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      Santa Claus, Indiana just got hotter. These small-town romances are going to keep you on your toes with action, adventure, romance, and over the top alphas. Includes three previously published titles by award-winning author E.M. Shue.

       

      Coal for Kiera

       

      Coal is willing to sacrifice his freedom for the pretty waitress that just served him.

       

      Hanna’s Valentine

       

      Hugh will destroy everything in his path for the girl that got away.

       

      Hailey’s Rodeo

       

      Ethan doesn’t care what the consequences are he’ll dominate the young veterinarian.
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        To all those that struggle during the holidays.

        This is for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Kiera
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      The rain feels like it’s seeping into my skin through my coat and clothes. I shiver and look around the dark country road. I have music playing in one ear while the other listens for an approaching car. There are no lights this far from town. In the distance, I can just make out the shape of our old mailbox; it’s rusting and falling apart. My father, Leon, won’t replace it, and I can’t find it in my heart to care.

      I stop to check for mail when I reach the end of our driveway. Leon has been marking my mail “Return to sender” lately. The man will do anything to screw with me. I slide my gloved hand across the bottom surface and out slides an envelope. In the faint moonlight, I can make out the words “Not at this address” scrawled above my name. I look at the return address and cringe; I’m so glad I caught this before it got sent back. It’s from an apartment management company in Chicago. I had emailed them my application a couple weeks ago. I can’t wait to see what they said. With my heart lifted, I make my way down the dark gravel drive, careful of the many potholes filled with rainwater. A light flashes in the darkness, and I trip and stumble into a puddle. My sneakers are now both soaked and I have to work early in the morning. Shit! I look up to see light flash across the darkness again. It’s coming from the television in the living room. Leon is waiting up for me.

      I step off the driveway into the brush, hoping I can hide. I’ve tried to avoid him in the four days since my eighteenth birthday when he threw me out of the house, as if I had a place to go. Leon has been drunk and belligerent in that time. Every day from the time I was twelve, he’s made sure I know how much he hates me. He didn’t always hate me, though. My father loved me at one time. In fact, he thought I was the most perfect baby…until I turned a week old and my momma died. Then everything changed. Momma’s sister took me in and raised me. I only had to see Leon once a month when my aunt would make us have dinner together. I never got to know my mom, but I’ve been told by many people, including my aunt, that she was as artistic as I am.

      My dream is to own my own studio someday. I’ll sell other artists’ paintings, as well as my own. According to my aunt, my mom painted many paintings, but I’ve only seen some of them…once. I had needed something of hers for a school project when I was fourteen. Leon had told me I couldn’t have anything, that I didn’t deserve any of her stuff because of what I had done. He reminds me every chance he can of my transgressions against her and God, as he calls them. I’d waited until he went to work and snuck into his bedroom where I figured he would have stuff of hers. Sure enough, the room had been full of paintings she’d done—all sceneries inspired by the area. My favorite had been one she’d painted of the nearby cornfields going on for miles. All I could think about at the time was how in the painting a person could get away from everything and everyone. And that’s what I’d wanted. I wanted to get away from the town that knew me for an act I had no control over. I still want to get away. Because of me, an artist is gone forever, never to touch the world with her beauty.

      Leon had returned and found me still admiring the cornfield painting. He’d dragged me from the room, twisting my arm so hard it hurt for days. I thought he was going to beat me; his body had trembled with anger when he threw me to the floor in my room. My pale skin had been covered in bruises I had to hide for weeks afterward. No one in the town does anything to stop him from hurting me; however, now it’s only verbal abuse. He hasn’t touched me since that day. But when he sees me in public, he rants and lets everyone within earshot know what kind of person I am.

      I haven’t been in Leon’s bedroom since. He keeps it locked now. When my aunt died, everything she had that was my mother’s, Leon took. I don’t even have a picture of her.

      My feet squish in my soaked sneakers as I make my way closer to the house. Tomorrow is going to suck for work. Thank goodness I wear different shoes for my job at the country club. Light from the TV flashes again and I see him passed out in the recliner in the living room. A bottle of whiskey on the table next to him. He’s been drunk so much lately and his anger has gotten worse. At least he’s passed out, though. I breathe a sigh of relief at not having to face him tonight. I only need a couple more days of work, then I’ll get my final paycheck and be able to leave this place. I’m not giving anyone notice. I’ll just go to the bus station and buy a ticket. I’m so glad my aunt had set me up a bank account before she died that Leon never knew about. I’ve been saving money to go to art school and get away from here. It’s everything I have and all I’ve ever wanted.

      I turn and make my way to the back of the property where a small shed Leon had built for my mother to paint sits. I found the key before he threw me out of the house; it’s where I’ve been staying. There is no power, and I sleep in a sleeping bag on the floor with a comforter to keep myself warm in the colder weather. It’s better than being homeless. No one in this town would help me if I asked. Unlocking the door, I make my way through the darkness. My eyes adjust and I quickly change out of my soaked clothes and shoes into a pair of sweatpants, a long T-shirt, and socks to sleep in. The chill in the air causes my skin to tingle, and I sigh at the thought of a warm shower at work tomorrow. I clean cabins at a local lakeside resort; they let me take a shower there in a room I need to clean. I dump my shoes upside down so the water inside can drain out. I won’t have time tomorrow to stop at the local laundry mat to dry them for my walk home tomorrow night. I’ll either have to wear my heels from my second job or the soaked shoes. I fall asleep thinking about my future and getting away from this damn town. Getting away from all the hate. You’d think Santa Claus, Indiana, a place where Christmas is celebrated year round, would be full of goodwill and support, but it’s the complete opposite. I’ve never really felt at home here, because I’ve never really had a home. My aunt had tried, but Leon made sure to remind her at every turn that I didn’t deserve one. I close my eyes and fall asleep quickly from exhaustion, and the nightmares come like they do every night.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Coal

      

      Walking up to the car rental counter, I ask for any available SUV or all-wheel drive vehicle. The girl takes in my six-two frame and smiles. I smile back. I know I look good, but she does nothing for me. She’s cute but in an overdone way. She’s made up like she’s going clubbing instead of working at an airport. Her uniform is standard car rental attire, but I can tell the manager has left for the day because the girl has undone quite a few buttons, exposing the tops of her breasts.

      “I can show you to the local hotel.” She offers as I sign the contract.

      “Thank you, but I’m heading out of town.” I slide the contract back, and she folds up my copies and slips them in an envelope. I watch as she writes the car information on the outside, but it’s the phone number with hearts that causes me to grit my teeth.

      “Well, if you change your mind…” She taps the phone number as she explains where the car is parked and the rules to refill it before returning it. I smile and turn away, pulling my duffle over my shoulder. I head for the exit hating that I’m back here again. Granted, Louisville isn’t my final destination, but it’s close enough to my home.

      Fuck, home.

      I haven’t thought about that word in eight years. I work, then I go to a small apartment I inhabit. But it isn’t a home. There’s a bed, a kitchen, TV, and my workout bench. I spend more time on base in the gym, or volunteering for every mission I can get on. Yeah, I could have stayed in the barracks, but I needed to get away from other people. I wanted my own space. No, I needed my own space.

      I walk up to the large white SUV; it’s bigger than my Jeep Rubicon back in Nevada, but it’ll do. After I throw my duffle onto the passenger seat and adjust the driver’s seat to my taller frame, I set off toward the last place I want to be.

      The drive from Louisville to Santa Claus, Indiana, takes just over an hour. I don’t have to meet the attorney until four this afternoon at the Christmas Lake Golf Course clubhouse. It’s about two in the afternoon now and I decide to drive around town getting to know it again. I expected changes, but I did not expect the large theme and water park combo. I turn down North Holiday Boulevard, passing the American Legion, and see the campgrounds my father has owned since I was a small boy. They have a light show celebrating Rudolph now. I shake my head. What happened to the town I knew?

      The town is now ready for the Christmas season every day of the year regardless of the weather. I continue down the boulevard, passing a new doctor’s office, and take a left as the memories hit me. My mom’s gallery is just down the way. But as I get a look at the large parking lot with the post office, visitors bureau, and a small mall, I pull over and find a spot to park. I grab my mid-thigh length, wool black trench coat off the passenger seat and step out of the SUV. The temperature is cooler than what I’m used to in the desert. I put my coat on and pull it tight over my white button-down shirt to cut the chill.

      Walking across the lot, I see the Ace Hardware store and a new boutique. I continue through the bank parking lot past them. There sitting like a lonely sentry is the small cottage shop my mother used to work out of. I jog up the stairs and walk across the porch to the front windows. The memories flash behind my eyes. I can almost see her standing there surrounded by artwork. She took such pride in the fact she was giving the locals a place to sell their wares. Sheets now cover easels and dust covers everything.

      “Hey, man, that place isn’t open,” a voice says from behind me. I turn around and see a gangly teenage boy. He’s in torn jeans that barely fit him, hanging lower than they should be.

      “Pull your pants up.” I order the kid. “I know it’s not open.”

      “Mr. Bah Humbug doesn’t like people on this porch.” The kid smarts off, standing tall and letting his pants slide down more.

      I want to chuckle at the nickname because that is exactly what my father is like.

      “Yeah, well, let him come tell me himself.” I move toward the stairs. The boy takes me in more before throwing down the skateboard in his hand and taking off across the parking lot. “Pull up your pants, punk,” I holler at his back.

      My phone vibrates from my pocket and I slip it out.

      “Bridger,” I growl into the phone as I watch the teenager skate past another teen, who he smacks in the head and says something that I can’t make out. “Mother fucker,” I exclaim, forgetting the phone is in my hand.

      “Coal, are you there?”

      “Yeah, sorry, Lee,” I say to my family’s attorney. “This town has changed a lot.”

      “You’re here already? Where are you?”

      “My mom’s gallery.” I look up at the sign and see it’s covered. It no longer says Christmas with Eloise Art Studio. I miss her standing here in what was her space.

      “I’ll meet you there,” Lee says and hangs up.

      I look back across the way to see the two punk teens, and as they go past me, a small woman with green eyes captures my attention. She turns to look at me before her hood obscures her face and she’s off. Her eyes were so bright it was like looking into the green lights of a Christmas tree, but without the joy. I watch her as she heads out. A part of me wants to follow her, but there is nothing in this town I want or need. I make my way back up onto the porch and wait for the attorney.

      As I look out across the parking lot toward the trees, I remember running through those woods as a kid. Then when I was a teenager, I would ride my bike from the high school to my mom’s gallery to help her out. Earl, my father, was very rarely around growing up. He was out making money by buying more and more property and having it zoned for business. He owns this whole area I’m standing in. I wouldn’t be surprised if he owned that amusement park or sold his land to the owners to build on.

      I try not to think of the last time I talked to him. It was right after I turned eighteen. My mother had died the month before my birthday; she would still be alive if Earl had been home when she fell. But he was out with whatever secretary or club housewife was the flavor of the month. I had told him I’d never forgive him, and he’d told me to get out. Not a problem. I’d walked to the nearest Air Force recruiting office and enlisted. I’m now a para-jumper living my life the way I want. I don’t depend on his money for anything. I haven’t been back to this town until now when Lee called me yesterday and woke me up. Earl died, and I needed to come back to take care of matters.

      I’m shaken from my thoughts as Lee approaches. He’s worked for my family since he got out of law school, a job he fell into because of his father who worked for my family as well. Now Lee is completely in charge of all legal matters regarding the Bridger family. Even though I’ve been estranged from my father, I still talk to Lee regularly. He has less hair than the last time I saw him, with more gray to the brown, but he still has the same smile.

      “Coal, how are you doing, kid?” He holds out his hand for me to shake. I take it and my large hand swallows his thinner one. “Well, guess not a kid anymore.” He chuckles.

      “Hello, Lee.” I smile at him and nod toward the door of my mother’s gallery, praying he’ll unlock it. Shortly after her death, Earl locked it and wouldn’t let me in. With him gone now, I’m hoping I can get whatever I can before it’s given to whomever Earl made his heir.

      “Let me get the right key.”

      My foot shakes and I crack my knuckles as I impatiently wait while he goes through a huge key chain.

      “Ah, got it, but there is no hurry to get in here.” He turns to look at me.

      “Yes, there is. I want her stuff before the heir gets it.”

      “Heir?” Lee’s brows shoot up. “Coal, you’re his heir. Didn’t you get his letter?”

      “What letter?” My father never tried to reach out to me after I left.

      “Coal, you get everything. All the money, land, and so much more.”

      “Why?”

      “Come in and let’s talk, then I’ll take you to the house.”

      “I know where the house is.”

      “He sold the old place and had a home built that overlooks the lake.”

      “I don’t understand any of this.” I look around my mother’s gallery and notice that nothing has been touched in all these years. Just the sheets covering the paintings that she personally owned. I walk back to her office ignoring the pictures of her with students and artists on the wall, not ready to deal with those memories. When I enter her office, I find it’s the only thing that’s different. The desk is bare and the walls are clean of everything. It’s like she was erased from here.

      “Where is her stuff? When was her desk cleaned off?” I growl as I turn to look at Lee. He’s only a couple inches shorter than me, but he steps back from the look in my eyes.

      “After you left, your father came in and had everything boxed up. Last I heard, he had it put in storage for you.”

      “He told me I couldn’t have anything. None of it. None of her stuff.”

      “Coal, come out here.” Lee holds out his hand, directing me back to the main area.

      “No, just tell me.”

      “I can’t, son, you need to meet me at this address, then we can talk.”

      I ignore his “son” comment; I haven’t been anyone’s son in a long time. I take the offered card from him. When I get back to the SUV, I enter the address in the GPS and realize it’s an address not far away on Candy Cane Lane. I head that way and wonder what the hell Earl had been thinking. My mother had always wanted a house on the lake, and I’m confused as I pull up in front of the large Victorian inspired home. The house sits atop a rolling grass hill with a large circular driveway and wrap around deck. The pillars of the deck are white, and the house is a beautiful deep green with white trim. There is a large circular room on the second floor with big windows facing the lake. I step on the porch and look across the street to the lake and all the other houses lining the other side of it. This is exactly what my mom would have wanted.

      Why did Earl build this home?

      Lee pulls up and parks behind me in the driveway. I notice a second driveway that must lead to the garage, but I’m too busy trying to process everything to check. He pulls out a key and unlocks the big ornate door with frosted glass. It opens into a foyer with a chandelier hanging overhead. I step into the home and instantly smell my mother’s favorite flowers and the stupid air freshener scents she loved. There are open doors to my right and left, and a large wooden circular staircase in front of me. Everything is styled as if my mother had done it herself. I stop in what must be the den. A large painting hangs over the marble fireplace. It was one of my mom’s favorites. Tears clog my throat as the memories overtake me. I sit down on the light gray leather side chair.

      “What is this place?” I choke on the words.

      “Your father had it built five years ago. He moved out of your old home shortly after you left. Had it demolished and lived at one of the cabins at the campground until this place was done. He said the least he could do was give you a home your mother would be proud of.” He smiles as he looks around, and I can see his eyes are misty too.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Lee?”

      “After you left, he got the results of your mother’s autopsy. He knew you blamed him for her death; he blamed himself too. But there is so much you don’t know, Coal. You judged him for things your mother told him to do.”

      My eyes flare wide and I stand up and pace the room. “She was okay with her husband sleeping with whomever he wanted, even her friends?”

      “Yes.” I can’t believe that. I need to get out of here. “Coal,” he says as I turn to leave. “They had arrangements. Including the fact he could sleep with others. She had the one thing she wanted from him—you. They were friends, not lovers. He left you a letter explaining all of this. When you’re ready, you should read it. But the thing you need to know is your mother was dead before her body hit the floor. She had an aneurysm.”

      His words stun me.

      “Come on. I’ll buy you a drink. But know this house is yours. Earl slept in a guest bedroom. He wanted you to move into this home and never think it was his. He never cheated on your mother after her death. He was faithful to his best friend. He regretted, just like you, that he wasn’t home when she died.”

      He leads me out of the home, locking it behind him, and then to his car after he gives me the key to the house.
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      I pull the bike I found sitting waiting for me after I got off my shift cleaning cabins. It was Mr. Bridger’s last gift to me. He died yesterday. After I got the news, I sat in the cabin he used to live in and cried. He was the only person in this awful town that was nice to me. He had helped me get the job at the country club dining room after I worked for him a bit. He was always mean to everyone but me. Everyone in town called him Mr. Bah Humbug; I called him Mr. Bridger. He would always take the time to talk to me, and he never called me names. He had once told me about his wife’s old art gallery. When I road past it today, there was a man sitting on the porch. I’m wondering if now that Mr. Bridger is gone if it’s for sale.

      As I enter the women’s locker room, I make my way to my locker and notice the lock has been broken again. I take a big breath and look around. I don’t know why they insist on doing this, but I learned not to hide anything in my locker. The manager has been trying to fire me since she had to hire me. She’s one of the townspeople that calls me names behind my back and to my face. Her latest is to call me a criminal, and that’s why she keeps busting into my locker. I grab my clothes and step into one of the stalls to change. I never change in front of people; they don’t need to know how much their words hurt me. As I slide my jeans down my legs, my fingers brush the scars on the outside of my thighs, and I calm instantly just touching them. I haven’t harmed myself in a long time, not since I’ve learned techniques to better deal with my emotions, like my body art. The beautiful flowers lining my thighs down to my calves comfort me. Some of the artwork faded today when I took a shower, but I’ll do more tonight to get over the nerves from today. Losing Mr. Bridger is just another reason I have to get out of this godforsaken town.

      I slide my pressed black slacks up my legs and slip my black shirt on over my bra, then I step out of the stall. I free my dark hair from the ponytail it has been in since my shower. My hair is so thick it’s still damp. I brush it out before styling it into a low bun at the back of my neck. I line my eyes with black eyeliner and put on a little blush and mascara. My fair skin is flawless, and I don’t need powder or foundation like several of the other girls that work here. My aunt always told me I had skin like my mother’s. I sit on the bench and slip on the required black low heel dress shoes, then I put on the dark gray tie and matching sleeve armbands. The armbands make us look like dealers at a casino. Rounding out my work uniform is the long, black waist apron with the country club logo in the center.

      “Hey, freak, you have the window section. A two top just walked in,” my manager barks at me.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I nod as I step through the swinging doors and pull out my notepad.

      As I approach the table of two men, one turns to look at me, and I recognize him as the man that was standing outside Eloise’s gallery. His blue eyes zero in on me and trace me from my shoes to the top of my head. I try not to trip and embarrass myself when it feels like a caress to my skin. As I get closer to him, he leans back, and his white button-down pulls tight across his muscular arms. The cuffs are rolled up, exposing a tattoo on his right arm that runs from his wrist up under the sleeve of his shirt. I step up to the table and he stands; I’m a tall girl at five foot seven, but I need to tip my head back to look up at his over six-foot height.

      “Hello, Kiera, did you get the gift left for you this morning?” a voice says, intruding on the staring contest I have going with the tall stranger. His body is so big, and the smell of his cologne is just faint enough that I want to lean in and smell him more. “Kiera?” the voice says again, and I turn to look at the stranger’s companion.

      My fears about Eloise’s place being for sale are confirmed when I see Mr. Bridger’s attorney sitting there.

      “Oh, hello, Mr. Rumble. I’m sorry, what did you say?” I stutter as the large man steps closer to me. I slip my notepad into my pocket as I turn back to him. His dark hair is cut close to his head on the sides and a bit longer on the top. His cheeks fill as he smiles down at me, revealing a dimple on his left side. Holy shit, this guy is seriously hot.

      “I asked if you got the gift I left for you.” At Mr. Rumble’s comment, something clouds over the hot guy’s eyes. He swings around to look at him and then back to me. A growl escapes his throat, and with that sound, my instincts kick in and I step back, protecting myself. The hot guy starts to step toward me.

      “Coal, have a seat, let Kiera do her job.”

      “What is she to you?” The hot guy’s voice is rough sounding but husky, causing parts of my body to quaver and my heart to slam into my chest.

      “She is a friend.”

      Coal looks between us again.

      “You said you left her a gift?” He reaches out and grabs my forearm. His grip isn’t tight or bruising, but the contact is causing my heart to beat even faster.

      “Is there a problem over here?” My manager approaches us.

      “Oh, no, Barbie. No problem. Coal just wanted me to introduce him to Kiera.” Mr. Rumble stands up.

      My heart is completely beating out of my chest now. Both men are taller than me, and the little voice in my head is demanding I run. That I get away and protect myself.

      “Oh, Mr. Bridger.” Barbie gasps as she takes in Coal. He’s still holding on to my arm, and I start to pull away. His hand slides down my arm and takes my hand in his, holding me tight. I try to shake him off.

      “I’ll get you water.” I push the words past my thick tongue, needing a moment.

      “Yes, get them water.” Barbie directs me. Again, I try to pull away from Coal, but he holds my hand tight. “Mr. Bridger, please let her do her job.”

      “I didn’t get to introduce myself.” He turns toward me, and his blue eyes darken as he looks at me. “I’m Coal Bridger.”

      “Kiera.” I drop my gaze so I can’t see the intensity of his. “Nice to meet you.”

      I step away and make my escape as soon as he releases my hand. I grab a pitcher of water and two glasses that weren’t on their table. Barbie walks past me, bumping my shoulder and causing water to slosh out of the pitcher and on to my shoes and sleeve. I grit my teeth and make my way back toward the table. I focus on where I’m walking but I can feel Coal’s eyes on me as I approach. He doesn’t take them off me while I pour water for Mr. Rumble.

      “To answer your question, Mr. Rumble, yes, I got Mr. Bridger’s gift. Thank you.” I nod at him and turn to Coal. I focus on the table instead of him as I fill his glass. He clears his throat, and I move my eyes up to his after I set his water down. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Bridger. Your father was a very nice man; he’ll be missed.”

      “You’re the only person other than Lee who thinks Earl was nice. What did he do for you?” He growls again, and I step back and retrieve my notepad.

      “What can I get you gentlemen tonight?”

      “Kiera, I’ll have a scotch neat, please. Tell whoever’s at the bar, top shelf. Same for Coal here. Also, get him the prime rib special, medium rare. I won’t be staying for dinner.”

      “Mr. Bridger, mashed or baked potato? Seasonal veggies or salad?” I ask the questions for the sides. “Would you like a different drink with your dinner?”

      “Baked with butter and sour cream. Salad, ranch on the side, no croutons. I’ll have water with my meal,” he says, his eyes taking me in again.

      “I’ll get your orders entered. Another server will bring your drinks.”

      “No,” Coal says. “I want you to serve me.” My spine straightens. Does he like people to serve him? Does he have the ego others accused his father of having, which I never saw?

      “I can’t bring you your alcohol order,” I say and storm off.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Coal

      

      I watch my little pixie walk away from me. Her body is slim, almost to the point of unhealthy. I want to make her sit down and eat the meal with me. When I had her hand in mine, I wanted to pull her into me. I wanted to mark her as mine so everyone would know. But her trembling body told me someone has scared my pixie. I’ll protect her with everything I am.

      My pixie?

      Where the hell did that come from? Something about her calls to a part of me I have never felt before. Her body isn’t curvy, and it’s completely covered, unlike her manager, who has her cleavage on full display. But I could see her tight ass through the slacks that molded to her.

      “Coal, Kiera is only eighteen; she can’t serve alcohol to us.” Lee’s voice breaks through my thoughts.

      Eighteen! Legal. I want her, and I will do everything I can to have her.

      Another server walks up to our table, this one in tighter black slacks, impractical high heels, and her breasts straining against the tight white button-down shirt. The top few buttons are undone, and her gray tie is loose around her neck. Kiera’s uniform was perfectly pressed and completely practical, down to her shoes with a low heel. It’s the illusion of what is under her clothes that is the sexiest for her.

      “Mr. Bridger, can I get you anything else?” The server purrs, and I curtly tell her no. I look across the table to Lee again.

      “Tell me about Kiera and my father?” Something bitter enters my throat at that thought. What is their connection? My father was nice to her. He got her gifts. Were they involved?

      “Your father took a shine to Kiera after she started working at the cabins cleaning them. Something about her mother being a friend to your mom. Plus, most people around here don’t like Kiera.” He raises his brow in question, and I can tell we’re thinking the same thing.

      Why don’t they like her?

      I watch as Kiera floats through the dining room serving others. She smiles but it never reaches her eyes. It’s as if she is sad all the time. She avoids looking at our table, and I want her undivided attention on me. When she delivered my salad, she took another drink order from me. But Lee wanted to talk about my mother’s gallery, which kept me from talking to Kiera. Plus, she had food for other tables to deliver. I can see the small muscles in her arms flex beneath her sleeves.

      Lee and I discuss meeting up on Monday to sign papers. Before he takes off, he lets me know a cab will take me back to the house. As he walks out, Kiera makes her way toward me with a large tray on her shoulder. She’s weaving around everyone with ease. She passes me to grab a stand that she kicks open before setting her tray down. I notice only my food is on her tray.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I lean back with my hands resting on my stomach, fingers laced so I don’t reach out and grab her again. Her eyes roam my body and I’m instantly turned on. The shock to my system the first time I touched her was bigger than the adrenaline rush I get when I jump out of airplanes.

      She pauses and looks at me. “Yes, sir.”

      “Do I scare you?”

      Her pulse picks up in her delicate throat, and she swallows. I can almost hear the thoughts going through her head as she contemplates my question.

      “No, sir. I’m just doing my job. Can I get you anything else?”

      “What gift did my father give you?” I want her to stay and visit with me. I don’t want her to rush off. I’ve never felt like this with a woman. My relationships with women are limited to one-night stands, just someone to help me relieve myself. Anything more than that would mean opening my heart to losing them too.

      “He gave me a bicycle. He tried to give me a car a few months ago, but I refused to take it. He didn’t like that I walk or run everywhere. He was afraid I’d be hit by a car in the dark on our country roads.” She stops when she realizes how much she shared with me.

      She doesn’t have a car. She walks, or now bikes, everywhere.

      “Doesn’t your family come to get you? Why would he help you?” My little pixie drops her eyes, and I know she’s about to lie to me when her body tenses.

      “They are too busy. Your father was just nice to me. He never told me why, other than he knew my mother. It started when I was fourteen and I got a job at the cabins. I went to clean a cabin he was staying in and he started talking to me.”

      “Who is your mom?” I wonder if she was one of Earl’s many conquests and Kiera is a sibling of mine.

      “She died a long time ago. I need to get back to work,” she says, her voice barely a whisper as she steps away.

      “Wait, can you get me another drink?” She nods, and I watch her head toward the bar. She places the order then goes to help the busboy clear other tables. After about ten minutes of me eating and looking out over the rolling hills of the golf course, I think about the house Earl built for me. I’m confused as to why he would do that. And why he would help Kiera. What was he doing? It’s as if he was trying to change who he was in the past by doing good things before his death, making amends.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you?” I look up into the window and see her reflection as she takes me in. When I turn to look at her directly, she tips her head down again. She avoids looking at me.

      “I’d like another drink.” My buzz is in full force because I started drinking on an empty stomach, but I don’t have to drive. Drowning in a little alcohol could numb this pain in my chest. Another two or three can’t hurt. “Also, what’s good on the dessert menu?” I push back my plate with only half my potato left and my meat all gone.

      “The chef makes a delicious fried ice cream, and we have New York style cheesecake, and a variety of pies made from locally grown fruit,” she says as she pulls out her notepad and pen. “What would you like?”

      “Which do you like?” She shifts her feet and her eyes flash up to mine. It’s like no one has ever asked her that question before. She’s finally giving me attention though, so I don’t question it. “Well, what would you eat? On your birthday, what do you get?” I ask when she doesn’t respond. Her little tongue slips out and licks her top lip as if she is imagining something good. My cock jumps in my jeans, and I can just picture her licking my dick with that tongue. I try not to adjust myself right there in front of her, and I groan when her eyes glass over. I know it’s not from desire, but God, I want her to have that look for me.

      “I’d have the crème brûlée with strawberries on top.” She sighs.

      “I’ll have two of those.”

      “Two?”

      “Yes. I don’t want to share mine with you.” I smile at her. Her lips kick up on one side.

      “I can’t eat while I work.”

      “When’s your break?”

      Her eyes drop again. “I’ll get you your dessert and place the order for your drink.”

      I grab for my water and shake the glass so she can see it’s empty. She nods as she turns and walks away from me again. I’m going to get that little pixie to have a bite of that dessert if it’s the last thing I do.

      I’m imagining her opening her pillowing lips, and her pink tongue sliding along the spoon as I slip it into her mouth. I adjust myself when I hear a gasp. I look up to see the server from the bar with my drink.

      “Thank you,” I growl, and take the glass from her hand and down it. “Get me another.”

      “Sure, handsome.” She bats her lashes at me. From this distance I can tell they’re fake. She returns to the bar, and I look around for Kiera but don’t see her anywhere. Where is my dessert? After a moment, the server returns with a tray. She gives me a sly smile as she hands me my next drink, then she sets both of my crème brûlées down.

      “Where is Kiera?” I ask with a bite to my words.

      “I’m going to take care of you for the rest of your visit.” She holds the tray against the side of her body and wiggles her hips.

      “No. I want Kiera to finish helping me.” I stand so fast that my chair falls back, and I grip the table when I start to sway. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have ordered more drinks. I swing my head around, looking for my pixie. “Kiera,” I yell across the room, hoping she’ll come out of hiding. I don’t know what I said to scare her off, and she didn’t tell me she was going on break or leaving.

      “Um, can I help you, Coal?” The manager walks up to my table again.

      “My name is Mr. Bridger, or Staff Sergeant Bridger to you.” I drop my rank hoping to intimidate her. “Where is Kiera? She was serving me, and I wasn’t done talking to her.” I step forward, trying to move to where I’ve watched Kiera go when she heads to the back. My legs wobble. Fuck, too much alcohol, and now she’s escaped me because I wasn’t paying attention. I was slacking again. I need to find her before she’s taken from me too. Pain seizes my chest at the thought.

      “Mr. Bridger, sit down. We will get you some coffee and Deana here will finish serving you.”

      “I said no. Where is Kiera?” I growl in the manager’s face. She steps back, her eyes widening in fear.

      “What’s the big deal with the freak?” Deana mumbles, and I swing around to look at her.

      “What did you call my Kiera?” I start to step toward her but she runs off.

      “Mr. Bridger, Ms. Joyner is no longer on the premises.” The manager distracts me from going after the other server.

      “Where did she go?”

      “I told her to leave. She is no longer employed with us.”

      “Put everything on my tab.” I push past her and storm out of the room. I grab my jacket from the coat check and slip it on, then I slam open the doors and head into the night. The valet jumps when the door hits the wall. “Call me a cab.” I don’t know where my pixie has gone, but I start looking around. I see a dark form swing onto a bike near the edge of the building, and I’m off. I run toward her hoping I’m right. I grab her arm and pull her off the bike and against my chest. She yelps and starts fighting me.

      “Pixie, it’s me,” I say, and she starts to calm. “Why did you leave me?” I calm too when I have her where I need her. She’s safe.

      When she turns around, she sniffles and squares her shoulders. Her eyes are brighter in the dim light, but I can’t make out very much more than that.

      “I need to go,” she says as she tries to pull away from me.

      “You’re coming with me.” I pull her closer to me with one hand while using the other to pull her bike along with us, making her walk with me back to the entrance where a cab is now waiting. “Get in, now.” I demand, and she slips into the back seat. I push the bike to the trunk, and the driver comes around to help me secure it in there with a cord.

      When I slide in next to her, I grip her thigh, pulling her closer to me as I give the driver my address.

      “Why are you doing this?” Her question stops me, and I turn to look at her.

      “When we get to the house, we can talk, pixie. When was the last time you ate?” I take her in more and remember how thin she looked. She’s now dressed in jeans that are ripped up like people pay for, but I can tell hers aren’t store-bought. The softness of the denim against the palm of my hand tells me hers are worn. Her jacket isn’t very thick, and I start to slip off my coat to put around her shoulders when she trembles. “You’re freezing.”

      “No. I’m fine.” She puts her hand on my chest.

      I stop what I’m doing and reach down to lace my fingers with hers and raise her hand to my mouth. I kiss her delicate wrist, her fingers freezing cold against my skin. I grab her other hand and wrap my hands around them, holding them tight to warm them up.

      “Pixie, where are your gloves?”

      Her eyes drop and I lift her chin so I can look in her eyes in the darkness. I want to kiss her. I lean forward, and just as my lips are about to press to hers, my eyes cross and everything goes dark.
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