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      Layne Miller is all set to change her cafe, Delicious, into a cafe/cocktail bar. It’s been in the works for months and top secret and now she’s just a month from opening…that is, if Eli doesn’t ruin everything.

      Eli Jackson, owner and brewer of the brew pub Brewed, is not too happy that Layne has decided to go head to head with him. Isn’t owning the only cafe in town good enough? Does she also have to steal his customers too by opening a cocktail bar? If it’s competition she wants then it’s competition she will get.

      

      ***This book was written with the help of a whole host of readers! It was an experiment in part and a whole lot of fun to boot. I would write a few chapters and then get my readers to vote on what happened next. The vote didn’t always go the way I expected which meant I was writing blind at times but I loved the experience!
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      The Christmas Stand-Off takes place in a fictional town on the North Queensland Coast in Australia where the weather is tropical - read hot and steamy

      Australia happens to be in the Southern Hemisphere, and as such, the seasons may be different to what you’re used to.  Summer in Australia is at Christmas (December to February), the new school year begins in February and finishes in December and the final year of high school is Grade 12.  Tertiary education is usually University or TAFE (Technical And Further Education) or other vocational training.

      

      Boxing Day is celebrated on December 26th and started as the traditional day for servants and tradesmen to receive their ‘Christmas Box’ from their bosses or employers.  It is a Public (or Bank) Holiday and has become synonymous with big retail stores sales.

      

      Other fun facts about Australia:

      - We use the metric system for measurement (millimetres, centimetres, metres and kilometres)

      - We use Celsius for temperature (30℃ is equal to 86℉)

      - We use dollars and cents for currency

      - Yes, we have some of the most dangerous creatures on earth living in our country

      - No, we don’t have koalas, kangaroos and wombats as pets

      - We like our beer cold (and our wine too)

      

      What is a ute?  You may find the odd reference to a ‘ute’.  The word ‘ute’ is short for Utility Vehicle (Aussies shorten just about everything) and is similar to a pick-up truck - there is a two-passenger cab in front and a tray in back for hauling all sorts of things.

      

      This book contains Australian spelling and you may even stumble across a few colloquial slang words - a quick Google search should be able to provide a meaning if you’re unsure.
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      Layne Miller banged her head on the cafe table a couple of times.  Fuck.  She was sitting in her cafe, the entire place quiet except for the pound of the bass from the pub next door.  The pub wasn’t open quite yet, but the staff and the owner were in there setting up, like they did every day, and blasting their music loud just to annoy her.

      When she lifted her head the figures on the spreadsheet on the laptop in front of her hadn’t gotten any better.  It turned out, getting her liquor license was the easy part.  That had been eight months ago and she was yet to serve one alcoholic beverage.

      It had seemed like such a great idea…turn her cafe, Delicious, into a cocktail bar after hours.  The only other place in Collins Bay to get a drink was the pub next door, Brew, and they limited their alcoholic beverages to beer, cider and, basic spirits.  Okay, so the beer was craft beer made by the owner and it was a decent brew, but still, Layne wasn’t a big beer drinker and she wanted to relax with a Cosmopolitan, or a Long Island Iced Tea, or even a Sex on the Beach.  Was that too much to ask?  Not to mention the overly male-centric atmosphere of Brew; sports on the televisions scattered around the room, dark wood and leather everywhere, and too-tall stools that were uncomfortable to sit on for anyone under five-nine.  And would it kill them to wipe down the sticky tables more frequently and maybe have napkins?  Not to mention how refreshing it would be to be able to order something other than deep-fried everything.

      That was why she wanted to turn her cafe into Delicious After Dark and cater to the women of Collins Bay by serving fancy cocktails and delicious morsels of scrumminess in a female-friendly atmosphere.  She wanted the female population of Collins Bay to be able to relax and catch up with their friends and maybe even host watch-parties of Big Little Lies or Outlander, a Sex in the City marathon wouldn’t be bad either.  And hey, she wasn’t sexist, if men wanted to come along and enjoy the fancy drinks and classy food, then they were most welcome.

      Her dream had absolutely nothing to do with her vendetta against Brew’s owner, Eli Jackson. Pfft.  She didn’t even have a vendetta against him.  He was her nemesis, sure, but that didn’t mean she was trying to ruin his business.  Not at all.  There was room in their small town for two licensed premises.  They had different target markets, anyway.  Her business shouldn’t impact his all that much and if it did?  Well, that was just a little bit of a bonus, right?  Nothing vindictive about a little bit of healthy competition.

      But all that rode on the back of her being able to get the renovations finished and get her new bar opened before the Christmas tourist season started in earnest.  She may have gotten her liquor license eight months ago, but it had taken her this long to pull all the money together to actually start the major work and she had a month to get it finished and her cafe reopened or it would have all been for nothing.

      The figures mocking her from the laptop screen seemed to hint that her dream would never become a reality.  She’d been trading all through the year, but for the major renos she needed to close her doors, and the loss of income really hurt her hip pocket.  She’d set up a coffee cart on the sidewalk outside her cafe to keep some money coming in, but it was a fraction of what she was making when her cafe was open and she was definitely suffering from the downturn.  Not to mention all the money going out to the contractors.  Layne was pretty sure her credit card was wheezing ominously and about ready to die under the weight of the debt she’d racked up.

      But she couldn’t give up now, she was so close.  Just a few more weeks and the doors to the new and improved Delicious would open and the money would come flowing in like a river.

      A knock on the front door pulled her attention from the depressing figures.  The sign guys had arrived.  Her plans for the cafe had been under wraps and only Kaila, her BFF, knew anything about it and she’d been sworn to secrecy.  Layne wouldn’t even let Kaila tell her fiancé, Jasper.  Jasper and Eli were best friends and Layne really wanted to keep her plans from her nemesis as long as she could.  There was no telling what he would do to try and stop her.

      Layne had to file a ‘change of use’ declaration to the local council and advertise the fact that she intended to serve alcohol, and she had to wait through a nerve-racking period to allow for any objections.  Thankfully none came and she’d been granted permission to go ahead with her plans.  She thought for sure Eli might have lodged an objection to her plans, but so far he hadn’t said a word.

      That was all about to change.  With her relaunch date fast approaching, it was time to start building anticipation and her new sign was the first step in declaring her intentions.

      Layne opened the door and stepped out to greet the sign guys.

      “Hey,” she said, unable to hide her grin.  “Is it ready?”

      “Sure is,” one of the guys replied.  “You want us to put it up now?”

      Layne nodded enthusiastically.  “Yes, please.”

      The men got to work and Layne stood back to watch and before too long, her new sign hung proudly above the awning of her cafe.

      Delicious Cafe & Bar

      Cafe by Day

      Cocktail Bar After Dark.

      It was perfect.  Layne did a little happy dance and clapped her hands excitedly.  It was actually happening.  There was no turning back now, even if the figures on her spreadsheet still sent a tingle of anxiety down her spine.  In a few short weeks she wouldn’t even have to worry about the deficit, she would be practically rolling in money.  It was all coming together, finally.  Things could only get better from here.

      

      “What the fuck?” Eli muttered as he came to stop in the middle of the road.

      He’d been distracted by the pint-sized brunette jumping up and down in front of Delicious and hadn’t seen the sign writers until their truck pulled away.  Now he got a full view of the new sign hanging over the cafe and he was not happy.

      He stalked toward the brunette…Layne…his ‘neighbour’ and general pain in his arse.  She’d cut all her hair off and he hated himself for noticing.  He also hated that he liked the way it framed her face when she turned around to face him.  Her grey/green eyes sparkled and her full lips were pulled up in a smile so big it almost took over her entire face.  She never smiled at him, not even a wry quirk of the corner of her lips, so he was momentarily stunned by the full effect of it…and then she realised it was him and the smile dropped away to be replaced by a scowl.  He wished he knew what he’d done to deserve her ire—it hadn’t always been that way—but that was a question for the ages.  Who knew what went on inside that head of hers?

      “What is this, Layne?” he asked, defaulting to his grumpy demeanour that was the norm whenever he was around her.

      “It’s a sign, Eli,” she retorted, turning her back on him to look back up at the sign in question.

      “I can see that,” Eli snapped.  “What the fuck does it mean?  Cocktail Bar After Dark?”

      She shot him a glare over her shoulder and then promptly turned back to her sign.  “I know serving cocktails is somewhat of a foreign concept for you, but surely you know what a cocktail bar is.”

      “You can’t do this Layne.  You are in direct competition with me.  The council won’t allow it.”

      “The council has already signed off on it,” she replied without looking at him.  “You were given six weeks to lodge any objections or complaints.”

      “What?” He growled. What the actual fuck was happening?

      “I’ve had my liquor license for eight months, Eli.  I lodged all the proper forms and paid my fees and ran that stupid public notice in the local paper.  If you were going to complain then you’ve had ample time to do it.”

      “I thought you were just going to be serving wine with lunch,” he growled, “not open a fucking cocktail bar.”

      She shrugged.  “Not my problem.”

      How had this happened?  Fuck.  His father, and his partner in the brew pub, was going to flip the fuck out when he found out.  He should have known Layne was up to something when she’d gotten that damn license.  He’d brushed it off, not even considering that she would go and do something like this.

      Fuck.  A cocktail bar?  In Collins Bay?  It wasn’t like they were a big city.  They were a small seaside town, hardly the place for fancy drinks with fucking umbrellas in them.  Maybe one of the resort towns could serve shit like that, but Collins Bay was pretty stuck in their ways.  He’d had a hard enough time trying to get them to try his craft beer.  The old guard—which included his father—were all about Four X Gold and Great Northern.  Inferior beer in every single way and yet it had taken months for him to convince some of the locals to try his brews.

      Huh.  Maybe Layne’s cocktail bar wouldn’t affect him after all.  As he’d found out, Collins Bay residents were not exactly agents of change.  He didn’t even bother offering cocktails in the pub, it was a ridiculous expense to stock all the bits and pieces he’d need for just a couple of drinks a month.  A fact Layne would find out all on her own.

      Still, he had a right to be pissed.  They might not exactly be friends, but they did share a wall between their businesses.  It would have been polite of her to share her plans with him.  Hell, he might have even been able to talk her out of it before she went and wasted all her money on what was sure to be an absolute flop.

      “You didn’t think this was something you should come to me and discuss before you put that sign up?”

      She turned and narrowed her eyes at him.  “Why?  So you could try and talk me out of it?  No, Eli, I did not want to hear your opinion or put up with you mansplaining to me why my idea wouldn’t work.”

      He scoffed and folded his arms over his chest.  “Seriously, Layne?  A cocktail bar?  Do you really think the residents of Collins Bay are ready for that?”

      “You know what I think?” she asked, turning to face him, her cheeks flushed with anger and her eyes flashing.  It was hot—she was hot—and he hated himself for being turned on by it.  She took a step closer to him and poked him in the chest.  “I think you’re worried,” she said and then grinned.  “Yeah.  You are worried.  You know that I’m on to something here and you’re pissed off because you didn’t think of it first.”

      Eli rolled his eyes and was awarded with a growl from Layne as she shoved him.  He barely felt it, not even rocking back the slightest bit, which only enraged Layne more. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy riling her up.

      “You’ll see, Eli Jackson.  I am going to fucking crush you!”

      He chuckled as she stomped away and he wasn’t too proud to admit he liked watching the sway of her hips as she stormed away.  He’d had a thing for Layne for years, but he’d never been able to get close enough to her to pursue it.  She was pricklier than an echidna in a thorn bush and he had no desire to put his life in danger just to scratch that itch.  He could admire her from afar though, and he did, frequently.

      She slammed the cafe door closed behind her as she disappeared from view and Eli sighed before running his hand through his hair  and then around his neck and over his beard.  He might not think a cocktail bar would work in Collins Bay but he did know that Layne would give it a red-hot go.  He just had to hold on for the ride and wait for the storm—aka Layne—to pass.  He wasn’t worried.  Not in the slightest.
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      Even the air conditioned cafe couldn’t cool Layne’s temper.

      Of all the downright dirty scumbags in the world, why did Eli Jackson have to be my neighbour?

      She stomped through the dining area of the cafe and out to the kitchen.  Usually the kitchen could calm her down, or at least cooking in the kitchen could.  She pulled ingredients from the dry-store and the cold room and started mixing and beating in earnest.  Even before she put the muffins in the oven, she knew they would flop.  Over mixed.  She’d taken her temper out on the poor ingredients instead of the person who deserved it.

      Fucking Eli Jackson.

      When Layne first signed the lease on her cafe, Eli’s dad was the owner of the pub.  Not that she had much of choice where to establish her cafe, her only choices were this shop front right in the centre of Main Street, or an old, rundown store two streets back.  It was a no-brainer.  She didn’t have any issues with Eli’s dad.  Mr. Jackson was old-fashioned and set in his ways, but he hadn’t been the one to hurt her, unlike his dirty rotten rat of a son.

      It had been one of the worst days of her life when Eli took over from his dad.  She didn’t think Mr. Jackson would ever relinquish his hold on the watering hole but after his heart attack, it was a moot point.  Mrs. Jackson put her foot down and Mr. Jackson was banished from the pub.  Eli took over and had been a thorn in her side ever since.

      Even though Layne knew there was nothing Eli could do to stop her plans from going forward, that didn’t stop her temper from rising.  He may not be able to stop her but she was convinced he would do whatever he could to make her life difficult, just like he’d been doing for the last three years they’d been in business side by side.

      Layne pulled the muffins out of the oven and growled at them.  A waste of good ingredients and the whole exercise had done nothing to improve her mood.  She picked one up out of it’s baking tray and tossed it in her hand.  It was still hot, too hot to eat, not that she had plans to eat it.  Instead she through it toward the kitchen door, just managing to miss Kaila’s head by less than an inch.

      “Hey!  What the fuck, Layne?” Kaila squealed, ducking for cover.

      The muffin bounced off the door and ricocheted back toward Layne, who also ducked, before it came to rest on the stainless steel counter with a thump.

      “Sorry!” Layne mumbled as she picked up the muffin and tossed it in the bin.

      “Why are you throwing perfectly good muffins at me?”

      “Firstly, I wasn’t throwing it at you and secondly, they are not perfectly good.  They’re rubbish.”  Layne picked up another one and threw it again the wall above the sink.  It made a thwack sound and landed on the floor, unharmed.

      “What the hell, Layne.  What did you do to those muffins?  They’re hard as a rock.”

      “It’s all Eli’s fault,” Layne growled.  “Fucking Eli.”

      “He saw your sign, huh?”

      “Yeah he saw the sign and then took it upon himself to chastise me over not informing him I was going to open a cocktail bar.  Seriously, the nerve of that man.”

      “Well, technically, you didn’t tell him.”

      “I put that stupid notice in the newspaper every day for six weeks.  It’s not my fault if he chose not to read it.”

      Kaila just crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows in response.

      “Come on, K, you can’t take his side against mine.  What about the BFF code?  What about me being your bestest friend in the whole wide world?  What about sisters before misters?”

      Kaila grinned and shook her head.  “You know I’m on your side,” she said, “but I’m not going to trash talk Eli.  He’s my friend too.”

      “Well you’re no fun,” Layne grumped, picking up another muffin.  “Wanna toss some of these with me instead?  If we can’t eat them we may as well do something fun with them.”

      “Sure, why not?” Kaila replied with a grin.

      Layne picked up the tray and headed to the back door.  “We can chuck them at the dumpster around back.  It will make a fun noise.”  And maybe annoy Eli in the process, she added silently.

      They spent the next few minutes tossing the ruined muffins at the dumpster and it went a long way to making Layne feel better.  By the end, they were laughing and she had almost forgotten about her run-in with Eli.  Almost.

      “Come on, bestie.  Let me buy you a drink,” Kaila said, throwing her arm around Layne’s shoulders as they headed back inside.

      Layne groaned.  “Do I really have to go next door and face him?”

      “We need to celebrate,” Kaila replied with a squeeze.  “This is an exciting day for you.  Your sign went up!  It’s actually happening!  Going out and celebrating is exactly what you should be doing.  Besides…”

      “What?” Layne asked turning to look at Kaila.

      “What better way to get under Eli’s skin than to show him how excited you are?”

      Layne grinned.  “You’re right,” she said, nodding.  “He thinks he got under my skin earlier, but I’m going to show him that he didn’t effect me one little bit.”

      “Atta girl,” Kaila said with one last squeeze of Layne’s shoulders.  “Come on, Jasper’s already waiting for us.”

      Layne took one last look around her cafe.  From tomorrow all the major work would start and it would no longer look like the shop she had built.  It was going to be a mess for a while, but hopefully at the end, it would look so much better.

      Layne followed Kaila out the door, turning to lock it before crossing the boundary onto Brew’s patch of side walk.  It was still early, but already the locals had crowded into the bar and Layne could hear the laughter and chatter from outside.  Hopefully that noise would someday be emanating from her bar and Eli would be the one standing on the outside looking in.

      

      Eli knew the minute Layne walked into his pub and it pissed him off even more than he already was.  He wasn’t upset she was in his pub but rather because he’d known it was her without even lifting his head.  His body was unnaturally tuned to hers and that was what really, really pissed him off.  Without even adding the extra layer of pissed off he felt because of the stunt she pulled earlier.

      He may have played it cool with her out on the street—cool-ish at least—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t annoyed with her for the whole cocktail bar thing.  She already had the breakfast and lunch trade cornered—she was the only cafe in Collins Bay with her nearest competition over in Sandy Point, a good half hour drive away—so why the fuck did she want to steal his clientele?  Collins Bay was not big enough to sustain two pubs, and regardless what she called her establishment, it was still essentially a pub.

      “Did you know?” he growled at his best mate, Jasper.

      “Know what?”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Jaz,” he grouched as he slid a beer across the wooden bar top to his friend.  “Did you know what Layne had planned?”

      Jasper held his hands up in surrender.  “No, man.  If I’d known, I would have told you.  All I knew was that she’d gotten her liquor license and that was so long ago, I’d actually forgotten about it.”

      Eli grunted in response.  It seemed no one in town had known Layne’s grand plans.  Everyone who’d come into the pub that night had commented on Layne’s sign to him, asking if he’d known about it.  Of course he’d told them he knew all about it and he wasn’t worried, when inside he was still reeling from the shock.  He suspected Kaila had known all about it, but if she didn’t even tell Jasper, then there was no way Kaila would’ve told Eli.

      “Can I get a Commonwealth?”

      Eli pulled his eyebrows down in a deep frown and took a breath before turning to address the woman who would probably be the death of him.

      “Australia is a Commonwealth country, darl’, but if you’re looking for the bank, then you need to go to Town for that.”

      ‘Town was the auspicious name given to Sandy Point, the nearest ‘large town’ and shopping precinct (with large town being relative, of course).

      Layne rolled her eyes as she leaned against the bar.  She was so short the bar hit her just below her breasts and the way she leaned on it, it plumped them up and strained the neckline of her t-shirt.  Not that Eli was looking.  Nope.  Nah-uh.  No going there.  He didn’t let his eyes go any lower than her nose because even her lips could distract him if he wasn’t careful.

      “I’m talking about the cocktail, idiot,” she retorted dryly.

      “So a Bundy and coke then?” he smirked at her.  She knew damned well he didn’t serve cocktails and was just trying to push his buttons.

      She sighed.  “Can you at least do a margarita?”

      “I can do tequila,” he replied, knowing full well he had the makings for a margarita but not wanting to give in to her.

      “I’ll have a pear cider,” she snapped with glare.

      “That, I can do,” Eli replied with a big grin.

      He grabbed the bottle from the under-bench fridge and twisted the top off before sliding it across the bar to her.  She tossed some money at him and then turned her back.

      “Can I get a jug of margarita and four glasses?” a cute blonde asked.

      “No problem sweetheart,” Eli replied with a wink.  He’d never laid eyes on the woman before which meant she was either an early tourist or just passing through.  Collins Bay was small enough that everyone knew everyone and a stranger stood out.

      “Seriously, Eli?” Layne snapped, turning around to glare daggers at him.

      He shrugged and grinned at her, determined not to let her get under his skin.  “Oh, you wanted a margarita?  Sorry, I thought you asked for something else.”

      “Bullshit,” she hissed before spinning around and marching away.

      Yeah, he watched her go, he couldn’t help it. Layne all worked up and on the warpath was quite the sight to watch.

      He finished mixing the jug of margarita and put it on a tray with some glasses.  “There you go, love,” he said.

      “Thanks,” the blonde replied with a sultry smile.  She walked away with a sway in her hips but it wasn’t as much fun to watch as it was to watch Layne stomping away.

      “You are playing with fire, mate,” Jasper said with a crooked smirk.

      Eli shrugged.  “I doubt her little cocktail bar is going to last very long.  It might seem like a fun job but after working in the cafe all day, the last thing she is going to want to do is work all night.  And cocktails? Pfft.  Expensive to make, plus all the hundreds of different ingredients you need.  There’s just no market in Collins Bay for something like that.”

      “Maybe, but do you have to rile her up like that?  Now I have to sit and listen to her bitch about you for the next two hours.”

      Eli just laughed.  “Better you than me mate.”

      Jasper walked away shaking his head.  Did it make Eli happy that Layne would be bitching about him?  No of course not…okay, maybe a little bit.

      He shot a quick look over the crowded pub to see where Layne was sitting.  She’d grabbed a booth with Kaila and Jasper and…who the hell was that sitting next to her?    The guy laughed at something she said, tossing his head back and Eli’s fists clenched.  Jasper bumped knuckles with the guy which could only mean he was one of the new firefighters who’d recently relocated to Collins Bay.  Eli wasn’t jealous.  Not even when the guy slung his arm around the back of Layne’s chair.  Nope…not even a little bit.

      “Eli!  Can I get another beer?”

      Eli shook himself out of the daze he’d fallen into and turned to the customers crowding the bar.  He didn’t care who sat with Layne or who laughed at her jokes or even who she went home with.  Besides, that blonde with the jug of margaritas seemed interested…
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      Eli watched as Layne and the firefighter danced.  It was late, almost time for last call, and Layne and that guy were still in the pub even though Kaila and Jasper had left ages ago.  It was a slow song and the guy held Layne close, far too close for Eli’s peace of mind.

      The blonde of the margarita jug fame, Kristie was her name, had left a little while ago too but not before slipping him her number.  Eli had been tempted, if only to get away from the scene currently in front of him.  The very last thing he wanted to witness was Layne leaving with the guy who currently had his hands on her arse.

      Eli shouldn’t care.  He shouldn’t give a flying fuck who Layne went home with, but he did.  She hated him, and made no bones about the fact, but he couldn’t shake the attraction he felt toward her.

      “You should go home, Eli,” Olivia, one of his bar staff, said.  “You should have been gone hours ago.”

      “It’s okay,” he replied.  “I’ll stay and do last call.  You can go.”

      He should’ve left with the blonde—Kristie—but he just couldn’t leave and know Layne was still here with that guy.  How many times had he seen Layne leave with someone other than himself?  Not that he thought any less of her, she was entitled to do whatever and whoever she chose to, he just hated the fact that it wasn’t him.

      “Last call!” he yelled over the music.

      Layne lifted her head and made eye contact with him over the guy’s shoulder.  Eli gritted his teeth  and looked away.  He really needed to get over the crush he had on her.  All they ever did was fight and he couldn’t remember the last time they had a civil conversation.  Probably not since high school.

      “I’ll have a beer,” one of Eli’s father’s friends said, slurring his words.

      “I think you’ve had enough, Bob,” Eli replied.  “Do you want me to call Silvia to come get you?”

      “Nah, I’ll be right, mate.”

      “Give me your keys, Bob.  You’re not driving home like that.”

      “I’ll be fine, son,” Bob replied.

      “No, you won’t.  Hand them over and I’ll give Silvia a call.”

      “If you call Silvia, she’ll nag me all the way home.”

      “Okay, well, is there someone here who can drive you home?  If not, I can give you a lift when I close up.”

      “Come on, Eli.  My place is just around the corner.  I’ll be fine.”

      “Is there a problem here?” Mr. Firefighter asked, stepping up to the bar.

      “Bob needs a lift home,” Eli replied.  “You wouldn’t mind, would you?  I know you’re new in town and all, but I can’t let him drive like this.”

      The guy shot a look over his shoulder at Layne, who’d made her way back to their booth.  He leaned forward and lowered his voice so that only Eli could hear him.

      “I kind of had plans to take someone else home tonight.”  He even had the gall to wink.

      “Hey Layne!” Eli yelled across the emptying bar.  “You don’t mind if your friend here gives Bob a lift home, do you?”

      Layne narrowed her eyes at him before looking at Bob, who was now stumbling toward the door, searching his pockets for his keys.  Her shoulders slumped and she shook her head.

      “That’s fine,” she called back.

      “Thanks a lot mate,” the firefighter growled sarcastically at Eli.

      “Hey man, at least you get to go home with her thinking you’re a hero,” Eli shrugged, not in the least repentant for messing up the guy’s plans.

      The guy grunted and turned away to grab Bob’s elbow before he could make his way out the door.  Eli smiled to himself as he stacked empty glasses in the dishwasher.  It was petty, but he’d just saved himself from a sleepless night as he tortured himself with images of what Layne and Mr. Firefighter might be getting up too.

      “Proud of yourself?” Layne snarked, standing on the opposite side of the bar.

      “I take the safety of all my patrons very seriously,” he replied.

      Layne sniffed.  “There was no one else who could take him home?”

      “I sent Olivia home, besides I did the new firefighter a favour.”

      “Yeah?  How is cockblocking him doing him a favour?”

      “I gave him a chance to earn some town cred.”

      Layne snorted.  “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

      “Knowing Bob got home safely will help me sleep at night,” Eli retorted.

      “Seriously, Eli, did you do this to get back at me for the sign?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I know you’re pissed off about my plans.  Is this your way of getting back at me?”

      “Contrary to what you might believe, the world does not revolve around you, Layne.  This had nothing to do with you and everything to do with making sure Bob got home without hurting himself or someone else.  Imagine if he’d tried to drive himself home and had an accident?  How would you like that on your conscience?”

      Layne’s expression dropped for a minute before she looked back at Eli with a scowl.  “Don’t you try and lay a guilt trip on me, Eli Jackson.  I’m not the one who served him too much alcohol.  You should have cut him off ages ago.  That guilt lies squarely in your backyard.”

      Yeah, she had him there, not that he was going to admit it.  He should have cut Bob off, but he’d been too distracted by Layne and where the fire fighter was putting his hands.

      “Are you going to order a drink or not?” Eli snapped.  “I would like to get home before dawn.”

      “Fuck you, Eli,” Layne bit out, swinging her handbag over her shoulder and storming out of the bar, slamming the door behind her.

      Eli took a breath, tilting his head back and squeezing his eyes shut.  Why did everything between him and Layne have to be so damned hard?  And he wasn’t just talking about the condition of the iron rod in his jeans.  Whenever Layne was in his orbit, he was half hard and after they fought, there was a full-on iron pike trying to bust through his jeans.  It looked like it would be another cold shower for him before he crawled into bed or he wouldn’t get any sleep.

      

      Layne fumed all the way home.  She’d had plans for Isaac, the cute firefighter who’d monopolised her all night.  She was celebrating, god damn it!  It was just like Eli to ruin her night, and it was worse because she just knew he’d done it on purpose.  Layne felt his eyes on her all night and maybe it made her act more into Isaac than she actually was, but Eli didn’t know that.

      Isaac was cute and ripped and fun and he would have been an excellent way to celebrate the start of her new adventure, but it wouldn’t have gone beyond one night.  There was no spark beyond the physical attraction.  It would have been a fun night, but that was it.  She couldn’t afford to get distracted with a relationship, not now
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