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Dear Beloved
Readers,

Each of you are special to
me. I want to give you a special gift for Christmas, seeing that
this is a Christmas romance. At the end of the book, I’m sharing
the first chapter of one of my upcoming releases.

Here’s wishing you a very
Merry Christmas and a Blessed New Year!

Don’t forget to join my
newsletter to receive all my release news and other things
happening in my life.

Love all of you,

Stephanie Payne
Hurt
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Sign up for my newsletter
at www.stephaniehurtauthor.com
to keep up with upcoming events and new
releases.

Also, come by and join my Street Team
for chances to win books, get to read chapters before their release
and get to know me on a more personal level. All the information is
on my website!


Chapter 1

Katie knelt in front of the fireplace,
placing another log in the fire. The warmth felt good after her
walk to the barn to feed the horses. She rubbed her hands together,
trying to get the feeling back. The weather was turning colder as
the day went on. From the look of clouds rolling in over the top of
the mountain, there was a good chance for a Christmas
snow.

With a smile, Katie stood up and
walked over to look out the window. They’d had a small snow just
before Thanksgiving, but the warm weather that followed soon melted
it away. She loved having a white Christmas. It just made
everything perfect, especially since she owned the Gingerbread
House, a bed and breakfast in the mountains in northern
Virginia.

The timer in the kitchen buzzed,
bringing her out of her thoughts. She moved toward the kitchen, the
smell of fresh baked pumpkin bread filling the air. Her mouth
watered as the spicy, sweet aroma made her hungry. She was known
for her baking. There was always something baking in her kitchen.
Her boarders always begged for her fresh croissants in the morning
and homemade bread, with her special marmalade, made from the
fruits that she grew herself.

As she pulled the bread from the oven,
her cell phone vibrated in her pocket. Katie placed the warm bread
on the hot plate next to the stove, then grabbed her
phone.

“Gingerbread House, Katie
speaking.” Katie said with a lilt in her tone. She always loved
saying the name of the bed and breakfast that she’d started with
her late husband. It made her feel accomplished and
free.

“Katie, it’s Craig. I
thought I’d warn you that the weather forecast calls for a heavy
blizzard with white out conditions. You might want to come off the
mountain until it’s over with.”

Craig Norton, her late husband’s best
friend, kept an eye on her and helped her with the heavy chores. He
was also very over protective. She was grateful for his help,
especially since Dane’s death. But sometimes she felt he smothered
her with his obsessive ways.

“Craig, I can’t do that and
you know it. This is my busiest time with Christmas in a week and
then New Year’s. I’m booked until after Valentine’s Day.” She said
as she pulled out the butter and slathered a wedge across the top
of the warm bread.

“Now Katie, I mean it this
time. This is serious.” He let out an exasperated breath, knowing
he was wasting his time. “The roads could be blocked for days. Do
you have enough provisions to last until I can get to you? That’s
if it gets as bad as they say it will.”

“You’re too sweet Craig. As
soon as the meteorologists started hinting at the storm, I made
sure I had reserves.” She sat down at the table with a smile.
“Thanks for worrying Craig, but I’ve got this. I even brought in
two extra loads of fire wood.”

“OK, I know you can handle
this, but I just worry.” Craig said, then laughed. “Dane would be
proud of the way you’ve handled everything so well.” His voice
wavering at the mention of his best friend.

For a moment, Katie just stared at her
wedding band. “I guess he would. He’d be thankful for you watching
out for me and so am I.” The front door bell jingled, letting her
know someone was at the front desk. “Sorry Craig, but someone just
came in. Don’t worry, OK.”

“Alright, but I’m just a
call away if you need anything.”

“That’s why I love you.”
She grinned as she started walking toward the front of the
house.

“Love you too.” Craig said
as she ended the call.

Katie walked into the lobby, finding
the couple that was renting the honeymoon cabin. “Well, I didn’t
expect to see you two for another couple of hours.” She gave them a
wink, then moved behind the front desk.

“We just heard the weather
forecast. I called the airport and they said flights might be
canceled. So, we need to go ahead and check out before the storm
hinders the rest of the honeymoon.” The young man said, his eyes
moving to his new bride with a look of pure love.

“That’s right, you two are
headed to Italy.” Katie said as she brought up the reservation
program on her laptop. “I’ll miss you guys. When do you want to
check out?”

“First thing in the
morning. We’ve arranged an earlier flight at eight.” The new bride
said.

“Well, I’ll send you off
with a big breakfast around six.” Katie typed in the information,
then printed the receipt for them to sign.

“You’re the best Katie.”
The groom said as he signed the receipt, then sniffed the air. “Is
that fresh pumpkin bread?”

Katie laughed, “It’s in the kitchen,
I’ll slice some up and bring in some hot tea to the parlor.” She
filed the receipt, turning to go into the kitchen as the bell over
the door rang again. When she turned around, her heart skipped a
beat, something it hadn’t done in over two years.

Noah walked in, dressed in a business
suit, carrying an overnight bag and looking none too happy. “I’m
looking for a room for the night. The cab driver said this was the
only place that still had a vacancy.”

“I have a room for the
weekend. Are you traveling alone?” Katie looked toward the door,
expecting maybe a wife to come through the door.

“Yes, just one room for
me.” He looked around, an uncomfortable look coming across his
face. It was evident that he was used to the swanky
hotels.

“Welcome to the Gingerbread
House.” Katie said with a huge smile, opening a new reservation on
the screen. “Your name?”

The man cleared his throat, pulling at
his tie. “Noah Kent.” He frowned when he saw the large Christmas
tree standing in the corner. His gaze roamed over the garland
draped across the front of the desk and then he realized there was
Christmas music coming from a speaker overhead. This was like a bad
dream, then he saw a dancing Santa on the counter, it was getting
worse by the minute. Noah was a businessman with no time for
Christmas or any of its trappings.

Katie typed in his name, then took his
offered information, filling out the form. Then he slid a gold card
across to her. Once the reservation was completed, Katie turned and
grabbed a key from the room slot behind her. “Follow me
please.”

Noah grunted, then followed her
upstairs to the room. It was decorated in a log cabin quilt theme.
Katie had made the quilt that graced the antique four poster bed.
She loved this room for its warm, cozy feeling. She had repeat
customers that requested this room. It had originally been booked
this weekend, but the couple rescheduled due to the storm coming
in.

“The bathroom is through
that door and there are extra towels in the hall closet across from
your room. If you need anything, just let me know.” She turned to
go, then remembered the warm bread. “Also, I’m serving fresh
pumpkin bread and hot tea in the parlor in a few minutes, if you’d
like to join us.”

“Thanks, but I’m not the
hot tea and pumpkin bread type.” He said with a hard look on his
face, the tone of his voice stiff and unfriendly.

“No problem, but if you
change your mind, just join us.” Katie shrugged as she closed the
door, and walked back downstairs to the kitchen to prepare the
food. She was used to the city types that didn’t enjoy the country
style of her little piece of Heaven.

Noah looked around the room with a
grimace. This was like a trip to the fairy tale inn. At least he
had somewhere to crash until the storm passed and he could catch
another plane. It was his assistant’s fault for booking him on the
wrong flight to begin with. She’d made the mistake of booking the
flight that changed planes in Virginia. If it weren’t for her
mistake, he’d already be in Atlanta. When he arrived back at his
office, they’d have a long discussion about the trouble her mistake
had caused.

With a frown, he placed his bag on the
bench at the foot of the bed. As he looked around the room, he felt
out of place. This was nothing like his New York penthouse. It was
all neutral colors, unlike the palette of colors that surrounded
him. Then as he rounded the end of the bed, he saw a small
Christmas tree in the corner of his room, with colored lights
dancing around.

“I seriously think I’ve
entered another dimension in time.” He shook his head. Who were
these people? Noah groaned, then turned toward the bathroom to get
a shower and change clothes.


Chapter 2

As the evening meal approached, Katie
worked in the kitchen making fried pork chops, black eyed peas,
bread crumb encrusted asparagus and fresh baked yeast rolls that
had been rising all day. The smell of the food drew the couple from
the honeymoon cabin.

Katie placed the heaping bowls of food
on the large dining room table that her late husband built from the
wood that surrounded their home. The table was already set for the
couple and the new guest that was still upstairs. After she’d made
sure they had everything they needed, Katie walked upstairs to let
the new guest, Mr. Kent know that it was time for
dinner.

She knocked on the door, feeling
strangely uncomfortable before he even answered the door. There was
something about this man that made her straighten her apron and
touch her hair. When he pulled open the door, she smiled sweetly,
but the smile fell when she saw the look on his face. He was
glaring at her like she’d interrupted something.

“I’m sorry to bother you,
but dinner is on the table if you’re hungry.” Katie said, feeling
as though she’d been chastised by just the look in his
eyes.

“Thank you, I’ll be down
when I get finished with my business call.” The man said, then shut
the door before she could say another word.

Katie just shrugged, for the second
time today, and turned to go back downstairs. The man wasn
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