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      The icy cold wind coming off the Canadian bay whipped at her red cashmere scarf, stinging her eyes, and making her ears ache.

      Noelle LaFleur was just a girl on a boat. A girl bundled up in a charcoal gray woolen fur-lined hooded cape, gloves, a scarf around her neck. She looked like any other traveler catching the last ferry out to the mainland before sundown.

      It had been so easy to slip away as everyone scurried around getting ready for the New Year’s Eve festivities scheduled for tonight.

      The New Year’s Eve celebration was one of many things LaFleur Island did in a grand fashion. Second only to their week of Christmas festivities.

      She stood on the top floor of the ferry. The bottom level was for cars. She’d always found that odd because cars were not allowed on LaFleur Island. Only wagons and carriages pulled by horses.

      Nothing motorized. There were two snowmobiles used for emergencies, but they, luckily, were rarely used.

      So she imagined the cars simply riding back and forth across the bay.

      She stared down into the dark swirling water reflecting the last of the muted evening sunlight, the boat pushing its way through a light layer of ice—a harbinger of the winter that was to come.

      In the harshest of winters, the island would be inaccessible except by airplane. That was rare though and there was almost always a ferry at least once a day even in the winter.

      Noelle had not planned to look back. She had only planned to go forward. But as the ice cold wind burned her face, she turned.

      She turned and looked back at the island where she had grown up. A layer of snow covered everything giving it a serene, glistening appearance. The wind tugged her hair loose, whipping it wildly across her face.

      From here, nestled in the bluffs, among the forest of trees—pine, spruce, and fir—she could just catch a glimpse of the stone castle where she had grown up. And a castle it was. Thirteen bedrooms. Nineteen fireplaces. Twenty-three cabins on the island for staff housing.

      At some time in the past, the cabins had belonged to subjects of the island’s king who lived in the castle.

      They still called it Castle LaFleur, a remnant from the days when her ancestors had ruled the island. Her great grandparents had been the king and queen of LaFleur Island.

      That meant that technically, Noelle was a Princess. Technically nothing more than a bloodline and a title, but nonetheless, she had grown up as any modern princess would have. She’d been tutored in every subject imaginable. She could ride a horse, dance a waltz, and work complex math problems. Her only real deficit was social interaction with others her age.

      The island had no industry. Just wealth handed down through the generations. Wealth that naturally dwindled over time. Noelle’s grandfather had been an investor and had reversed the inevitable flow during his lifetime.

      But Noelle’s parents had not lived frugally. They had, in fact, lived extravagantly. Travel. Parties. Yachts. They enjoyed a rich and flashy lifestyle that did not extend so much to their two children.

      But it was so much so that the family was now in danger of losing everything. The castle. Even the island itself.

      Investors circled the island like hawks. The island would make a perfect resort. The castle—their home—would be an exclusive and lovely hotel. The cabins nestled in the trees would make cozy guest cabins.

      Her father, a bold man who made bold decisions that sometimes did not include the sensibilities of others had devised a way to save the island from being bought by investors.

      He would marry his only daughter—Noelle—to the son of a wealthy neighbor. The term neighbor being used loosely, since the neighbor in question lived on an island half a day’s boat ride away.

      Noelle was not clear on just how this would keep the island in the family, but somehow her father had worked it out. Or so he said.

      Her younger brother, Nicholas, was only fifteen-years-old, so fortunately he was not of much use in her father’s machinations.

      Noelle turned her back on the island. Back facing the wind, letting her hair stream behind her. She attempted to adjust her scarf, but quickly returned her hands back to the warmth of the fur-lined pockets.

      She had grown tired, so tired, of pleading with her father to change his mind. She had never even met the neighbor’s son. This was the twenty-first century, for God’s sake.

      So she had packed a valise, withdrawn the maximum funds she had quick access to, and took matters into her own hands.

      Her only regret was leaving behind her brother, Nicholas.
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        Dear Nicholas,

        

        I so look forward to the day when you can join me. It’s beautiful here in Whiskey Springs, but I have no one to talk to. And even if I did, I could never be completely honest. Not with pretending to be someone else.

      

      

      
        
        — Noelle, written to her younger brother ten months ago, when she first arrived in Whiskey Springs

      

      

      Using both hands, I pulled a steel tub of vanilla ice cream out of the deep freezer in the back and closed the door with my shoulder.

      With a little yelp, I practically dropped it onto the counter and rubbed my hands together. I was always forgetting my mittens. You’d think I would learn after grabbing enough frozen tubs with my bare hands.

      Hands burning, I tucked them, a little late, into my warm red frost-proof mittens and picked up the tub again.

      It was time to hire some more help, but it was next to impossible to find someone reliable, making the hiring process an exceptionally unpleasant chore. Even tonight, the college student I’d hired called in, claiming a sore throat. Conveniently and suspiciously on the night of the Christmas Tree Festival going on at the high school gym.

      I didn’t mind working behind the counter. Customers could be trying, but I didn’t have to really talk to anyone. REALLY talk to them. Sure, I talked to customers all day long.

      We talked about them. I knew about high school graduations. Who was dating who. Engagements. Even marital spats.

      But to everyone in town, I was just the girl who ran the ice cream parlor. A lot of customers who didn’t come in very often or weren’t very astute assumed I was merely a server and a cashier. That was okay, too. Actually, it was even better.

      After settling the ice cream bucket in its spot in the chilled display case, I straightened, my elbows on the counter, and studied the customers.

      Just three days before Christmas and business was booming at my little shop, Smedley’s Ice Cream Parlor, in downtown Whiskey Springs, Colorado, just west of Denver.

      Whiskey Springs was a little town nestled up high in the heart of the Rocky Mountains. The town was synonymous with Christmas. Starting the first of November, everything turned festive.

      Twinkling, colorful Christmas lights draped across everything that didn’t move. Garland around every window and door. Piped Christmas music along the sidewalks. Notices sent to businesses reminding us to set our own music to holidays tracks. To put up and decorate our trees. The more decorations the better.

      My shop, with a baker’s dozen of little round tables, had only two empty at the moment. Definitely a good day for the business.

      Some of the tables were painted red with matching chairs. The other half were painted white. The table and chairs were better suited to older children, but adults sat in them all the time, some more easily than others.

      Both of the empty tables were on either side of the door. It was a consistent pattern. One I’d been contemplating different solutions to. Customers tended to sit at the back tables first and fill their way toward the front. Happened every time.

      Could be that there was no solution to it. Maybe it was just a thing. Maybe if I actually knew more about retail than I did, I might know the answers.

      Since this was the night of the Christmas Tree Festival, I should be getting ready to roll my hot chocolate machine cart to the high school gym along with a tub of vanilla ice cream. But not tonight. Tonight business was too good here to leave unattended. Besides, people would find their way here after the tree festival. Instead of me going to them as the previous owner had done, I would let them come to me.

      I watched two grade school age girls sitting with their father. I had to give the father credit. He was looking a bit uncomfortable in the smaller chairs, but he was holding his own.

      They sat next to the Christmas tree I’d decorated on Thanksgiving Day. I’d spent the whole day on it. Did it all by myself. It didn’t look half bad if I had to say so myself.

      It wasn’t exactly a traditional tree. It had mostly clusters of red berries and pinecones and little birds I’d ordered over the Internet perched among the limbs. But the colorful twinkling lights pulled it all together nicely.

      It was the first tree I had ever decorated by myself from start to finish.

      One of the teenage boys came up, ordered a hot chocolate milk shake, and I got to work.

      The milkshakes were easy to make. Most anything was easy when a person had the right machinery.

      And I had the right machinery.

      After the teenager slid his credit card, I handed him his milkshake with two straws and he took it back to his table where his pretty teenage girlfriend waited.

      Their gazes never left each other’s as they used the straws to sip on either side of the drink. It didn’t take more than a few seconds before they decided the hot chocolate was too hot to sip through the straws and, their heads bent together in laughter, they moved to spoons.

      I wiped my hands on a towel and looked around the little shop.

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Except that it was.

      Someone had slipped inside, without me noticing, and was sitting at the table on the right just inside the door. Somehow, probably while I was making the milkshake, I’d missed hearing the little bell over the door that jingled when anyone came inside or left.

      He was a man I hadn’t seen before. It didn’t definitely mean he was a local, but it decreased his chances.

      It meant he was probably a tourist.

      Whiskey Springs got lots of tourists. That part was nothing unusual. Tourists came mostly in the summer and this week—the week of Christmas. Whiskey Springs had plenty of activities during this week when most places had already run through theirs by now.

      He was one of those men who was a little too big for the little red table and chair.

      Dropping my damp towel on the counter, I leaned both palms flat against the smooth glass and watched him without being obvious about it. It was something I was good at. I watched people all the time and they never had a clue.

      The man hadn’t ordered anything and didn’t appear to be interested in doing so.

      His attention was on his phone.

      He was scowling at it mostly. Texting occasionally.

      As I watched him, I decided maybe he wasn’t a tourist after all. Most tourists wore blue jeans and flannel shirts. Some even wore cowboy hats. Ironically, locals didn’t usually wear hats at all, unless it was a warm wool hat.

      This guy wore black slacks and a white shirt beneath his light gray woolen coat.

      I realized with a start that I was out of practice.

      I should have realized that he was dressed differently than other tourists right off.

      Immediately going into processing mode, I began going through my mental list of possibilities.

      A businessman. Here on some kind of business. A little unusual, considering it was three days before Christmas.

      Not a salesman. He didn’t have the salesman look about him. A salesman would be paying attention to the other customers.

      Same with a reporter. Reporters were always looking around, too. Always paying attention to those around them.

      Whoever he was, he was most definitely too handsome for his own good.

      The little bell over the door jingled, drawing my attention away from the man sitting alone. Although he wasn’t ordering anything, he didn’t appear to be any kind of danger, so I focused on the middle-aged couple who came up and asked for two of my famous hot chocolate milk shakes.
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      My brother was on his honeymoon.

      Normally that would do nothing to disrupt my day. Except that today it did.

      My brother Daniel was supposed to have gotten married last summer, but for some reason, unbeknownst to me, he and his fiancé had decided to wait until the week before Christmas to tie the knot.

      And now… now it looked like I was going to be stuck here until tomorrow.

      I’d flown the company Phenom airplane up here to pick up one of the regular clients, a retired pilot who, unfortunately, was losing his eyesight, to fly him to his daughter’s house in Seattle.

      That’s what we did—my brother and I. We both worked as pilots for Skye Travels.

      Skye Travels was our Grandpa Noah’s company. Noah Worthington started Skye Travels with one small jet and now his private airline company was an empire rivaling that of any of the major airlines in the country. When newly licensed pilots applied for jobs, the most coveted job was working for Skye Travels. More so than taking a job flying commercial jets.

      Grandpa was a true entrepreneur in every sense of the word. He saw opportunities and fearlessly took advantage of them.

      It was strange how things worked out. I could not imagine how a person could be part of the Worthington family and not believe in fate.

      Grandpa’s good friend, Doc Alexander, who lived in Whiskey Springs had reached out to Grandpa about investing in a private airline terminal here. Grandpa explored it and determined that it was a valid need. People were driving all the way to the Denver airport just to board a private jet.

      Before the project was even completed, my oldest brother had found his soulmate. Here. Even though neither of them lived here at the time, they met here, were married here, and were planning to make their lives here.

      Grandpa, as was his nature, had bought a new Phenom airplane to be housed here in Whiskey Springs with my brother, Daniel, its pilot.

      Grandpa had done this so many times over the years, I didn’t even know just how many airplanes he owned that were docked at small airports across the country.

      With my brother on his honeymoon, the responsibility for the Whiskey Springs airplane fell to me.

      And even though my brother apologized profusely for this all happening right at Christmastime, he didn’t budge. His wife wanted to be married at Christmastime, so that’s what they did.

      Daniel did anything his new wife asked. Fortunately for him, she was not very demanding. Except for the wedding, of course.

      In the meantime, I was stuck here.

      Houston, born and bred, I’d had to cancel my commitments for a few days.

      In all honesty, I didn’t really mind that part as much as I minded the possibility of not being with my family at Christmas.

      I had a girlfriend—sort of. She was more a girlfriend of convenience than anything else.

      Our families knew each other, so we ran in the same circles. Mostly we went to functions, like Christmas parties together, but lately she’d been hinting around at the possibility of a commitment.

      Since her parents were friends of my parents, I had to tread carefully there and belatedly I saw the danger in taking advantage of that convenience.

      To her I was more than a convenience.

      A new message came in. My client asked—sort of asked—more like demanded—to be rescheduled. Said something came up. As a well-paying client, he could do that.

      And now we weren’t going to be flying out today at all.

      So I was stuck here.

      I slipped out of the cold wind into the first warm shop I’d come to—a little ice cream shop—to answer some text messages. The first thing I had to do was to let the office know that I was having to reschedule my flight. Then I had to let Tiffany know that I was going to be missing the charity function tonight. As I typed the text to Tiffany, I felt an unexpected sense of relief.

      Interesting.

      I scowled as the message from my client came in confirming that we weren’t leaving until morning. I’d figured as much.

      I had to get myself a room for tonight and from the number of people walking up and down the street, that might be something of a challenge.

      I tried googling a place to stay, but I didn’t come up with anything. I would have to ask someone. I might be a guy, but I was not opposed to asking for directions… or a place to stay the night.

      As a pilot, I’d spent as many days away from home as I had at home over the past couple of years. It most definitely changed a man’s perspective on things.

      It taught a man just much he could get by without.

      I lived in a modest apartment, even though my other siblings lived in high-rise condos, one of the buildings was even owned by my family.

      Needing to secure a place to stay before it got too late, I looked up from my phone.

      I’d honestly thought this was a coffee shop—should have been paying better attention—but it was actually an ice cream shop.

      Like everything else in Whiskey Springs, it looked like Christmas sprung out of a box and spilled all over everything. Inside and outside. Outside, the door and windows were lined with garland and clear blinking lights. Inside, a large tastefully decorated blue spruce tree stood in one of the two windows. From the pungent scent of the spruce, I could tell it was live. It, too, sparkled with clear twinkling lights. Not a lot of decorations on it. Some red berry bunches, white cardinals with long fluffy tails, and some red cardinals. A big white owl ornament with lots of soft looking feathers sat on the top—the tree topper—overseeing its domain.

      I’d never seen a tree decorated quite like this, but it was clean and tasteful looking.

      I liked it.

      Since I’d been using the little table for my work, I should buy something. A sign on the counter advertised hot chocolate ice cream. Couldn’t imagine what that was, but I was always willing to try something new.

      While I was at the counter, I’d ask the clerk if she knew of anyplace in town where I could get a room for the night.

      All I needed was just one night. Then, hopefully, if my client cooperated, I’d be out of here in the morning. Back to Houston to spend Christmas with my family.

      The girl behind the counter turned to face me as I walked her way.

      Her eyes widened and she stood perfectly still, but otherwise, she showed no reaction.

      I, on the other hand, had a clear and remarkable—as my brother the physician would phrase it—reaction.

      In fact, I had never had such a reaction to anyone.

      The girl looked at me with beautiful, mesmerizing green eyes framed with dark, full lashes. I had sisters and aunts. I noticed such things.

      She had long brunette hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, soft wavy hair framing her face, and bow shaped red lips. The whole package was stunningly beautiful. So much so that I stuck my hands in my pockets to keep them from visibly trembling.

      I’m not sure how many seconds passed before I realized that I was standing frozen in the middle of the ice cream parlor.
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        Dear Nicholas,

        
        I’ve found a home here. It is nothing like where we grew up, but if nothing else, it is mine. I have an apartment above the shop where I’m working. It has a most interesting name—I won’t tell you what it is right now. But oddly enough it is named after the owner’s cat.

      

      

      
        
        — Noelle, written to her younger brother nine months ago, after moving into her new apartment above the ice cream shop.

      

      

      My currently favorite Christmas song spilled from the overhead speakers. It was romantic and happy and always left me feeling good.

      The murmur of voices filled in the rest of the space, surrounding me with a buffer of background noise.

      This ice cream shop had become my home since I’d arrived in Whiskey Springs ten months ago. The owner, an older lady who probably by all rights, should have retired years ago, had lived in a house a few blocks away.

      But when she and her husband had first opened the shop, umpteen years ago, they had built themselves a nice little one-bedroom apartment above the ice cream shop.

      The shop had been a success and they had soon been able to afford a home of their own. When they moved out of the apartment upstairs, they left all the furnishings—furniture, dishes, décor.

      As a result, I sometimes felt I lived in a time capsule. Even the plates I ate off of were antique. I didn
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