ice sculpture shaped like a Christmas present with a pretty bow. I admire the snowflakes hanging from the ceiling and wonder where they got them. Although I’d rather die than publicly admit it, I have a fondness for Christmas. But it doesn’t go with my ruthless, cold-blooded killer image, so I’m keeping that information to myself, much like my retirement plans. This is my last contract ever, and it seemed fitting to pick a Christmas-themed one with minimal risk.

      Behind me, throats are being cleared before the choir of angels starts their warm-up, chanting Christmas carols like there’s no tomorrow.

      I cast one last look at the ceiling. Maybe before I kill him, I can ask Cullen Lane who decorated the place. Then I could call the decorator and ask where they got those snowflakes. They would make a nice addition to my own decorations. Yeah, maybe I will do that.

      I check the exits and find two of the five doors locked. My preferred way out leads through the kitchen, though, as the door opens into a dark alley that no one will frequent that late at night since the parking lot is on the other side of the building. There’s nothing there besides trash cans.

      No one tries to stop me as I walk into the kitchen. Everyone is busy with the last preparations, and I only have to sit in my chair overlooking the event, so there’s no need for a rehearsal on my part.

      A smell hits me like a freight train. Chocolate, vanilla, cinnamon, and roasted nuts waft into my nose, and my mouth immediately waters.

      A spectacular cake sits in the middle of the kitchen on one of those serving carts. It’s high and pretty and smells just amazing. Like really, really amazing.

      I need to check the door, but all I can think about is how badly I want a piece of that cake.

      The outside is decorated with dark chocolate and little bits that look like snow has fallen onto the cake. Santa is hanging from the side, carrying the presents on his back, while climbing up the cake. It’s amazing, and knowing Cullen Lane, I bet it costs a boatload of money.

      Since I won’t be able to eat any of the food served here tonight, I figure I might sneak in a bite now. Looking around in the kitchen, I find the cutlery and pick a fork. I should be able to hide my sin with Santa.

      I pull the figurine to the side and stab the fork into the delicious goodness. It smells even better from up close. The sponge is airy and light. The little nut bits are roasted to perfection. This cake really… takes the cake.

      Flavor explodes in my mouth, and I moan a little while holding the fake beard down with my other hand. That was even better than I anticipated. Whoever made this cake needs a raise and an award, and some really expensive hookers—this shit’s good.

      Although I only wanted to take one bite, I can’t stop. I happily fork away at the cake, not even trying to cover up my crime anymore.

      "What the actual fuck?"

      I let the beard snap back into place, thanks to the elastic threat holding it up, and turn around slowly.

      A gorgeous woman in a nice black dress hugging her every curve is staring right at me, murder in her eyes. "What do you think you’re doing, Santa?"

      "Nothing."

      "Nothing?" She raises her voice to an alarming level, and I look at the door to make sure she doesn’t put the spotlight on us. My whole plan is based on the fact that no one will be able to describe Santa because no one takes the time to actually check my eye color or my height. I’m simply an unassuming guy in a Santa costume.

      "I just had a taste."

      "A taste?" She stomps past me, inspects the cake, and inhales sharply. "What have you done? Everything depends on my cake. Everything." She sounds angry and desperate at the same time, and I know from experience that this is not a preferable combination.

      "It’s really good."

      I shouldn’t have said that because she turns around and jabs her finger into my chest. Her surprisingly pointy finger. "Really good? You ate at least three pieces of cake, and now I have to cover up your crime or else my cake won’t look good. I fucking hate you! Who the hell sneaks into the kitchen and eats someone else’s cake?"

      "It’s not like there’s a name tag on that thing."

      "So what? You’re not even sorry?"

      "I’m not. That’s a damn good cake. I’d probably have eaten more if you…"

      With an angry noise, she grabs my beard, pulls it back, and lets it snap painfully against my face. "You’re an asshole. Unbelievable!"

      Again, she goes for the beard, pulling it back, but I can’t have that. The risk of the rubber band snapping is too high. I can’t have the sexy baker identify me.

      As she wants to pull back again, I grab her wrist and hold her arm.

      Her eyes widen, and for the first time, I notice the fascinating brown color that goes well with her dark hair. It almost appears black under the bright kitchen light, but there are streaks of dark brown in there.

      "Let go of my beard."

      "Let go of me!" There’s a fire in her eyes that really tempts me, but I’m here to do a job and not to fool around with a baker who already has me addicted. Another time, another place—maybe. Today—definitely not.

      I can’t make a fool of myself, so I increase the pressure until she gasps with pain and lets go of my beard.

      "Thank you. Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?" I eye her, acutely aware that she might lunge at me with the intention of clawing my eyes out.

      But instead, she touches her wrist. "Santa is not as nice as I remember him. Get out of the kitchen. I have a cake to fix."

      I feel a twinge of regret that I had to hurt her, but there’s no way I can allow myself any mistakes tonight. If she sees my face, I would have to kill her, and that would be a shame. One last time, I swipe my gaze over her luscious body. A doll face, a luxurious body with curves to kill for, and those baking skills? Her husband probably isn’t far, and I should see to it that I get out of here before he challenges me to some duel for eating his wife’s cake.

      I can see myself with a woman like her after my retirement. She would be the perfect Christmas present to me for a job well done. I’m tempted, like really, really tempted.

      She doesn’t even know how lucky she is for having a husband and colleagues who might miss her if I snag her away. So, I just fling the fork into the sink and leave the kitchen.

      "You still haven’t apologized," she calls out behind me.

      "Probably because I’m not sorry. Great cake, by the way. And no, I’m not talking about the one on the serving cart."

    



OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/eng-santas-treat.jpg
AN — NN
//// \\: :—5‘75‘/\\ N
== \\(

' \iﬂ’\\i\‘\\ e
NN\ \\ e
/’% \\ ‘ /:4 "\\\E

| //’//{ TR
ZIN
/7N

Santa. Murder.
And three pieces of cake.

SANTA'S
TREAT

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

MIA KINGSLEY





OEBPS/images/santas-treat-header-atticus-min.jpg





OEBPS/images/santas-treat-header-frances-min.jpg
(i





