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            NOTE TO READER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story is written in Australian English and includes Aussie slang throughout. A slang guide has been provided to help with any unfamiliar terms. As our Christmas falls in summer, expect heatwaves, sudden storms, and plenty of sunshine.

        The story is told in third person, with multiple points of view. Since our female lead is Australian and the male lead is from New York, you’ll notice a blend of slang and language styles throughout.

        Buckle up and enjoy the ride.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SLANG CONVERTOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Swag – Camping bed roll.

        Jocks – Underwear

        Wheelin’ – Taking your 4WD out and about, using on tracks.

        Tilly – A brand of Australian-made alcoholic ginger beer.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        What was meant to be a simple fly-in, fly-out business trip to the land Down Under quickly turns into something else entirely.

      

        

      
        Caleb Banks has done this a hundred times: a few days away, meet the client, sign the deal, fly home to New York. Easy.

      

        

      
        But he didn’t count on her—the strawberry blonde with the sass, the antlers, and the kind of laugh that sticks with you long after the night ends.

      

        

      
        When Sienna invites him on an overnight beach camping trip, he says yes without thinking. And somewhere between bonfire stories, stolen kisses, and shared secrets, four days in Hervey Bay starts to feel like not enough.

      

        

      
        Now Caleb is questioning everything. From the deal he came to close, to the life waiting for him back home.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dolly sat on the patron side of the bar, waiting for the dizzy spell to pass. One hand anchored firmly on the counter, holding her upright.

      “Hey, Grams,” came her favourite granddaughter’s sweet, teenage voice.

      Dolly knew she shouldn’t have favourites—but she did. Ever since Sienna was little, she had been by Dolly’s side, helping wherever she could. Dolly hadn’t let Sienna behind the bar yet—she had only recently turned seventeen—but on weekends and a couple of weeknights, she waited tables and helped out in the kitchen. Her little helper.

      “Sunshine.” Dolly smiled, turning towards the strawberry-blonde teen. “How was school?”

      “Are you okay? You look a little pale.” Concern coloured Sienna’s voice.

      Dolly forced a smile. She wasn’t going to worry her granddaughter. “Of course, Sunshine. Even better now that you’re here.”

      She watched Sienna’s brows furrow, then smooth into something still and unreadable.

      “It’s back, isn’t it?”

      Dolly swallowed hard against the rising bile. It wasn’t the time for an episode. She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and waited for the wave to pass.

      “Grams?” Sienna’s voice cracked, thick with tears. “Is it back?”

      Dolly didn’t want to lie, but she also didn’t want to break her heart. No one in the family knew yet. She still needed to update her will before they found out.

      This was her third round fighting breast cancer, and something in her gut told her it would be the toughest battle yet. Still, she had a promise to keep. And she’d fight to the very end to keep it.

      “Sunshine,” she said softly, smiling up at the girl standing in front of her. Dolly reached out and cupped her cheek, brushing away the tears that had begun to fall. “I’ll do everything in my power to beat this … again.”

      More tears slipped down Sienna’s face as a few sobs escaped her.

      “Hey, Sunshine,” Dolly cooed gently. “I’ll beat this. We’ve got a road trip to take in a few months when you finish school—remember? And I won’t miss that.”

      Dolly let herself be enveloped in Sienna’s hug, holding her close. A few tears slipped down her own cheeks, but she kept the sobs at bay.

      She would fight … to her last breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Sienna Summers loved this time of year, even if the temperature did climb to the high thirties. Instead of sipping peppermint hot cocoa, she was serving peppermint cocktails at her family’s bar that backed onto Torquay Beach along the esplanade in Hervey Bay. The place was buzzing at seven on a Monday night being a week before Christmas and mid-tourist season.

      Sienna loved to sing along to the Christmas songs playing from the sound system and could be heard from the beach below.

      Sienna was still in that phase of her life where she wasn’t sure what direction she wanted to go in. She was on a sort of gap year … that had lasted a few years. Her twenty-first birthday was approaching in a few short months, and her parents had made it clear that she needed to think about what she wanted to do for her future. She still wasn’t sure what was wrong with bartending.

      Sienna often contemplated asking if she could take over running the bar. She enjoyed working here, and every drink she poured reminded her of when she was sixteen and grandmother started teaching her how to make cocktails in her kitchen.

      Sienna stood on the old timber stool, elbows resting on the laminate kitchen bench, her green eyes wide with anticipation. Dolly’s kitchen always smelled like vanilla essence, coconut hand cream, and something simmering on the stove. But tonight, it smelled like fun.

      “Alright, Sunshine,” Dolly said, tying her floral apron tighter around her waist. “This is between you and me, okay? You’re not allowed to serve drinks behind the bar until you’re eighteen, but there’s no law against learning in your Grams’s kitchen.”

      Sienna nodded solemnly. “Scout’s honour.”

      “You were never a Scout or a Girl Guide,” Dolly pointed out with a smirk.

      “I still have honour,” she argued with a cheeky grin.

      Dolly chuckled and gave her a wink. “Fair point.”

      She pulled down a few colourful bottles from her glass cabinets—most nearly empty—and set them on the bench with a dramatic flair.

      Sienna gasped, her eyes darting between the labels. “That’s blue,” she whispered, pointing. “Like, actual blue!”

      “Blue Curaçao. It’s for grown-ups, but tonight, we’re using lemonade and juice. No booze for you until you’re older.” She reached into the fridge and pulled out pineapple juice, lemonade, grenadine, and cranberry juice. “We’ll make a Dolly Sunrise. It’s a mocktail, but it still has all the flair.”

      Sienna clapped excitedly, watching as Dolly laid out the ingredients like a magician preparing a trick. Her hands were steady, practiced, but there was joy in the way she moved—like every stir and pour was part of a dance.

      “Glass first,” Dolly instructed. “Always start with your base. You build a drink like you build trust—layer by layer.”

      Sienna grabbed the tall glass Dolly had placed in front of her and carefully filled it halfway with ice cubes.

      “Good girl. Now pour the juice slow, like it’s honey,” Dolly said, guiding her granddaughter’s hand.

      The juice sloshed a little too quickly, but Dolly didn’t scold her. Just smiled.

      “Now for the magic trick.” She dribbled grenadine over the back of a spoon, watching it cascade into the juice like a sunburst. Sienna’s mouth dropped open in awe.

      “It’s like a sunset!” she gasped.

      “It’s meant to be,” Dolly said softly. “That’s the secret, Sunshine. Making a drink isn’t just about mixing; it’s about moments. You give someone something beautiful, and they remember how you made them feel.”

      Sienna nodded, eyes glued to the glass as Dolly handed her a cocktail umbrella and a wedge of orange for garnish.

      “Now go on, give it a try.”

      Sienna took a careful sip. Her whole face lit up.

      “It tastes like summer and secrets!”

      Dolly threw her head back and laughed. “That’s exactly what it’s supposed to taste like.”

      Sienna smiled at the memory as a few silent tears slipped down her cheeks. Her grandma had been her best friend, and the day she died, Sienna felt a part of herself die with her. She had passed away just before her eighteenth birthday from the Big C and left the bar to her eldest son, Sienna’s father.

      Asher Summers wasn’t the clearing-tables or serving-drinks type of guy, even though this bar put him through law school all those decades ago—so Grandma Dolly used to tell her.

      Sienna had pulled good grades in school, not all A’s all the time but she was switched on. She hated math and loved English and the creative arts. She wasn’t bad with a camera either. She also carried minifigures with her wherever she went and had an Instagram page dedicated to them where she snapped shots of them out in the hooman world and wrote little stories to go along with the post. She had over 5,000 followers, so she knew people enjoyed her posts.

      All her posts this month had been Christmas themed. Sienna was already thinking of what to post tonight—she did a post every couple of days. Plus, she liked to bank content whenever she could.

      Sienna was softly singing along to “Christmas in the Sand” by Colbie Caillat, her favourite Christmas song.

      “Yo, Comet. Can I get a ginger?” a male voice with an American accent shouted from the other end of the bar.

      Sienna spun around, knowing that request was directed at her due to the fact that she was wearing a pair of glittery green-and-red antlers. Her long strawberry-blond ponytail swished from side to side. She let her green eyes scan the area for her gentleman caller. Her eyes landed on one of the most beautiful human beings to walk the earth—well in her opinion anyway.

      She watched as a slow lazy smile drifted across his kissable lips and felt herself biting down on her own. Man, he was gorgeous with the thick jet-black, run-your-fingers-through hair, tanned complexion like he worked in the sun for a living, and those deep oceans of blue that were locked on her. He could give Scott Eastwood a run for his money, which in her books—besides Chris Hemsworth—was the most gorgeous man alive.

      He watched as the beautiful, young strawberry blonde—who looked barely legal—walked the length of the bar, heading straight for him. She was dressed in a deep-red Christmas dress with silver trimming around the hem and breast area, the skirt flaring out; it clung to her like a second skin. And he had to admit, she had pretty good breasts. They looked to be no more than a handful—just how he liked it. Anything more was just a waste in his opinion.

      “It’s Blitzen,” the adorable Australian accent informed him as a sexy smile graced those rose-coloured lips. Yes, he was going to enjoy his trip to the land Down Under. He let his eyes absorb her close up. Fuck, she is sexy.

      “Now, Mr New York, what kind of ginger are you after?” she asked, giving him a once-over.

      You! was the first thought in his head; however, he knew he had to backtrack a little. He knew the legal drinking age in Australia was eighteen—so she had to be at least that to serve behind a bar, right?

      “Whatcha got?”

      Sienna stood in front of the taps and grabbed a glass from under the bar. She then reached for the lever and began to pour the James Squire they had on tap.

      “Can I get you a lime?” she asked, her eyes not leaving his as she slowly licked her lips. “Maybe some ice?”

      He just nodded, words not forming in his brain. He was a well-educated man and this young seductress had him unable to form a sentence.

      He watched as she garnished his drink and her comment from earlier popped in his head. “What makes you think I’m from New York of all places?” he asked as she slid the drink in his direction.

      “That will be twelve bucks.” She rang it up, giving him a sidelong glance. “And your ‘I get what I want’ attitude. It’s in your eyes and the way you hold yourself. Like a New Yorker. Your accent is clearly American.”

      Caleb flipped open his wallet. This wasn’t his first trip to Australia, so he knew what notes to pull out. He handed her a twenty. “Keep the change,” he told her.

      Sienna put the change to the side and smiled. “Thanks, holler if you need anything.” She then sauntered back down to the other end of the bar.

      “Oh, I will,” he promised in a low tone.
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