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Dedication
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To the real Johnathon and Carrie.

Two of the kindest, most generous people I know.

Your caring and giving makes the world a better place.

I am blessed to know you both.

Amaryllis North, Rill to her friends, just landed her dream job as assistant to the president of an up-and-coming fashion design company. She’s still on employment probation when her aunt calls and asks her to take a leave of absence and come home to run the family inn for two months. She can’t risk her job, but neither can she risk losing her heritage by not going.

Owen Rose, former soldier turned maintenance man, loves Snowy Hollow and the Sleigh Bells Inn. The town and the inn are his life and he can’t imagine living anywhere else. Life would be perfect if he had someone to love. He’s had a thing for his employer’s niece since they were kids, and she’s headed home. With luck, he’ll be able to win her heart.

Back in Snowy Hollow, Rill frets over her uncertain future and tries to protect her heart from falling for former bad boy Owen. She wants to stay strong and resist him and the lure of her roots, but Snowy Hollow, Sleigh Bells Inn, and Owen Rose might just be more than her heart can resist.

Will Amaryllis cut and run back to the city, or will Owen get his Christmas miracle and an unstoppable love?
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Chapter One
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“Two months? You need to be gone for two months? Really, Aunt Ophelia?” This wasn’t happening to her. It couldn’t be. No way! She had barely started this job; she didn’t dare take that much time off work, but how could she ignore her aunt’s request?

Amaryllis North, Rill to her friends, rubbed her forehead with the fingers of her right hand and silently willed her aunt to say she was kidding. She listened a moment longer.

“Yes. I’ll come. I’ll be there. For you. For Sleigh Bells Inn.” She’d probably get fired; she was still in probation on her new job. But family was important, and the inn was her heritage.

Located a few miles outside the quaint small town of Snowy Hollow, the inn had been in their family for six generations. It had burned to the ground twice, once in 1893 and again in 1962, but that was long before her father had inherited it. After each fire, it had been rebuilt bigger and better. When her father took over, he had added ten cabins to the main lodge’s twelve rooms. The cabins were scattered through the trees on the five hundred square acre property which had been a cattle ranch until some enterprising ancestor decided that ranching was too much work.

Aunt Ophelia rattled on in Rill’s ear about guests, how her handyman would be there to help out, and about her friend Fern who was headed for cancer treatments and needed Rill’s aunt’s assistance.

“I promise. I’ll catch the next plane out of here.” And lose her job in the process. She had no qualms about helping her aunt, but losing her job was going to hurt.

It had taken years, but finally, after leaving Snowy Hollow for Saskatoon, she’d landed a great job that paid well. She loved working as an assistant to the owner of the up-and-coming Splitz Clothing. After only three months on the job, her boss, a no-nonsense go-getter, would probably fire Rill for taking unscheduled time off. Rill hadn’t worried about the company’s six-month probation policy before now. Asking to take two months off over Christmas and New Year’s would not go over well.

“I’ll just let my boss and my roommates know I’m away for a while. It’ll be fine.” She’d have career and housing issues to deal with once Auntie O got back, but family was important and Aunt Ophelia was the only family she had left.

Cancelling the inn’s reservations without notice would do irreparable damage to the inn’s reputation. The only solution was to go home. While she wasn’t enamored with returning to small town life, she didn’t want to lose the inn either. It was her history, her heritage, and someday maybe even her future. She just hadn’t planned to take over the inn for another decade or so. Her aunt rattled on in the background, interrupting Rill’s thoughts.

“Katmandu? What?” She pulled the phone from her ear and stared at it. “Why?” She hated the way her voice squeaked at the end of the single word question. When her aunt said she was going with her best friend Fern to her cancer treatments, Rill thought she meant a city hospital, not halfway around the world.

Another five minutes of monologuing ensued. Something about Zen, gurus, yoga, and revolutionary treatments. She was barely paying attention as she used her laptop to search for a deal on flights to Calgary. After that, she’d rent an SUV and drive the remaining two hours to Rocky Mountain House and then another three quarters of an hour to Snowy Hollow and the inn just north of town.

“Okay, I’m booked. It wasn’t easy. This close to the holidays the flights were full. I fly out the day after tomorrow. I should reach the inn by early afternoon. I’m taking a super early flight so I don’t have to drive at night.” She hated night driving ever since her parents had died after hitting a moose on the highway late one night. Rill and her aunt had been in the car and survived the accident. She understood that losing your parents at fifteen wasn’t world ending, just world shaking, but the memories lingered. She shuddered. Nope, no night driving in winter. E-ver! She tuned her attention back to her aunt’s voice.

“I have to give up my apartment because I’ll be gone for two months. I can’t afford to keep it if I’m not working. We’re roommates and friends, but it’s not fair to ask them to carry my share of the rent. They’re better off renting my room to someone else. I won’t have trouble finding another one,” she answered her aunt’s question, wincing at the lie. Room, ha. That was a laugh. She literally rented a large closet. With her new job, she’d been hoping to move to better accommodations, but when she found her current suite, it was all she could afford. It was small, but it wasn’t a dive; the condo was actually very nice, just crowded.

Luckily, she only owned a few boxes of books, three suitcases of clothing, and a huge tote of yarn and half-finished knitting projects. She’d courier it all home. Expensive, but no way was she parting with her first editions. Shipping would be less than renting storage for an indeterminate amount of time. Auntie O said two months, but who knew how long a boondoggle to Katmandu would take?

She paused in her tracks. It felt like her life was changing irrevocably, swirling out of control. Even so, Rill looked forward to returning to the inn. It would be nice to have a room of her own for a while. Instead of living in a storage room in a three-bedroom apartment shared with six other girls. She was twenty-eight and way too old to be living like a poverty-stricken university student or starving artist. She had managed to save a bit of money, but had never gotten around to moving into a place of her own and away from the crowd.

Going home for a few months could be fun. She’d still be working long hours, but she’d have space of her own. She’d have room to breathe. And if she felt like taking an unscheduled coffee break, she wouldn’t be risking her career.

“Auntie O, I will not take payment for working at the family inn. It’s my inn too. Apartments are easy to find in Saskatoon, I’ll get another one.” It was a good thing this conversation was over the phone and not in person. Her aunt would see her lies from five hundred yards.

She flipped her phone onto speaker and hauled a suitcase from under her bed. Her aunt’s cheery voice filled the room making Rill homesick. “We’ll argue over it when I get home. I’ll tell Owen to expect you,” her aunt said.

“Who’s Owen?”

“Owen Rose. My maintenance man. He went to school a couple grades above you. I’m sure you remember him.”

“Wasn’t Owen Rose a juvenile delinquent?” Okay, that was a bit of an exaggeration, but he’d always been in trouble. And too good looking for his own good, with those crazy, mesmerizing blue eyes and wavy long hair. He’d dated every girl in Snowy Hollow. Every girl except Rill. He wouldn’t give her the time of day. Not that her parents or aunt would have let her date him.

“Owen was a misunderstood teen from a broken home,” her aunt chided. “He’s a responsible adult now and my handyman. You’ll treat him with the respect he deserves.” Her voice held that blend of exasperation, kindness, and no-nonsense every parent seemed to perfect. Rill could almost picture her scowl.

“Yes, Auntie O.”

“Don’t Auntie O me, missy.” She chuckled. “Owen will mind the inn until you arrive. Fern and I are leaving at first light.”

“First light? Can’t you wait a couple days until I get there?” How could her aunt leave the inn in Owen’s hands? Could she trust him?

“Amaryllis, sweetie, cancer waits for no one. This could be Fern’s last chance. The doctors have given up on conventional medicine and have tried everything. Only divine intervention can help now. Katmandu is going to be Fern’s Christmas miracle. See you when we get back. Take care of the inn. Be nice to Owen. I’ve left you some notes and recipes. We offer a full breakfast now. Bye, sweetie. Love you the most.”

The room was deathly silent. Her aunt had hung up.

“Crap on a sandwich.” She glanced at her watch. It was only seven a.m. She could pack her stuff in minutes and head for the airport and trade her ticket in for standby. Maybe she could get to Snowy Hollow before her aunt left. Thank goodness she didn’t have a car to deal with at this end. Twenty-four hours to get home wasn’t much time, but it was doable; if she hurried.

The ticking of the kitchen wall clock urged her to hurry. It seemed to mock her. Late. Late. Late. She slammed her stuff together, stacked up the boxes she’d never gotten around to unpacking, and scratched a note for Tish who owned the condo they all shared. She left a check for a month’s rent then called and arranged for shipping of her few possessions. Tish ran the yoga studio on the ground floor of their building and would be around for the shipping company. Rill hated to leave without proper notice, but she had to get home.
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Chapter Two
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A gust of wind blew snow off the inn’s roof and straight down Owen’s neck. His hands ached from gripping the axe and his nose was hurting from the cold. “Come on universe, cut me some slack here.” He glared up at the cloudy sky. More snow was coming. Hopefully not a blizzard. His aching thigh told him this storm would be a bad one and he wanted to get the shoveling done in time to chop some extra wood before Mother Nature slammed them full force. Occasionally, the inn lost power. If that happened, they’d need wood for heat.

The weather channel was calling for six inches in twenty-four hours. He hadn’t seen a snowfall like that since he was a kid. He’d served part of a tour in Siberia and it hadn’t dumped like that. He leaned on his shovel, taking a moment to regain the breath stolen by the icy snow and his efforts to clear the walks. Shoveling was hard work. The inn needed a new snow blower. Maybe he’d remind Ophelia when she got back to either order parts for the old one or to buy a new one. It wasn’t that he minded the physical work, he loved it. But for big dumps, a snow blower would be nice.

Thank heaven the inn wasn’t scheduled to be crowded today; with shoveling and wood chopping, he had plenty of work without taking over Ophelia’s jobs too. They’d been booked solid on the weekend and all but two couples had checked out. Early December wasn’t their busiest time, but later this month, the crowds would roll in and they’d be packed until after the new year. It was probably the worst time of year for Ophelia to take a vacation.

Okay, not a vacation exactly. Her best friend was dealing with a recurring cancer and her doctors didn’t hold out much hope of recovery. Fern had no dependents and from what he understood, a sizeable nest egg. She’d chosen to spend some of it searching for a legendary cure in the wilds of Nepal. He couldn’t say he blamed her. In the same position, he’d fight for his life with everything he had.

Twilight was falling fast and he had to get the wood chopped. It was already after five and the sun went down by six. He’d get this done, even if he had to chop in the dark with only yard lights to guide his strokes. As a soldier, he’d worked in worse conditions. At least here he had a warm bed to go to and a hot meal, even if he had to cook it himself. Thankfully he was a decent cook.

The Sleigh Bells Inn offered full breakfasts in the morning, and desserts and coffee all day, but no dinner service. Usually, he’d eat a bagged lunch at noon and go home to his tiny apartment in Snowy Hollow for dinner. For the next few weeks, maybe months, he’d be staying in the owner’s apartment behind the registration desk and office.

And he’d be sharing the suite with Amaryllis North. The prettiest girl ever to set foot in Snowy Hollow High School. As a youth, he’d wanted her so badly, but respected her family too much to approach her. He’d dated practically every other girl in school. Usually on the sly without their parents knowing. Girls loved his bad boy reputation; parents did not.

When Rill was finally eighteen, old enough to pursue without fear of reprisal, he was in the military and long gone from Snowy Hollow. He’d been young and cocky and had made one too many mistakes. He’d joined up to avoid a prison sentence for getting into a bar fight. The hard-nosed judge helped Owen realize that a stint in the army might be the best way to turn his life around.

Later, he’d screwed up big time while on leave and gotten his girlfriend pregnant. For all that he’d been a delinquent, he’d matured and done the right thing.

He’d married Kiya and had been happy, more or less. They’d been friends, and lovers, but he suspected that what they’d shared hadn’t been a soul connection or true love. They’d been, for lack of a better description, content. Until the fight. The fight that cost him his wife, his unborn child, and his youth.

Unwilling to linger in his grief, he picked up the shovel and with the renewed energy from his short rest, he cleared the last twenty feet of walkway and headed to the shed to stow the shovel and retrieve the axe. He had wood to chop before he ate.

Moisture pooled between his shoulder blades and trickled down his back as he chopped. Even at minus ten Celsius, he was working up a sweat. He had shed his jacket shortly after starting. Now, he was down to his long-sleeved t-shirt. He knew better than to strip entirely. He’d catch a chill without knowing it.

Ophelia had left at dawn and wouldn’t be back for weeks, and he had to keep healthy at least until her niece arrived. What had Ophelia said? The day after tomorrow? What would Amaryllis be like now? He’d thought of her a lot over the years; she was like a burr stuck to his skin that wouldn’t leave. The smallest things reminded him of her. Last week he’d noticed a fashion magazine at the grocery store and recalled how she’d designed and sewn all her own clothing as a teen. She’d worn some crazy outfits back then. They’d all been unconventional, even a bit weird, but they’d all suited her cheerful personality.

He set another log on its end on the spruce chopping block and raised the axe over his head. He paused infinitesimally before swinging it down and dividing the round in half with an ear-splitting thud. He picked up one half, positioned it, and struck again.

Over and over. Log after log; until the pile beside him was knee deep.

It didn’t matter, he couldn’t get Amaryllis off his mind. She was still pretty. Ophelia had a picture of her as the inn’s computer’s screen saver. Not beautiful, but pretty, in a cute pixie-ish way. Shoulder length blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes. Even in high school, she’d been cheerful all the time. She’d been smart too. Happy and generous. She was the full meal deal. Exactly what he’d always wanted in a life partner.

He regretted not getting to know her better when they were younger. Then, his massive screw up had changed his life, and she’d left for the bright lights of the city. They were worlds apart.

So much had changed in their lives, it was almost hard to comprehend. And she was coming home. At least temporarily. She’d always been his type; he’d need to be on his guard against falling for her. No way would he risk his job by tangling up with his boss’s niece.

He slammed the axe down with extra force, passing through the log and impaling it into the chopping block. Dang. He was acting like a lovesick school boy, not a grown man
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