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          NOELLE

        

      

    

    
      "Hey, baby, are you going to sit on my lap?" Santa wiggled his brows at me.

      Killian's charm didn't work on me. It never had. Or that's what I told myself.

      "You can tell me what you want for Christmas." His dark hair curled out from under his velvet hat; his voice grew lower, more insistent.

      All night, the line of children to see Santa was steady, blocking any interactions between us. Where were the kids clamoring to sit on Santa's lap now?

      "I doubt there will be any more kids." Killian shoved the sleeve of his jacket up, revealing an expensive looking watch. It probably cost more than the rent for my apartment for an entire year.

      I grabbed the basket of candy canes from the floor next to his chair. I was tired of playing elf to his Santa. "We should clean up."

      "I don't think so." Killian snagged my wrist, tugging me until I fell into his lap. His arms banded around me.

      I was perched precariously on his thigh. His very strong, well-muscled thigh. He'd filled out since he was eighteen. Not that I'd ever sat on his lap before. I was positive it was the combination of workouts and long days on the slopes.

      He pulled me in closer so that my face was close to his, his voice rumbling through my body. "That's better. Now, what do you want for Christmas?"

      My jaw tightened, old feelings swirling in my chest I wanted to ignore. "For you to let me go."

      He chuckled. "Surely, a beautiful woman such as yourself has lots of things she wants."

      Sure, my family's home needed repairs, my siblings required money for school activities and sports, and my mom had an endless stream of doctor's bills in her elusive search for pain relief. Everything got more expensive every year. But what did I want?

      His forehead wrinkled. "Don't tell me you don't know."

      I was sure it was hard to believe after watching each child excitedly climb into Santa's lap and list the myriad of items they wanted for Christmas, ranging from video game consoles to dolls to games. "I don't need anything. Can you let me up now?"

      He grinned. "Not until you tell me what you want."

      I thought about what I needed to do when I got home tonight. Check my work emails, shower, and go to bed, because I rose early to make donuts for a deli in town.

      My body ached from the thought of how little sleep I was getting each day, and there still wasn't enough time in the day to get everything done. I needed my businesses to generate more money so I could support my family. "Can you duplicate me?"

      The crease in his forehead deepened. "Duplicate you?"

      "Can you make more of me, so that I can get everything done?" I took advantage of him loosening his hold to slip off his thigh.

      He quickly readjusted his arms so that I stood between his legs. He was tall enough that we were almost face-to-face in this position.

      "I don't know. Have you been good this year?" The question was one I'd heard all night, but it took on a sensual tone when he delivered it to me.

      My entire body flushed with heat. "I've been a good girl."

      He raised a brow. "How do I know if you're telling the truth? You look like you've been bad. Very, very bad."

      I rolled my eyes. "I thought you were supposed to be all knowing."

      "I think we both know that's not true." His Santa facade slipped slightly to reveal the man behind the beard.

      I wrinkled my nose, pretending this entire interaction was distasteful, when in reality, he had my nerves running hot. "This is ridiculous."

      Killian hummed. "I don't come home often, but when I do, you don't want to talk to me. It's almost as if you're avoiding me."

      I'd crushed on him all through high school while he dated one cheerleader after another. I didn't think he saw me until one night we were alone on one of the slopes above the town, talking about our hopes and dreams. I was excited about the full scholarship I'd been offered to the University of Colorado to be on their snowboarding team.

      Killian had been vulnerable that night. His usual confident demeanor nowhere to be found. He'd admitted that he wanted to go to college to escape his family. I'd been shocked because to me, the Wildes were perfect. A big happy family that never had to worry about money. He didn't need a scholarship to go to college. He could go wherever he wanted. When he turned toward me, my heart was so full of him, I couldn't resist kissing him.

      Except he hadn't kissed me back. As soon as I realized he was stiff and unresponsive, I scrambled away from him, unable to meet his gaze, apologizing profusely. It was the single most humiliating moment of my life.

      A few days later, when my mom's back gave out again, she'd told me she didn't think she could work anymore; I did what I had to do. I turned down the scholarship, got a job, and helped my family as much as I could. I had two younger siblings whose father had walked out on them years ago. Killian never sought me out, not that I expected him to.

      I avoided him when he came home. I didn't want to confront the man I'd kissed. I'd ruined our easygoing friendship. He'd talked to me about things he didn't share with his many girlfriends. We had something special, and I'd ruined it. "It's better this way."

      The line between his brows deepened. "What if I don't think so?"

      I sighed as I remembered the pictures of him at races, the women that were never far from his arm. "I'm sure you're used to getting your way, but that's not going to happen with me."

      His lips quirked. "And why is that?"

      I chewed my lip. "I'm not like those other women."

      He cocked a brow. "What other women?"

      I was nothing like those women who tracked him on the race circuit. I had a family to take care of and money to make. I didn't have time to follow a man around the world, living his dreams. I was too busy building my own. "I have work to do."

      This time when I made a move to escape, his arms loosened. I gathered the items we'd brought with us to the small building and turned off the light. My heart was pounding hard, and I had the sudden desire to run from this man who always made me feel too much. I'd acted on those feelings once, and it had blown up in my face. I wouldn't let him charm his way back into my life, only to embarrass myself when he reminded me he didn't feel the same.

      Men like Killian Wilde didn't go for women like me. His life was too big. He was meant for greater things than his family's ski resort. Telluride would always be my home. It was where my family was and ultimately my heart.

      Killian Wilde was a silly teenage crush. It would be foolish to harbor feelings for him after all these years.
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        A Few Weeks Later

      

      

      I was supposed to be helping Addison host the charity event for foster-care kids. The cause was near and dear to her heart because she was a social worker, and her new boyfriend and Wilde cousin Walker's daughter, Dakota, had been in the system recently.

      I was on edge, worried that something could go wrong, and that we wouldn't raise enough money. I was also avoiding Killian.

      He was home with an injured knee, and his brothers had asked me to be his personal assistant. It was a good opportunity, especially since I was the one who'd pitched the idea for personal assistants for guests staying at the lodge.

      If I could attach my name to his, it would boost my new business, and I needed the money. Between my various businesses—a donut maker, an event organizer, and a holiday decorator—I was struggling. Not one of them was bringing in steady income.

      My family needed me, and I needed to come up with something that would make our lives easier.

      I tried not to spend too much time thinking about how life could have been different if I'd followed my dreams and went to school on the athletic scholarship. That wasn't my reality.

      I felt Killian's heated gaze on me as I moved around the room. I wasn't worried he'd tug me into his lap since he couldn't get up and cross the room easily on crutches.

      He thrived on his reputation as being strong and athletic. And now he was injured, unable to perform the sport he loved. He was cranky and irritable.

      Every time my mind drifted back to that day I sat on his lap, my body heated. What had he been playing at? Was he bored without his adoring fans? Was he playing with me because I'd kissed him so many years ago?

      Ever since I'd kissed him, his light had shined brighter while I'd struggled to keep mine aflame. It flickered and threatened to go out, but I always rallied to keep it burning. No matter how low the light was, I kept moving. One of these business ventures had to be successful. My family deserved a break.

      What I wouldn't give to be able to afford everything my family needed. What I wouldn't give for a little more sleep.

      The caterer signaled for me from across the room, and I immediately moved without thinking about my path. My heart stuttered when Killian reached out and snagged my wrist. He pulled me close so that I was leaning down to hear his gruff voice.

      "Where do you think you're going?"

      "I'm working the event."

      He kept a tight grip on my wrist, and I wondered if he'd pull me down to his lap like he had before. "Aren't you supposed to be my assistant?"

      My heart pounded in my ears. "Apparently, your brothers think you need a babysitter."

      Killian growled. "I don't."

      I pulled my hand from his. "I couldn't agree more." But then my heart paused for a different reason. I needed the money. "But I agreed to help out, and it would be good for my new business."

      "What business is that?"

      "I'm starting a personal-assistant business at the resort. If a guest needs something, I'll provide it."

      His eyes flashed with heat, and I was quick to add, "If they forgot a hairbrush or need a dress for an event, they can ask me for help."

      "When will you be at my disposal?"

      I sighed. "I have to handle this event, and then I'm all yours. Do you need something in the meantime?"

      I hated to be at his beck and call, but that was literally the job, and I couldn't believe the amount of money he was willing to pay me. Apparently, it was the equivalent salary of his current personal assistant, Riley. I could use the money, so I'd suck up my pride and do whatever he needed.

      The kids had teased me at school because my mom worked as a maid at the resort. It rankled that I was a servant for someone with more means than me, but hopefully one day, I'd be the boss and have people working for me. I just had to suck it up for now.

      "I want to go back to my room."

      I looked up as someone approached the podium. "Can you wait until after the speeches? I'm sure your cousin Walker will want you to be here for this."

      Killian's eyes softened, and he nodded.

      "As soon as he's done talking, I'll get you out of here."

      "Thank you," Killian said so softly; I wasn't sure I'd heard him right.

      After answering the caterer's questions, I moved to the back of the room. I wasn't a guest. I knew my place. I'd always be the one working the event.

      I tried not to get down about my place in life, but I couldn't forget where I came from. To most people, I'd always be the maid's daughter. No matter how hard I worked, I wasn't sure I'd ever be able to shake that image and step into the successful business-owner role. Sometimes it felt like a role I played at instead of owned.

      I focused on Walker's speech about meeting his daughter and his gratitude for the agency's assistance in making that happen. By the time he was finished talking, my eyes were stinging. I wondered how Killian felt, hearing that story.

      Addison and Walker embraced, along with Dakota, while I crossed the room to Killian. The sooner I got him out of here, the sooner I could get back to my responsibilities.

      I handed him the crutches, and he tucked them under his arms. He leaned his weight onto them as we slowly made our way across the room. The guests hovered around Walker and Addison and the donation table.

      "No one will notice that we're leaving," Killian said simply when we were in the empty hallway outside the event room.

      "I'm sure Walker and Addison are pleased you came." I wondered if he would have returned for the event if he hadn't been injured.

      "Are you happy I'm home?" Killian asked.

      The question was an odd one because we weren’t close. "I'm ambivalent."

      "Ambivalent, huh?" Killian stumbled on the carpet, and I moved to wrap an arm around his back, holding him steady until he got a better grip on his crutches.

      Right now, I was feeling anything but ambivalent. His body was hard, lined with muscles from his frequent runs down the mountain and his workout regimen. He clearly took care of himself.

      When I moved away from him, my body hummed with desire from the proximity. I was hoping the silly teenage crush had dissipated with time, but it didn't seem like it had.

      "I can make it to the elevator," Killian said gruffly, and I wondered if he was embarrassed that he needed this kind of assistance.

      At the elevator, I waited while Killian leaned his weight on one arm and pushed the Up button with the other.

      "What kind of assistance will you need while you're home?" I asked in my best professional voice. I could do this. I could keep my distance and not think about how much I was attracted to him.

      The door popped open, and we stepped inside the empty space.

      He cocked a brow as he leaned against the back wall and held the crutches in one hand. "What do my brothers want you to do?"

      "They want me to ensure you attend your therapy sessions and eat healthy."

      He shook his head. "You're a glorified babysitter."

      "I'm here to give you whatever you need. I can run errands, make phone calls, and answer emails. I've never had a position like this before, so just let me know what you need, and I'll do it. I'm a hard worker."

      Killian's eyes flashed with heat, and I wondered if he'd read something else into my offer. I had to remember he hadn't kissed me back. His lack of interest in me, couldn't have been clearer. I'd seen the women he spent time with on the circuit. I couldn't compete.

      I'd never been allowed on the penthouse floor where the family reserved rooms. When I was a child, I'd always imagined it was extravagant, something way better than we could ever hope to experience.

      I tried not to feel less than around Killian and his family, but it was hard not to. He had access to things that I could only dream of experiencing. He lived in a hotel, and I'd only ever cleaned one with my mother.

      When the door opened, I waited for him to precede me, but he gestured for me to go first. The Wildes were gentlemen. I paused, waiting for him to show me which door was his for the duration of his stay.

      He scanned his card in front of the last door on the left. When the light blinked green, he gestured for me to go first.

      He stepped inside and winked. "I finally have you in my room."
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          KILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      I let her precede me into the room, mainly because I didn't want her watching me struggle with the crutches. I hated feeling weak and dependent on others.

      Plus, it gave me a few seconds to admire her silhouette in that red dress. I remembered her having an athletic body when we were kids, but she'd grown into womanly curves. Curves I wanted to trace with my hands.

      Her eyes were wide as she took in the accommodations. It was a condo that I used whenever I was in town, a place to rest my head for a night or two before I headed back to my life. I was used to traveling and staying in various hotels. Nothing about this condo was different from any of the others, except this one had oversized framed photographs of me and my brothers on the slopes lining the walls. "I can't remember whose idea it was to blow up our pictures and put them on the walls."

      "They're impressive."

      Something about her tone made me think she was less than impressed. I hobbled over to the fridge. "Would you like something to drink?"

      "Water. But I can get it." She brushed past me, reaching for a water bottle. "I'm the one who ordered your groceries. Your assistant, Riley, sent an email with your requirements." The word requirements was said somewhat snidely.

      "Riley knows exactly what I need. We've worked together for a long time."

      Noelle's lip curled slightly. "Of course, she does."

      "You want to sit for a minute? We can talk about my expectations." I couldn't help but resort to the way I acted around those who worked for me. I was aiming for professional in order to create distance between us. It was necessary after my reaction to her tonight and the time she sat in my lap when I played Santa a few weeks back.

      Noelle sat on the edge of one of the armchairs in front of the large screen TV and fireplace.

      My knee was aching, so I took the couch and propped my leg onto the cushions next to me. I let the crutches fall to the floor, making a clattering noise. I'd regret that later when I had to lean over to grab them, but all I could think about was the ache in my knee. My hand instinctively massaged the leg muscles above it.

      Noelle rose, setting the crutches against the edge of the couch within my reach. "I'll grab you an ice pack."

      I nodded, attempting to breathe through the pain.

      She returned with an ice pack, a water bottle, and two pain pills. "I figured you could use these."

      I almost argued with her, but the truth was, I was in pain. It was a long day hanging out with my family, ending with the charity event.

      She balanced the ice pack on my knee, then handed me the water bottle and pills.

      "Thank you." It should have felt weird having her wait on me. She'd been a friend when we were younger. Then there was that kiss. I hadn't let myself think about that in a long time.

      Noelle flashed a tight smile. "Just doing my job. Do you need me to be physically present, or would you prefer to send me texts or emails with things you need?"

      I was bored. Lonely even. I was used to focusing on training, eating healthy, and getting enough sleep. There was always film to go over, coaches to strategize with, and publicity to juggle. Here, I didn't have anything to do, and my brothers had kept their distance, wary of my surliness. It would be nice to have company. "I'll need you here."

      Noelle's eyes widened as she sat across from me, perched on the edge of the cushion as if she planned to bolt at any second. "What time? I have other responsibilities."

      "I thought you were my personal assistant. Riley is by my side as soon as I wake up until I go to bed." That wasn't exactly true, but Noelle didn't need to know that.

      Noelle looked surprised for a second, and then her lips curved into a smile. "Is that so?"

      "I pay her well." I believed in paying people what they were worth, and an assistant was my most valuable asset. She procured anything I needed at any time. Even when she wasn't with me. You couldn't put a price on that level of availability.

      "Is that what you think matters the most?"

      I frowned. "It's important."

      "I'll strive to give you everything you need, but I have other businesses to run, and my family to support. I won't be as available as Riley apparently is for you." Her tone suggested that she thought there was something else going on between me and Riley.

      But I wasn't tackling that tonight. I could barely think straight through the incessant ache. I opened the water bottle, threw the pills down my throat, then chugged the water.

      Noelle jumped up. "You should eat something with that. It's not good for your stomach."

      "How do you know I haven't eaten?" I asked her as she moved to the kitchen and returned with a banana in her hand.

      Noelle sighed. "I notice things."

      I thought she'd been focused on the event itself.

      "You're my priority. I'll figure out how to juggle everything."

      My stomach twisted with an emotion I couldn't quite identify. I wasn't sure I wanted to be a job for Noelle. We'd competed together as teens and had grown close training together. We were focused on making one of the elite college's snowboarding teams. "Why didn't you take the scholarship to U of C?"

      Her lips pressed into a flat line. "I'm happy to discuss my job duties, but my personal life is off-limits."

      That was interesting. I polished off the banana and threw the peel on the table.

      Noelle's gaze flicked to the peel and then up to my face. "I think we should discuss what you expect me to do. Is it just errands, or will you need me to organize emails, phone calls, obligations, clean, and cook?"

      Her list was extensive and beyond what I expected of an assistant. "I thought you'd do whatever Riley did."

      Her brow raised. "Which was?"

      There was something in her tone, like she was insinuating Riley performed other tasks for me, personal ones. That couldn't be further from the truth, but I wasn't ready to disavow her of that notion. She seemed to think the worst of me. "She was by my side ready to assist with whatever I needed. She also managed my schedule and emails. But I'll need you to drive me to my appointments, keep my fridge stocked."

      "I didn't realize I'd be your chauffeur."

      I didn't want to be cooped up in this condo, but now I was looking forward to seeing Noelle every day. We had been close, and then we'd lost touch. Now that I was here, I was interested in getting to know her and what she'd been up to over the years.

      "I know this is asking a lot, but can I schedule your appointments around my availability?" Noelle asked.

      "When are you busy with other things?" I asked, knowing she didn't want to talk about her personal life.

      "I'm open during the day unless something comes up."

      "What do you have in the morning and evenings?" I asked, wondering if it was a boyfriend that was keeping her busy. She'd mentioned businesses, but I couldn't remember if my brothers had told me about those.

      "I'll make myself available to you at all other times. You can email or message me, but my personal life is not up for discussion."

      Her tone was dismissive, and I didn't like it. "We used to be friends."

      Noelle stood. "We haven't been close in a long time. This is a job for me, one that will greatly help me and my family. I'm a hard worker, but I won't compromise my other business obligations or my responsibilities to my family."

      "I don't think that will be a problem."

      She was only making me more intrigued about her life outside of this condo.

      "Good. I meant what I said. I'm at your disposal." She turned to go and then paused. "Did you need anything before I head out?"

      "Can you help me to the bed?" The ache had dulled, but I needed to get to bed so that I was comfortable for the evening. I wasn't ready for her to leave, but I sensed that she was eager to get out of my space and create distance between us.

      "Sure." Her response was clipped as she held them for me. I shifted so that my feet were on the ground.

      "Can you give me a hand?" I doubted she could lift my weight, but I wanted to feel her hand in mine.

      She shifted the crutches to one hand and held the other out to me. My larger hand closed around hers, and I hefted myself to standing. I swayed slightly, and she let the crutches fall to the couch. Her arm came around my waist. Her head was tucked against my chest, her body pressed against my side. I breathed in her scent, enjoying the feel of her soft curves.

      "Are you steady now?" she asked.

      "I think so," I said reluctantly, not wanting her to move away.

      She slowly removed her arm and reached for the crutches again. She held them in front of me, and when I shifted my weight to them, she headed down the hallway.

      "It's the last room."

      She flipped on the light, then moved to the bed to fold the covers down. "Do you need anything else? Pajamas?"

      I probably shouldn't tell her I slept in the nude. "No."

      "Water? More pain pills?"

      "That would be great," I said as I moved toward the bathroom. I'd get ready for bed while she was here.

      I brushed my teeth. It was slow and awkward. By the time I was done, my knee was throbbing again. I opened the door, and Noelle rushed to assist me. She stayed by my side as I slowly made my way to the bed.

      She waited while I swung my legs onto the bed and then handed me water. I was exhausted. I hated that I was in recovery mode with no end in sight. I wanted to get back to my life and onto my board. My heart was still racing as I set the glass aside.

      "I'll get you more water." Noelle lifted the glass, and I snagged her wrist.

      Her wide eyes met mine.

      "Thank you."

      Her eyes softened. "You're welcome."

      She was an employee I was paying to be here, but right now, she felt like a friend. Someone who was here because they liked me, not because they were under any obligation to me. I watched her walk out of the room. I enjoyed seeing her in my space, her hips swaying in that dress. She wore practical flats instead of heels, and I assumed it was because she was on her feet a lot tonight.

      When she returned, she set the glass on the table. "If you don't need anything else, I should be going. I have to get up early."

      Would she really have helped me change? The idea had my skin heating, and my pulse raising. "Will you stop by when you're done with whatever you have in the morning?"

      "Of course, and you can call me if you need anything."

      "Thank you for helping me. I know this isn't what you wanted to be doing." She hadn't spoken to me since that kiss when we were kids. One minute I'd been complaining about something, and then there was the shock of her lips on mine. It had been so unexpected; I didn't even react. Before I could, she was scrambling off the rock we were seated on, apologizing, unable to meet my gaze. She was gone before I could say anything.

      I never expected her to kiss me. I wasn't sure I'd ever thought about her as anything more than a friend. I'd dated a lot of different girls. I liked to have fun. I wasn't looking to settle down or fall in love, and Noelle had always struck me as a forever kind of girl. She deserved everything. Not someone like me. Someone who didn't know who he was outside of snowboarding.

      "This will be good for my personal-assistant business. My first client is the famous snowboarder, Killian Wilde." She said it with a smile, so I knew she wasn't making fun of me.

      "I don't know about that." I was featured in sports magazines and occasionally gossip columns when I was dating a model, fellow athlete, or actress. But none of it was real. Most women liked to say there were dating the famous snowboarder. None of them knew the real me.

      "Good night, Killian."

      "Night, Noelle." I hated that I was injured, and my agent had sent me home to recuperate. I didn't want or need a babysitter, but I suspected I'd enjoy spending time with Noelle. I had a feeling I never knew the real Noelle, not even when we were teens. She was a mystery. One I wanted to solve.
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      I preheated the oil in a large pot over medium heat. Then I whisked the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt in one bowl, and the buttermilk and melted butter in a second. I was only half paying attention to my task. I'd done it so many times; I could do it in my sleep. When they were done, I'd drop off at Cal's deli downtown.

      I added the dry ingredients to the wet and stirred. Once the dough was rolled into the proper shape, I placed the dough into the oil, frying both sides. Afterward, I moved the donuts to a rack to drain. Once fully cooled, I'd add the icing, which was my favorite part.

      I wanted to be known for the taste and the unusual designs. Chocolate icing and glazed were a staple each week. I added sprinkles or colors depending on the holidays, and then I worked on specialty flavors, like maple, s'mores, and cinnamon sugar.

      It wasn't uncommon for the store to sell out of five hundred donuts by eleven on a weekend. Weekdays were a little slower. I wiped the sweat from my brow as I watched the next batch of donuts fry. I could do this so much faster with an industrial kitchen, but for now, all I had was my tiny apartment kitchen.

      The only good thing about this location was that I lived here alone. I'd stayed with my mom until I was twenty-four, when she told me it was time to live independently. I was there to help with my siblings, and I hated moving away from them. But now that I was here, I reveled in the quiet, clean space.

      Now, I had to make time to stop over at Mom's to check on them a few days a week. There was always something that needed to be paid: field trips, computer fees, school lunches, or even groceries. I preferred to find the bills and pay them before my mom ever saw them.

      It was a system that worked. If Mom didn't know about the field trip, then she didn't need to worry about it. Besides, all I had to pay for was the rent and utilities on this place. I didn't allow myself other luxuries. I had businesses to run and build. A family to support. I took care of myself. Mostly.

      As usual, I let my mind wander while I was baking. I wanted my mom not to worry about money. I wanted my family to live in a nice house, one that I bought for them. My gaze drifted to the second-hand couch in the living room and the TV screen. I wanted time to relax on the couch. I couldn't remember the last time I watched TV.

      I was always running from one thing to the other, and when I was home, I was working. I could make my dreams come true. I just had to focus on the end result and take one step at a time.

      I repeated the process until I had trays of five different flavors of donuts. The trays with lids were a necessary business expense. I needed a way to transport my donuts. I carried the trays one by one into the store. The deli was popular in the morning for its breakfast sandwiches.

      I placed the first trays of donuts in the display cases and left the rest of them in the kitchen.

      "Thanks for dropping those by. The customers love them," Danny said.

      "That's so good to hear." I constantly worried that what I had to offer wasn't good enough. But when I picked up the empty trays later today, I'd get a sense of satisfaction.

      "We really need more. We've been selling out more and more quickly."

      The space between my shoulders was tight from leaning over the stove and counter for hours in the morning. I wasn't sure I could make more. Not without sacrificing necessary sleep. "That would be great."

      "I think Cal wanted to talk to you about it."

      I swiped the hair that had fallen out of my ponytail off my face. "I have a few minutes."

      He nodded down the hallway in the direction of the office. "He's in there."

      "Thanks, Danny."

      "You make chocolate icing? I'm supposed to take a few home to the kids," Danny called out to me.

      "I always make chocolate, Danny. You know that." I grinned at him before I walked toward Cal's office. I knocked on the door.

      He looked up from his computer, then gestured for me to sit in one of the chairs across from him. I sat gingerly on the cushion that had seen better days. Cal was more interested in quality ingredients and food then the decor.

      "Danny said you needed more donuts?" I wasn't sure how I'd manage to make more donuts, but more sales meant more money for me. I'd make it work.

      "Customers are complaining about the cost."

      I frowned. "I don't think three dollars a donut is unreasonable. They're larger than what is sold in other stores, and these are fresh."

      "We could sell more if you lower the price."

      I put up with a lot in my life, but undervaluing my work wasn't on the agenda for this morning. I still had to deal with Killian. "In this case, your customers are paying for donuts they can't get anywhere else." I continued before he could ask me to reduce my prices for a third time. "How many more do you want?"

      "Let's start with an extra hundred on Saturdays and Sundays. But you're on notice. If we get any more complaints about the price, we'll have to lower them."

      I ground my teeth. "The donuts are three dollars apiece; that allows for both of us to get a profit. You're not authorized to lower the price. If you do, I'll take my donuts elsewhere."

      Cal held up his hand. "I heard that you're already selling them at the lodge."

      "The lodge isn't in direct competition with your shop. It's for the guests who wouldn't venture here." We didn't have an exclusivity agreement, but Cal liked to throw his weight around. He didn't think anyone else would sell my donuts. He was the only breakfast place in town.

      I needed to placate him if I wanted the extra money every week. But it was hard, sweaty work, and it had to be done early in the morning. I wouldn't be making any profit if he reduced the price.

      Cal waved a hand at me. "A hundred more on Saturday."

      I took that as my dismissal, because he'd turned his attention to his computer screen. "Have a good day."

      I had to deliver two more trays to the lodge. In the dining room, I arranged the donuts on the smaller display case near the buffet.

      "Did you save some for me?" Marcus asked when he refilled the scrambled eggs.

      "Good morning to you too," I said as I moved the donuts one by one into the case. It was quicker at Cal's because I could put a whole tray of donuts in the case. It was easier to switch out. But I enjoyed talking to Marcus when he was working.

      "You know I love your donuts," Marcus said.

      I laughed. "Like you can't make your own. Everything you cook is wonderful."

      Marcus snagged a chocolate-icing donut from the tongs I held and took a large bite. His eyes closed, and he hummed. "I can't bake."

      I shook my head just as Joey, Oliver's son, ran up to me. "Is there one for me, Miss Noelle?"

      I leaned down to talk to him. "Of course, there's one for you. I made one special with green sprinkles."

      His eyes lit up. "Green is my favorite color, and I love sprinkles."

      I grinned at him as I grabbed the small box I'd prepared just for him. I lifted the lid and held it out to him. "Here it is."

      "Dad, can I eat it now?" Joey asked his father, who'd appeared behind him.

      Oliver nodded. "Sit at the table."

      Joey snagged the box and was gone before I could say anything else to him.

      "He loves your donuts."

      I smiled. "I'm glad."

      "But you didn't have to make him a special donut."

      "I don't mind."

      "How many donuts did you take to Cal's this morning?"

      "Five hundred."

      Oliver whistled. "That's a lot. What time do you have to get up to make those?"

      I shook my head, a smile playing on my lips. "You don't want to know."

      Oliver nodded, and that's when I noticed that Killian was slightly behind him leaning on his crutches. I set the tongs down and stepped forward. "Why don't you sit, and I'll grab you a plate."

      Killian shook his head. "It looks like you have your hands full."

      "It can wait," I said as I assisted him to the nearest chair at the same table with Joey, whose lips were smeared with chocolate.

      "You're a baker?" Killian nodded toward the display case that was still hanging open.

      "That's right."

      "Is this the business you didn't want to talk about?" Killian asked, his muscles tensed as if he was in pain.

      "It's not a secret. I've been selling the donuts here and at a shop in town." I kept most details about my life from others. Whenever anyone asked how many businesses I had or how much time I spent with my family, they usually had something to say about it. And I liked to avoid the judgment.

      "Why not tell me what you needed your mornings for?" Killian asked.

      I shrugged. "I'll grab you a plate of food, so you can take some medication."

      I grabbed a plate, piling it high with food. Then I placed it in front of him along with utensils, a napkin, and syrup.

      Joey was licking the icing from his fingers. "Can I have another?"

      "You've had enough," Oliver said.

      I transferred the rest of the donuts to the display, and then I took the small box I'd reserved for Marcus into the kitchen.

      "You didn't have to do that," Marcus said when he saw the box on the end of the counter.

      "You like them." And I liked doing things for other people.

      "I want to pay for them."

      I shook my head. "Not necessary."

      "It's very necessary." Marcus wiped his hands on a towel and made a move for his wallet.

      I backed away with my hands in the air. "We're friends, and friends don't pay for donuts."

      Marcus raised a brow. "You're running a business⁠—"

      "I can fry a few donuts for friends without expecting payment." Then I backed out of the room before he could hand me cash.

      Eli waved me over to the family's table. He looked happy, probably because all of his brothers and his cousin Walker were all in one place for once."

      I stood at the end of the table. "Is everything okay?"

      "Why don't you get something to eat?" Eli waved a hand at the buffet.

      "Oh, I already ate." A banana while I was watching donuts fry. But then my stomach rumbled, and Eli raised a brow.

      I huffed a sigh. "Fine."

      I moved to the table, taking eggs, fresh fruit, and a muffin. The only empty chair was next to Killian.

      "How's your patient?" Eli asked me.

      "Grumpy," I said simply, and everyone laughed.

      Killian pursed his lips. "That's not fair."

      "You have been grouchy. Don't run off Noelle, okay? She does a lot around here," Eli said.

      "No one will run me off," I said, digging into the fluffy eggs. I was starving. Usually, I ate fruit or a granola bar on busy days. Sitting down to eat was a luxury. I didn't mention that Killian couldn't run me off because I needed the money I got from the Wildes. I helped with parties from time to time, and recently, they started buying donuts from me. They didn't balk at the price like Cal did.

      "Is Cal giving you a hard time?" Carolina asked me.

      "Why would you say that?" I asked her, my stomach dropping.

      "I read online that people are complaining about the price of your donuts," Carolina said.

      "He said something about it." If it was on social media, maybe I should consider reducing my price. But then it wouldn't be worth my time.

      "Let me guess, Cal didn't offer to reduce his percentage of the profits?" Eli asked.

      I laughed without any humor. "Of course not."

      "Whenever you're ready, you can sell your donuts exclusively here."

      I shook my head. "You don't get the traffic that Cal does. I'm not sure I'd sell six hundred donuts here."

      "You're selling six hundred donuts a day?" Killian asked me.

      "And they sell out before lunch." They were selling out more and more quickly. I thought it had something to do with word of mouth. But complaints wouldn't help my business. I wondered if I should cut back until I could be sure the demand was still there.

      Oliver whistled. "That's amazing."

      "Yeah, it's been steadily growing." It was guaranteed income from week to week that I used to help my family. I didn't always have parties booked or interior-design jobs. It was past the holidays, so the steady income I'd been getting from the Wildes for holiday decorating was over.

      "You're a personal assistant, and you make donuts?" Killian said.

      "That's right." I picked up whatever jobs I could. But I wasn't going to tell him that. He didn't understand what it was like to hustle. He'd always been gifted with talent and luck. Sure, he worked hard in his field, but he was rewarded handsomely.

      "Our Noelle is a hard worker," Eli said proudly, as if I was somehow related to him and the Wildes.

      "Our Noelle?" Killian asked.

      A slow smile spread over Eli's face. "We treat her right, which is why eventually she's going to leave Cal and give us exclusive rights to her donuts."

      "Exclusive?" I'd been reluctant to do that because I preferred selling to whoever wanted my donuts. More sales were better than exclusivity, or at least that's what I'd assumed.

      "You only sell your donuts here. Not at Cal's."

      I frowned. "He gets good traffic on Main Street in town. Here, I'd only be getting guests of the lodge."

      "We're planning to offer programs for locals, yoga on Sunday morning, guided nature walks in the summer."

      Killian looked from Eli to Oliver. "Who's leading guided nature walks?"

      "Xander. It was his idea," Oliver said simply.

      "Hmph," Killian said.

      I wondered what he was thinking. Did he feel left out because the rest of his family was so invested in the resort?

      "Are you serious about my donuts?" I asked Eli.

      He nodded. "We want them, and we're willing to do whatever it takes to get them."

      "Your negotiating tactics aren't the best. You're laying your cards on the table for anyone to see." Killian leaned back in his chair.

      "You must not know Noelle very well. She's stubborn. We have to pull out all the stops to get her to work with us." Eli winked at me.

      I chuckled. "That's not the case."

      "Isn't it?" Oliver asked seriously.

      "Are you offering to help because of my mom?" Maybe some misplaced sense of responsibility to my family?

      Eli shook his head. "Our business dealings with you have nothing to do with your mom. Our guests love your donuts. We know the value of a good thing when we see it, and it's always better to pay for exclusivity. When you're ready to discuss it, schedule a time to meet with me. I'm sure you'll be pleased with our offer."

      My neck stiffened. "How can you be so confident?"

      "Like I said, we know a good thing when we see it, and we don't let it get away." Eli's gaze shifted from me to Killian.

      "I'll think about it." My mind was racing with the possibilities. Was this the right move?

      Marcus stopped by my chair. "It would be easier to cook the donuts in an industrial kitchen."

      "I don't need it—" There was no way I'd ask for special favors.
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