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      Thank you so much for picking up this book. I wrote what I thought would be the first book in this series for a USA Today list run, but I didn’t realize it wouldn’t release until Valentine’s Day. I realized I wanted a book for Christmas, even though this was a little late, and thought Belle’s story would be perfect. I hope you love it because her idea was actually inspired from one of my Creative Writing students last year. I have plans for more books in this series, so I hope you’ll stick around. My hope is that you enjoy  this book. If you do, please leave a review . It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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      Sign up for Lorana Hoopes’s newsletter and get her book, The Billionaire’s Impromptu Bet, as a welcome gift. Get Started Now!

      

      I’m giving away free listens. Head on over to my YouTube channel and listen today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Belle

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas is my favorite time of year. Seriously, I love it all - the absolutely magical decorations (there's an inflatable dragon drinking cocoa that I have to see every night even though dragons aren't usually associated with Christmas), twinkling strings of lights hanging from buildings and houses (the colored icicles are my favorite, but I enjoy the solid white ones too), and huge trees decorated with colorful ornaments. Plus there's the food (I usually eat too much of that), the music (I start listening before Thanksgiving), and the snow (which we never get enough of in my opinion). Seriously everything. But my favorite part about Christmas this year is getting to spend a weekend with my friends at a beautiful resort that goes all out for Christmas. It’s only about half an hour from where we live, but Rudolph, Washington puts our little town to shame, and so does this lodge.

      “Oh, the pictures did not do it justice,” I breathe as we pull into the parking lot of The Snowflake Lodge. The lodge, which had been recently bought by a couple named Chris and Margie Kringle if you can believe it, is a gingerbread house on steroids. The roof glistens the same chocolate brown as a Kit Kat bar and the building itself is decorated with lights so bright that you could see them from the sky. White Jenga-style chimneys peak from each side and snowflakes dot every window, outlining each glass pane, regardless of size. Even though the part of the country we live in doesn’t get a lot of snow, the lodge advertises a full-fledged Christmas experience complete with horse-drawn carriage rides, an indoor ice-skating rink, and a spectacular tree lighting ceremony. Plus daily pictures with Santa starting on the fifteenth of December. 

      Charlie kills the engine and nods as she looks up at the lodge. “I have to agree. This looks fantastic. Now, let’s just hope they have a fitness facility.” Charlie is the fitness guru of the group. Well, that’s actually putting it nicely. Her passionate love for fitness and exercise is like no one else's. She is relentless in her pursuit of perfect health, like a drill sergeant drilling her troops. We are her friends, not her clients, and sometimes we have to remind her of that.

      “We’re only here for two nights,” Hannah says as she opens her door, “I think you can skip working out for two days.”

      “Probably three depending on when we leave Sunday,” Charlie grumbles, “and I already had to cut my workout short today.”

      I open my door and pull out my phone, clicking my social media app as I do. When the video starts rolling, I smile. “Well guys, we officially made it to The Snowflake Lodge and it is amazing. We haven’t seen our room yet, but just check out this view.” I pan the camera slowly over the massive stone building that holds The Snowflake Lodge. An archway shaped like a snowflake floating in an ocean of white welcomes us to the property. Snow drifts at the edges of the property and perches on the limbs of evergreen trees, giving everything a fairytale appearance. There’s no snow falling currently, but there’s a covering on the ground already from a previous snowfall, glistening like a dusting of glitter. Evidently, we’re scheduled to get more snow than usual this winter, and I am not complaining because I love snow. It makes everything look cleaner, more pristine. The trees and rooftops are coated in the delicate white, and though it’s not dark yet, the Christmas lights decorating the lodge are already on and sparkling like tiny rays of hope.

      “Are you going to record everything we do this weekend?” Katie asks as my camera settles on her face.

      “That is the price of fame.” I shoot my tongue out at her, knowing the camera is facing away from me and my infantile gesture won’t be seen by my fans. “Don’t worry guys, Katie isn’t always this grumpy, and a promise is a promise. Though you can’t be here with me, you’ll feel like you are. Gotta run for now, but comment on what your favorite thing to do over Christmas is and I’ll try to get some videos around those ideas.” I tap the button to end the video and then quickly type out a description and hashtags to upload it.

      “You do realize you aren’t famous, right?” Katie's mouth twists into a frown as she tosses my bag at my feet, a little too forcefully if you ask me. “You’re a cosmetologist.”

      “That is only half true. I am a cosmetologist and I’m glad I am as it made it easy to take the weekend off, but some of my income comes from my social media accounts, so I’m also kind of famous.” I actually enjoy doing makeup makeovers - there is something about making a woman feel good about herself when she looks in the mirror - but I am looking forward to the day that it’s no longer my main income. And that day is coming. I can feel it like a soft buzzing in my bones, a vibration below my skin. It’s been a slow build, but I’m starting to get more money from my monetized social media accounts and incentives from businesses.

      “I still can’t believe they pay you to put up videos.” Charlie's lip twitches in disdain as she rolls her eyes at me.

      I pick up my bag, shifting the straps on my duffel bag, trying not to wince at the strain of its overloaded contents. I’ve packed entirely too much considering our limited stay, but you never know what to be prepared for, so I brought a little of everything. “Hey, I’ve offered to start a channel for you. As a personal trainer, you could make a lot.”

      “Except that as a personal trainer, I have to work with my clients personally. That’s sort of what the name means.” She rolls her eyes at me like this is common knowledge and she can’t believe that I don’t understand it, but I can’t believe she doesn’t understand the untapped potential she is letting slip by. I know she doesn’t trust my opinion on a lot of things, but social media is my jam.

      “And you could still do that, but you could also do tips and workouts they could do on their own and garner an online audience as well. It would be great for people who want to work out but don’t want to go to the gym.”

      “The online commercial section is growing at an astronomical rate,” Piper says, consulting her phone. The girl is a wizard when it comes to research. She can find just about anything in under two minutes, and what she can’t find, she has stored in her head. I honestly think her brain must be bigger than most people’s because of the sheer amount of knowledge stored there. I wouldn't be surprised if we found out she was the daughter of Albert Einstein or something. “In this case, I do believe Belle is correct that you could increase your income if you added an online presence to your in-person business model.”

      Charlie glares at her. “I don’t have time to shoot silly videos like Belle does. I have a real business to run.”

      “Girls, it’s Christmas time. Perhaps we can hold off on the bickering for the next few days,” Hannah says, stepping into her peacemaker role and shooting us pointed looks. Her dark hair is pulled back into a low ponytail which makes her look both serious and authoritative. She’s not a mother, yet, but I like to call this particular look her ‘mom look’ because it reminds me very much of the ones I used to get from my mother. Hannah swears she’s perfected it because she helped raise her younger brothers, but however she got it, she’s very good at it.

      “Fine by me. I plan to enjoy this weekend.” I hoist the bag a little higher on my shoulder - okay, I probably could have left a few things at home - and lead the way to the front door which is adorned with a giant wreath that smells strongly of pine. I don’t always love the smell of pine - it’s too pungent in candles and cleaners - but I don’t mind it on Christmas trees and wreaths. However, I’m even more delighted as I pull the door open and the scent of cinnamon and sugar fills the air. A wave of warmth billows out with the delicious smell, enveloping me like a comfortable blanket.

      My mouth falls open as I step inside because even though the pictures I looked at online were gorgeous, they don’t even come close to seeing the room in person. Every inch of the room is Christmas - from the giant tree straight ahead that appears to reach all the way to the vaulted ceilings, to the twinkle lights hanging from the ceiling accented with holly and ivy, to the stuffed reindeers and snowmen placed strategically around. 

      “Oof.” I’m pushed forward as someone bumps into me from behind, and okay, I shouldn’t have stopped in the doorway, but this view is stunning.  

      “Wow, this is something.” At least Katie doesn’t seem upset that I was holding up her entrance.

      “Right?” I step to the side to let her enter, and then a cheery voice greets us from across the room.

      “Welcome to the Snowflake Lodge.”

      I glance to the right where an elderly woman is rounding the corner of a check-in desk, a tray of chocolate chip cookies in her hand. Her short heels click on the polished marble floor as she walks. She is dressed head to toe in red though her shirt has a white ring of fur around the collar. Her white hair is styled in a sensible bob, although a few wisps of hair seem to have escaped and now frame her face. “I’m Margie Kringle, the owner here - well, part-owner. My husband Chris is around here somewhere. Probably sneaking cookies in the kitchen because our chef whipped them up just a few minutes ago. Thankfully, I managed to snag a few, and you girls look like you could use some cookies.” She has a grandmotherly voice and an accent I can’t quite place.

      I can’t always succumb to cookies - part of my success is looking good on camera - but it’s Christmas, so I smile and grab one. The cookie is still warm, and it literally melts in my mouth like a sugary chocolatey river as I bite into it. “Oh my gosh, this is so good.” I’ll never say it out loud, but if all the food is as good as this cookie, I may need a fitness center too.

      The other girls also grab a cookie and then Margie leads us back to the counter to check in. “Okay, let’s get you girls checked in. Whose name is the reservation under?”

      I raise my hand, feeling just a little silly. “That would be me. Belle Duvall.”

      “Aw, Belle, I love that name. It reminds me of sleigh bells in the snow.” She smiles wistfully for a moment and then snaps back to reality and taps a few keys on her computer. “Okay, Belle. You are all checked in. You are in our Santa suite. I know you guys will love it there. The designer just finished it a few months ago, and we’ve had nothing but compliments ever since.” She hands over the keys, which I’m a little disappointed to see are just regular key cards and not festive skeleton keys or something, and then points behind her to a hallway. “The elevator is just down there. Your room is on the fourth floor. We have a spa, a pool, and a fitness facility on level one. Meals are served down here in the family room.” She leans closer like she’s sharing a guilty secret. “It’s a cafeteria, but I like calling it a family room better. It feels homier that way, am I right?”

      “Absolutely,” I agree with a smile. I will definitely have to see if I can get Margie to let me film her because it’s clear she is part of the charm of this place.

      “Let’s see… Dinner is served from six to eight pm, breakfast from six to eight am, and lunch from noon to two. There are snacks available during the other hours if needed, and of course there are plenty of restaurants in town to choose from. You’re only staying with us for the weekend?” She looks up and I swear there is a hint of sadness in her expression.

      “It was all we could get off, but maybe we’ll get to come back soon.” I don’t know why I feel the need to explain our stay length, but the words just tumble out.

      Margie tilts her head and smiles. “Let’s hope. Checkout is at noon on Sunday then, and,” she pulls a sheet of paper from beneath the counter, “here’s a listing of all our Christmas activities. You came just in time for the tree lighting tonight.” She gives us a wink and another wide smile. “It’s one of my favorite events.”

      “Thank you so much.” I take the paper and stack of keys she hands me and give one to each girl.

      “You’re welcome. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “We will. Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas,” she calls after us as we head to the elevator. 

      The Christmas cheer carries through the rest of the lodge with tinsel and more wreaths hung on the walls and red and green tinsel surrounding the elevator.

      “Wow, they really do it up here,” Charlie says as I punch the button to go up.

      “It’s amazing, right?” The doors slide open and the soft sound of Christmas music spills out. I smile as I step in. “Now, this is my kind of elevator music.”

      “It’s definitely festive, but do you think she’ll leave the Christmas decorations up all year?” Hannah asks as the doors close.

      “If she doesn’t, I’d hate to be the one in charge of putting them up and taking them down,” Charlie says.

      “Surely she will though,” Piper chimes in, “otherwise she would undoubtedly lose business in the summer. Not everyone can handle Christmas year-round.”

      I open my mouth to argue - I’m fairly certain I could handle Christmas year-round, or at least part of it. the only downside is that it might lose some of its appeal – although it would take an eternity to wear off completely. But there’s no need to start a fight.

      At the fourth floor, there is a ding and then we step off the elevator. There are only four suites on this floor - The Santa Suite, The Holiday Hideaway, The Elves Extravaganza, and The Winter Wonderland. Ours is to the right, but I can’t help wondering if they all look the same. “I wonder if we can befriend the people in the other suites and see inside theirs.”

      “That would be weird,” Katie says with a shake of her head. “Nobody meets and hangs out with their hotel neighbors.”

      “It wouldn’t be weird if they’re cool like us. What if one of them is a suite full of handsome guys?” I wiggle my eyebrows at my friends. It’s been a while since any of us have been out on a date, and I wouldn’t mind spending my down time with a handsome guy.

      “Then I’m definitely out.”

      I frown at her and roll my eyes. Katie isn’t normally this much of a party pooper, but her fiancé broke up with her a month or so ago and she’s still salty. That’s part of the reason I begged the girls to come too. I knew we could all use a change of pace and scenery, even if only for a few days.

      “Well, I could handle a cute guy for Christmas,” Hannah says as she scans the card key on our room lock. There is a click and then she opens the door to our magical escape.

      We have our own Christmas tree and a fire flickers softly in a large fireplace. Mugs with cocoa sit on the table along with more cookies, and Christmas music plays softly from somewhere.

      “This is going to be awesome,” I say as I set my bag down.
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            Jaxon

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate Christmas - the lights, the laughter, the snow. We don’t get much snow in Washington, at least not on the west side of the state, but every once in a while, a storm will slither down from Canada, take a sharp turn at Seattle, and dump an inch or two in Cooperville. This year looks to be one of those years as we’ve already had two snowfalls and more is in the forecast. I suppose I could move to a warmer place like Arizona - that would help with the snow at least - but I don’t know of any place that doesn’t have lights or laughter or celebrate Christmas. I’m not sure where else I’d even go, but every year around this time, I think about it. Seriously.

      “Hey Boss,” Dave, my best friend and office manager, pokes his head in the door. Actually, office manager is a bit of an elevated title considering the office consists of just the two of us, but Dave and I met in college, and we’ve been friends ever since, so when he needed a job after his divorce, I couldn’t say no. Sadly, Dave has let himself go over the last few years. His once muscular physique now looks more like the Pillsbury Doughboy. Rolls of fat that were once tight, toned muscle hang over his belt. Of course, it’s not really his fault - Diane did a number on him. Besides, sitting behind a desk all day and going through a rough divorce can do that to a man.

      Although to be fair, I’m not the same either. The only difference is that instead of turning to food, I turned to the gym when my heart was broken. Well, the gym and work, and it wasn’t entirely Stacie who drove me into this line of work. The ridiculous mandate that I refused to comply with played a big role as well, but if Stacie hadn’t blasted my story all over social media, maybe I could have found another department who would’ve hired me.

      “What’s up, Dave?” It’s after lunch so I know he’s not asking for lunch orders though that is a nearly daily occurrence, and it’s not quite closing time so it’s doubtful he’s reminding me of that either. It is something that’s on his daily checklist, however, and I do probably stay late too often, but it’s not like I have anything to go home to besides my dog. Don’t get me wrong, I love my dog, but she’s not the best conversationalist.

      “I was wondering,” he pauses, but I can see the hope flickering in his eyes. Whatever he plans to ask me, it’s something he knows I’ll generally say no to, “if you wanted to go see the tree lighting ceremony in Rudolph tonight.”

      I sigh. The small town of Rudolph isn’t known for much, but they go overboard about Christmas. They’re actually listed as one of the Christmas town hideaways in Washington. Every year, there’s a big tree lighting, horse-drawn carriage rides, a Santa parade, and more. Every year, the town draws tourists from all over. And every year, I try my best to avoid it. “I don’t know, Dave. I’ve still got paperwork to go through.” I wave my hand at the papers on my desk, but they aren’t really anything important. The last job I worked was escorting a woman to a dinner that turned out to be uneventful, so I finished the paperwork hours ago. The rest of the papers are actually job applications I’ve been looking through though I haven’t told Dave yet. I don’t even know if I’m interested in any of them, but the business isn’t doing that great and the urge to move on to something different is brighter this year.

      “Come on, Jaxon. All you do is work lately, and it’s not like we’re busy.” He stares pointedly at the silent phones. They haven’t rung all day, which isn’t entirely surprising with it being Christmas. Most people are in the helping mood, which makes crime - and my usefulness - go down. That should make me happy, but happy doesn’t pay the bills, and if a few jobs don’t come in soon, I’m going to have to close down or add some new services. Dave looks back to me and continues, “You need to get out more, and the tree lighting is perfect. It’s fun and there’s good food.”

      I snort before I can stop myself and immediately regret the noise as a look of hurt crosses Dave’s face.

      “I know I’ve gotten out of shape. It’s my goal to change that in the new year, but at least I’m trying to regain my life. You’re just…” he pauses, clearly searching for the right word, “existing.”

      He’s not wrong. That does feel like all I’m doing. The town is small, and business is pretty slim. What we do get isn’t really what I signed up for. I sit at this desk all day, thinking back to my time on the force and wondering if I made the right decision to leave, especially since I ended up at a job where I sit behind a desk all day. Only this one doesn’t come with nearly enough busy work so the hours feel longer. 

      “Besides, we promised Ethan we’d be there.”

      Ethan is the third stooge in our friendship. He was always a little different than Dave and me, but he’s really withdrawn after his failed marriage which was only partly his fault. Ethan was a little too focused on his films, but his wife was a little too focused on her boss. Thankfully his new project, whatever it is - he never tells us until film night - seems to be cheering him up some.

      I take a deep breath. As much as I don’t want to go out and be around happy people, I did promise Ethan, and breaking promises is not something I’m in the habit of doing. “You’re right. I’ve been dwelling in my funk for too long.” I turn off my computer and grab my coat from the back of the chair. “Let’s go get some food and watch them light up a giant tree.”

      “Really?”

      I hate the way his eyes light up like this is the best thing that’s happened to him in ages. Surely, I haven’t been that bad of a friend. Have I…?

      “Yes, really. In fact, let’s go now.” It’s a few minutes before the end of my day, but it’s not like I’ll be missing any calls.

      “Now?” His eyebrows arch toward his receding hairline as he flips his wrist over to read his watch. “There’s still ten minutes of your day left. Who are you and what have you done with Jaxon Powers?”

      “Ha-ha, very funny.” It’s a dig, but I take it in stride. “Come on, wise guy, let’s go for a drive.” At least we have to drive to Rudolph. I can’t remember the last time I walked anywhere around here. Walking makes you slow down. It makes you think and have to react when people smile and wave at you, which they do all the time in Cooperville. It’s much safer to just drive, even though you could walk nearly everywhere in this town, because no one speaks to you when you drive. They used to wave, though they’ve stopped doing that too. Maybe I have become a bit of a grinch but with good reason.

      The cold air stings my skin as if needles are pricking it as we exit the office, and I almost reconsider my offer. If it’s cold here, it will be in Rudolph as well, and I didn’t really dress for the cold this morning, not expecting to be out in it for longer than a few minutes - the time it takes to get from the car into the building and back again. But I don’t rescind the offer. Even though I can feel the cold seeping into my bones and my fingers slowly turning to ice, I keep my word and lead the way to my car.

      Rudolph is only about a half hour away although the traffic makes this trip a little longer, and we have to park on the far side of town. As we head toward the downtown on foot, I check out the shops. Businesses around here don’t really go under like in most places. They get passed down from generation to generation so they haven’t changed much over the years. Like Cooperville, Rudolph seems like a town frozen in time.

      “Man, is it cold out,” Dave says, blowing out little streams of white vapor with each word.

      “Well, it is winter.” Some winters it stays around forty degrees, but we had such a long summer this year that winter has hit harder than normal too. There’s still a dusting of snow on the ground and the temperature hasn’t gotten above thirty in days. Though it means little to me, people have been whispering that we might even have a white Christmas this year.

      “Yeah, but I don’t remember it being this cold.” Dave’s teeth aren’t chattering yet, but the muscles in his jaw are flexing, so it won’t be long.

      “That’s because we haven’t spent time outside in ages.”

      “I guess that’s true.”

      Christmas lights, multi-colored and blinking, are strung in between the normal streetlights and adorn every storefront, so even though it’s pitch-black outside, the path before us is clear, and before I know it, we are smack in the middle of town in front of the giant indoor ice rink. The tree they light up stands just in front of the rink, and there is already quite the crowd in front of it.

      “Wow, I forgot how many people come to these things,” Dave says softly beside me and once again I feel like a horrible friend. How long have I kept him from enjoying events like this? I mean it’s not like I tie him up and keep him from coming or even tell him he can’t - he’s a grown man for goodness sake - but Dave hates going places alone. He always has, even before Diane ripped his heart to shreds and Ethan is often busier than both of us.

      “Yeah.” It’s lame, but it’s all I can think to say at the moment. Thankfully, I am saved by the mayor’s voice filling the air.

      “Welcome to Rudolph’s Christmas Tree Lighting,” she says, and a cheer erupts from the crowd. “We’ve been lighting this tree for longer than I can remember….”

      “Excuse me, excuse me. I just need to get a little closer.” I turn to see who the obnoxious woman is whose voice is now louder than the mayor’s, and I roll my eyes when I spot her. She’s obviously a tourist as her coat doesn’t look nearly warm enough and her hands are devoid of gloves. Even more telling is the camera in her hand. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get a video of this for my fans. 

      “Typical.” I mutter the word quietly under my breath. I swear. But the woman must have hearing like an elephant because she whips her head in my direction.

      “I’m sorry. What was that?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head and try to return my
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DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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