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      For my readers

      Thank you for everything throughout the years. All y’all are simply rockstars to me!

      Love and hugs.

      Happy reading,

      ~Aliyah
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      Brodie Wallace had finally done a good thing in his life. He’d come home to Apple Valley to take care of his ailing father. He wasn’t keen on being back, but, his old man deserved it for he had always been there for him.

      Shea Worthington was ordered home. For this Marine Captain, her mother was one of the few things that made her fearful, so, she was headed home for Christmas. Apple Valley was a place she’d never intended to return to unless absolutely necessary. But when she runs into Brodie, more like runs him off the road, even before she gets to town, she realizes this time here may not be so bad.

      Not one to form attachments, Shea is guarded but Brodie wants to bust down those walls. It’s Christmas time, supposed to be a time for miracles, will the spirit of the holiday grant Brodie’s Wish?
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      “I don’t want any more excuses from you Shea Worthington! I fully expect to see you here, smiling, for Christmas festivities.”

      “I have work, Mother,” she explained through clenched teeth, walking away from the table where her date sat. “I don’t have the ability to just up and come home whenever I want. We have rules in place for that.” I’m not going to tell this woman that I have amassed enough vacation time to be there for a long while. I’m saving my vacation to head somewhere I want to go. And that definitely doesn’t revert to Apple Valley.

      “Then you tell them, it’s a family emergency. I don’t care, Shea. You haven’t been back to Apple Valley in more than eight years. I expect to see you home. With a big smile on your face.” More than warning laced her words.

      Shea rubbed the back of her neck as an itch started between her shoulder blades. Send her in to a dangerous situation and she would be coolheaded and calm, or to a harrowing rescue and she could handle it fine. But the mere thought of returning home to that small North Carolina town sent an unmeasurable fear rocketing up her spine.

      “Shea? Are you there or are you doing that Marine thing where you ignore me? You can’t ignore me, I’m your mother.”

      And you have a loud ass mouth. “I’m here, Mama. I’m out on a date or rather I was. He’s not too keen on waiting for me while I get my ass chewed by my mother.”

      “Mind your tongue,” Teresa Worthington snapped.

      Shea ground her jaw but her upbringing won out and her following words slid free without any thought, “Yes ma’am, I apologize.”

      “You know they are having your ten-year reunion on Friday.”

      “No.” The word flew from her lips as if it had been graced with it’s own wings.

      “No?” A dangerous thread of frustration just crept into her mother’s tone.

      Shea instantly reverted to childhood when she’d been told that her mother brought her into the world and could take her out of it. This woman shouldn’t intimidate me in the slightest. “I can be there by Saturday but I will not be home in time for that.” This wasn’t anything she would budge on.

      If she had to sabotage her own car, she would ensure not to be there for the reunion. She didn’t care what happened to those people. She’d jetted out of town the moment she was old enough to join the Corps, wanting something more than the small-town life where she still considered it a version of Maybury with the secrets of Desperate Housewives. She had zero intentions of becoming one of the numerous stories there.

      “You can fly in early. I will have your father pick you up.”

      Her mother didn’t drive. Refused to learn for whatever reason and Shea had long since given up on trying to convince her she should be able to, just in case. Her mother would shake her head and say, “The Lord will provide.”

      “I can rent a car, that’s not a problem. That way, he won’t have to alter any plans.” No way would she tell her mother that she could just drive home. Bottom line was…she didn’t want to go home.

      “You think you are sounding like a good daughter who cares, but don’t think I am unaware of you trying to scam your way out of this. Do not let me down, Shea.”

      Then just like that, she had nothing but a dial tone in her ear.

      Muttering some words that would get her into serious trouble with the very woman, she’d been on the phone with. She shoved her cell back into her pocket and strode back to the table.

      The man she was out with drummed his fingers on the linen and tapped his foot. “I thought we were on a date.”

      Shea paused in the act of retaking her seat, arched an eyebrow and glared in shock at her date. “Excuse me?”

      “We were on a date, not only did you take a call, but you left the table.”

      She ground her jaw. “I didn’t realize I needed your permission to take a call from my mother.”

      He leaned back in his chair and reached for his beer. “Look, we both know this was a favor.”

      She squared her shoulders and crossed her arms. “A favor? As in, you were doing me one? Because I have a hard time getting a date?” Her voice rose in time with her questions.

      His throat moved as he drank, his dark skin nearly blending in with the glass bottle. “I call it like I see it.”

      Shea peered down at her attire. Dark jeans that highlighted her bubble butt, she knew they accentuated her in all the right places. Her dark green ribbed three-quarter sleeve shirt showcased her full chest to perfection. The heels she wore made her legs seem even longer. She looked good, damn good. “I don’t need any charity case for a date. I am more than capable of getting a man to go out with me. I came because Lisa asked me to meet you.”

      He snorted in response. “If that’s what you need to tell yourself, babe.”

      Now, Shea longed to punch him in the throat. Just the thought of going back home has sent me down a dark path. “Listen to these words coming out of my mouth, you overconfident douche, I have an entire base of hotass Marines that I could pick from. Do you really think I would choose to date a man who doesn’t have the balls to serve his country and doesn’t even appear to have been born with the slightest hint of manners?”

      The patrons around them fell quiet.

      He allowed the bottle to thump on the top of the table. “Who the hell do you think you are?” he demanded.

      “Captain Shea Worthington, Untied States Marine Corps.” She spun around and strode off to the applause and cheers of those around her. As she slid behind the wheel of her Hyundai Genesis coupe, she swore while pressing the start button. “Call Sarah,” she said as she buckled her belt.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be rolling in some hot guy’s bed getting some right now, instead of calling me?”

      Sarah’s tone instantly calmed her down. Her friend had that ability. “He was an asshole who had an issue with me taking a call from my mother.” She shifted into gear and left the parking lot. “So I told him off and left him there.”

      “Wait, your mother? You have issues talking to her.”

      “Yes, but I’m allowed, she’s my mother.” She shifted and zipped by a country boy in a big jacked up truck. “No one else can say horrible things about the witch.”

      Sarah laughed. “So you’ve been ordered home for the holiday’s then.”

      Shea slowed at the sight of a cherry bar on the vehicle in front of her. “I fail to find the humor in that.”

      “Suck it up Marine. That’s an order. You may as well just accept you have to follow it.”

      “She’s not my commanding officer.”

      “Tell her that and let me know how the conversation goes. I’ll come visit you in the hospital.”

      Shea tucked a loose curl behind her ear and blew out a frustrated breath. “I left for a reason, Sarah.”

      “We both did, Shea but you haven’t been home for years. Go home, who knows maybe it will be fun.”

      She snorted. “Right, because I love small towns so much. You don’t get it.”

      “Of course I do. Cottonwood Falls isn’t what one would call a thriving metropolis you know, Shea. I grew up in a small town as well, and not even on the right side of the tracks in said small town. So, I know all about the secrets, backstabbing, and nosiness of everyone who lives there. That doesn’t mean you can’t have a good time. Hell, maybe you’ll find your man there.”

      This time the snort turned into a cough and her eyes watered. “Maybe if I had a man like Grey in my hometown, but the guys I remember weren’t anything that would be my type.”

      “What exactly is your type? Wait, don’t tell me. I know this. Military. Strong. Arrogant. Awesome in bed. Cocky. And not at all threatened by your ability to fly helicopters.”

      “You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Not at all, specific but not bad. Just remember there are some good guys out there that didn’t serve.”

      “Says the woman who didn’t even tell me she was married.”

      “Luckily for both of us, this isn’t about me but you. And I’ve already apologized about that. Hell, you see my husband more than I do.”

      Shea nodded, it was true. She did a few things off the books for Tungsten Protective Services. “I like him.”

      “I was your friend first, remember that.”

      “Are you jealous?” She smiled.

      “Bitch,” Sarah tossed out. “I don’t want to lose my best friend to a man who can give her more than I can.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be Grey because he’s like my brother and let’s face it, those Megalodon Team wives scare the fuck out of me. I don’t want to challenge Lex for Harrier because I think she would kill me without thinking about it, dust her hands off and walk away to perform some lifesaving surgery.”

      “Ohh, so it’s Harrier, then is it?”

      “Don’t go spreading that around. That woman scares me. I’m not lying. Not that I have what it takes to turn that man’s head.”

      “I don’t think there’s a woman alive who does. Not for any of those men.”

      She pulled into her small rental and parked in the drive. “Truth. Okay, you talked me home, I no longer want to kill anyone. I’m going in to soak and drink.”

      “Take your battery-operated toys with you, not the ones you plug in to the wall, I don’t want to get a call stating that you electrocuted yourself in the tub.”

      “If only you were here.”

      “Love you boo, but we both know we don’t swing that way.”

      “Oh, I meant so I could punch you in the face.”

      Sarah laughed again and hung up with a farewell.

      Killing her engine, Shea strode from her car to the house and let herself in with a groan. Within minutes, water was filling her tub as she poured herself a large glass of wine. The scent compilation of rose and sandalwood filled the air. She groaned in relief as she sank below the bubbles and allowed the hot water to relax her.
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      Brodie scrubbed the vomit up from the carpet wearing nothing more than a pair of warmup pants, trying not to add to the mess. His gag reflex made it a serious challenge.

      “I’m sorry, son.”

      “Don’t worry about it Dad. Go lay down. I’ve got this. You cleaned up enough after me up through high school.” He turned his head and his heart seized with pain and worry as he took in the old man standing there.

      When he’d first gotten his father’s call, he hadn’t assumed the man was in such bad shape. He could barely stand on his own, his skin paper thin and covered with liver spots. His hair had thinned to the point of being almost nonexistent.

      There wasn’t any denying the tears burning in his old man’s eyes as he turned away, Brodie didn’t speak about them. His father was a proud man, he got that. And now, it was his turn to take care of him, not the other way around.

      Did he want to be back here? Not a chance. Growing up in Apple Valley hadn’t exactly been roses and cupcakes for him. The son of a whore who’d run off with the man who’d sired him, Brodie got beat up most days. As if the children blamed him for his mother spreading her legs and fucking a man. When she’d run off with Mr. Dresken, it had just been Brodie and his father, Noah Wallace. The man hadn’t been anyone special in town. He did small jobs but kept a roof over their heads and food on the table. He wasn’t the best at helping with homework, but the man did what he could.

      Brodie hadn’t thought twice about coming back home when asked. Just hopped the first flight he could grab and headed home to Apple Valley, North Carolina. And now, I’m scrubbing vomit stains from a carpet that should have been pulled up years ago. Two men fumbling around and trying to learn the best way to care for each other.

      After he finished cleaning, he washed his hands, tugged on a shirt then fixed his father some toast and ginger ale. If it would truly work, he didn’t have a clue but it’s what he’d been given as a child.  “Here you go.” He set the tray over his father’s legs.

      “I shouldn’t have called you.”

      “Of course, you should have. I hate this town, Pops, but I love you. I would come back whenever you asked.”

      He patted Brodie’s hand and took up the toast, tearing off a small piece and eating it. “I’m sure you have something else to do. I’ll be okay, just going to take a nap.”

      “I’ll head to the store and pick up some more things. Call my phone if you need me or anything.” On impulse, he dipped his head and kissed the top of his father’s before exiting the room.

      In the kitchen, he washed up the few dishes, as his dad didn’t have a dishwasher then dried his hands off on a threadbare towel. How had the man been surviving without any help? Why hadn’t he come home sooner? Because I’ve been an ass of a son.

      Jogging down the trailer steps, he slid behind the wheel of his dad’s rusted out pickup and turned the ignition key. After sputtering and coughing, it turned over. He shoved the stick into gear and drove off to town to pick up a few things his dad would be needing.

      Apple Valley was one of those small picturesque towns that would be perfect on the cover of some cozy magazine or a postcard. Especially if they put some snow down or the changing leaves of the many trees around. It wasn’t his place to be however. While not a huge fan of large cities, he did appreciate the anonymity they offered as opposed to the everyone knows all your business in a small town. “I mean twenty-five hundred residents isn’t all that many to hide from. Hell, I grew up in fucking Mayberry.”

      He parked his truck and climbed out while swearing under his breath. The wind felt as if it had dropped about twenty degrees since he’d gotten behind the wheel. Zipping up his coat, he headed for the store to pick up towels and blankets. Then he would do some food shopping. Time to get his father’s place ready for winter. “With my luck, there will be snow here and I’ll be faced with a damn blizzard,” he continued to talk to himself.

      He nodded at people when they spoke but kept to himself, instead of engaging them with conversation. Carrying out four big bags of necessities for his father, and him, he tossed them into the cab. The wind shifted, bringing with it the pungent scent of cattle, burning his eyes…a scent he hadn’t missed being away from, for sure.

      Tugging on his gloves, he flexed his fingers within the soft lambskin. He plotted the shortest way to Three Wishes Bakery and headed that way to pick up some fresh bread for his old man. Hell, if that’s all he wanted to eat from now on, he didn’t care, so long as the man ate.

      Pushing through the door, the eye burning scent of bovine shit was replaced by the aromatic smell of fresh baked bread and pastries. Hands in his pockets, he walked up to the counter and waited for someone to come from the back. He removed his hat, ran a hand over his short hair, then put the baseball cap back on and adjusted it. When a young woman approached, he put in his order for a few loaves of bread and also got his father a nice fresh bear claw. He then made his way back to the truck.

      He couldn’t afford to hang around here any longer or he’d be tempted to buy a drink. Or go to Andy’s Place for one. In fact, as if his feet were encouraging him to drink, it eased off the accelerator as he passed the bar. The lightning bolt shaped marquee was enough to snag his attention along with the string of running red lights lining it, only adding to the first impression of it being a run-down establishment. At least they had Christmas lights along the windows.

      Depressing the gas pedal, he pushed the rattletrap truck to a faster speed and bypassed the Siren’s lure for him. Drinking got him kicked out of the Army. He was sober now and planned on staying that way.

      Not like I didn’t have a good reason to drink, given all the hell I saw. And the nightmares that came home with me.

      He didn’t have time for excuses anymore and while he suffered from things, he’d come to understand it’d been his own fault. He could have asked for assistance, could have sought out help. Or so he tried to convince himself each day.

      Brodie caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. His lips pressed together in a slight grimace. He shook his head and tore his eyes from himself to focus back on the road. There wouldn’t any choice now, he needed to keep it together for his father, he owed the man so much more than he’d given. Noah may not win father of the year award but he’d been there for Brodie.

      Since he’d been out of the service, he’d worked odd jobs, mostly under the table and had a good stash of money at his fingertips. Then there was what he’d earned while actively serving.

      I’ll make a list when I get back and start fixing this place up for him. He should just buy the man a new home but for that to happen he’d have to have a job that the bank would give him a loan with.

      There’s always your step-brother.

      Okay, now his subconscious needed to shut its door and fast. He wanted nothing from Gabe Dresken.

      Not even for your father?

      Low blow. He would move mountains for his father, especially seeing just how sick the man was becoming. But to work for the son of the man who left with his mom, who’d been his mistress, rubbed him the wrong way on all accounts. He despised the Dresken name and the money they had. All these years while Gabe had the best of things, he scrounged. They lived in a mansion and he was raised in a single wide trailer. One he currently lived in with his old man. No, asking Gabe for work at the lumber company was not the first option he wanted to go with.

      Maybe something would pop while they were at the indoor rodeo and holiday carnival tonight. He had every intention of getting his father out of the house for a while. As he neared a corner, he slowed, as the old truck wasn’t the best at handling them.

      A red car shot around the corner then drifted, beautifully handled, however.

      Then because of the narrowness of the road, he had to drive toward the side. The front of the truck hit a tree and he swore as he jolted from the impact.

      In the side mirror, he watched brake lights come on and the car swerve a bit to a halt. Anger filled him as he yanked free of his belt and hopped out of the truck, ready to do battle. He rubbed the back of his neck and stomped toward the Hyundai Coupe.

      Not more than two steps had been taken when the door flung open and someone jumped out.

      “Holy shit! I’m so sorry. I didn’t think anyone would be traveling on this road right now. Are you okay? Are you hurt? Do you need me to call the medics?”

      Brodie stared at the woman nearing with long determined strides. He blinked and looked once more. Now he stilled, all he wanted to do was—touch.

      Her.

      Everywhere.

      Anger rushed out on a breath only to be replaced by wanton lust. His entire body trembled with the need coursing through him.

      “Sir? Please, say something. Are you okay?” She reached out to him.

      Brodie didn’t move, waiting for the second she touched him. When she laid her hand on his arm, the jolt ricocheting through him had nothing on his imagination of what it would be like. “I’m fine.” The words sounded foreign to him and he shook his head. His entire body tingled and he felt lightheaded. Who is this woman?

      From the dark blue leather coat down her black jeans to the boots on her feet, she intrigued him.

      “Fuck, I am so sorry. Let me help you get your truck back on the road. Are you sure you are okay? I don’t need to call the medics?”

      That was the second time she referred to them as medics. It clicked in his head, military. That’s why it had been familiar to him. “No, I’m fine. Not sure about the truck, though.”

      “I’ll pay for whatever damages. Again, I’m so damn sorry about this.”

      “In a rush to get to Apple Valley?” he asked, wanting to hear more of her velvety voice. He’d heard a hint of a Southern accent in her words and it brought to mind all those warm southern nights when kids were out chasing lightning bugs and playing in creeks.

      She smiled.

      Now his eyes zoomed in on her full lips and the muted shine covering them.

      “You would think that by the way I was driving, but no. I actually have no desire to be back here but my mother ordered it, so here I am. I just stopped on the way and am running a bit late from when I told her I would be arriving. Thought I would take this back road and make up some time. Which had me running you off the road. So, let’s take a look and see if it will still run or if I need to give you a ride and call for a tow.”

      Part of him—okay, most of him wanted the truck not to start. “Your mother? So, you’re from here?”

      Her lip curled up before she could stop it.

      He smiled, understanding the feeling, only too well.

      “Born and raised.” She stuck out a gloved hand. “Shea Worthington.”

      How the fuck did braces wearing, eye glasses nerd Shea, become this sexy woman? He didn’t hesitate to capture her hand in his. “Brodie Wallace.”

      She jerked her hand from his and laughed. “Well hell, even though I didn’t recognize you, I know who you are and that means a hug.” She jumped at him, wrapping her arms tight around him. “It’s good to see you, Brodie!”

      He damn near purred at the contact of her pressed against him. “You too,” he replied, forcing himself not to kiss her.

      She did it for him, brushing her bitable lips along his cheek then she stepped back. “Let’s get you back on the road. I have a mother to face and I’m sure you were going somewhere before I careened into your life.”

      So many inappropriate things popped into his head but he somehow kept them contained. “Wasn’t injured, so no harm.”

      “We haven’t tried the truck yet.”

      It didn’t take long and he was back on the road watching that red coupe race off around another corner. “Holy fuck, I’m going to be jacking off for a week just from that alone. Who knows, perhaps Christmas won’t be such a drag this year, if she’s home for it.”

      Shifting into gear, he headed back to the house to check on his father and daydream about the ‘babe who no longer resembled a nerd’ Shea Worthington.
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