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      Noel is Tropings' resident bookworm and can tell you exactly what romances you'll love most. One day while she's working at the library a mysterious stranger comes in, and it might just be her very own Happily Ever After.

      Gabriel is in Troping to find the girl who captured his attention from merely a picture thousands of miles away. For weeks he's been pretending to be her book club bestie online, and now that he's fallen in love it's time to come clean.

      Warning: What do a librarian, a stranger, and a town full of Christmas cheer have in common? It's the perfect holiday treat to cozy up with! Find out if these two can share secrets and still meet under the mistletoe.

    

  


  
    
      To all of us that live for the holiday tropes…

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






NOEL

        

      

    

    
      I pull out my phone to check my messages the second I exit my parents’ house. My parents live close to downtown, so I can walk to work each day. Today is my first day, and I am so excited. I’m finally a full-time librarian, whereas before I was only a volunteer. Hence why I still lived at home. My mom and dad would give me small jobs to do for their accounting firm to earn some extra money on the side while I took some online college classes. 

      I’m pretty sure they didn’t want me to go away to college any more than I wanted to leave Troping. I love it here, and even though I may not have been born in this town, I was raised here. This place is where my parents adopted me when I was only a few days old. I don’t think they could have hidden the fact that I was adopted, not with my wild red hair, green eyes, and all my curves. 

      It’s a stark contrast to them, but it never mattered. They are my mom and dad, and I’ll never see them any other way. Even if they can be a bit overbearing at times. Not in a controlling way, but my mom can be nosy. Today she even packed my lunch, which I’m thankful for, but I’m also twenty. 

      I’ve been volunteering at the Troping library since I was old enough to read. Mrs. Kringle would give me small tasks at first, and the older I got, the more she would let me do. I thought there was no way I’d be asked to take over her position when she retired, but I could run the place in my sleep. Whenever Mrs. Kringle wasn’t there, I could do everything she did, but I was sure everyone would think I was too young. 

      When both Mayor North and Mrs. Kringle pulled me in for a meeting and asked if I would take over, I almost screamed with excitement, yet I somehow managed to keep it together. 

      A message pops across my screen, and of course it’s my mom. This is what I mean by overbearing. She stuffed me with breakfast and kissed my cheek before I went out the door, and she’s already texting me. I’m not even all the way down our sidewalk yet. 

      Mom: Have a great first day! Love you. See you tonight. 

      Me: Love you too. 

      She’s so full of it because we both know I will not see her tonight. I bet all the icicles in Troping that she’ll end up at the library at some point this afternoon. I smile when I see I have a text from Snow. 

      Snow: You’ll do great 

      Me: Thanks

      Me: Did you read it? 

      Snow: Of course I read it. 

      Me: Why aren’t you saying something?! 

      Is she trying to kill me with suspense? I met Snow in an online book club. I have one in Troping that’s in person, but sometimes a girl needs a few book clubs. I read a lot, and I want to talk about what I’m reading all the time. 

      Snow and I hit it off quickly and switched over to texts. She’s always asking me for book recommendations and then reads them all. This time, though, I sent her something I was working on. I don’t know why I started writing, but I read so many romance books that I started to crave to have something with my own touch on it. I don’t think I have some big passion to write, I’m just yearning for a romance to call my own. The downfall to a small town is there aren't a lot of romantic options unless you're willing to date someone that someone else you know already dated. No thanks. 

      Snow: The heroine. She’s you.

      Me: Maybe. 

      I don’t know why my face warms with a blush when I admit that, but I suppose it’s personal. Although I share everything with Snow. It’s crazy how quickly we got close even if it’s only ever been through our phones.

      Snow: Your hero is dominant. 

      I snort a laugh at that. 

      Me: Is that really shocking?! 

      I mean she knows all my favorite books. 

      Snow: You do know bear shifters aren’t real? Right? 

      I burst out laughing and Carol glances my way as she opens the door to her dress shop. There’s a romance story for you. Carol’s pregnant, and no one knows by who. Secret baby alert. 

      “Morning,” I say as I pass her. 

      “Morning, Noel.” She gives me a bright smile as her hand rests on her small baby bump. “You’re going to kill it today.” 

      “Nothing is really changing,” I admit. 

      “Still, I bet that romance section gets even bigger.” She wiggles her eyebrows playfully at me. 

      “This is true.” I’ve already got a list of books I want to order. 

      Me: He’s not a bear shifter. 

      Snow: He growls a lot. I thought maybe he was. You like bear shifter romances. 

      Me: I enjoy fated mates. I just favor the bears. As in shifters. Not that football team. 

      I pause when I pass by Frostie’s bakery, wishing my mom hadn’t stuffed me full of breakfast this morning. When Frostie waves for me to come in, I do because it would be rude otherwise. I’m sure I can make a little room for something. 

      “Coffee is on me today,” she says when I enter her bakery. 

      “You always give me free coffee.” 

      “Is that true?” Tinsel jumps up from the little table she’s sitting at with Jack. Tinsel is the town sheriff, and Jack owns the resort. 

      Those two were dancing around each other for as long as I can remember. Or at least since Jack moved to Troping. He went to college with Major North, who is Tinsel’s brother. Now that they cracked and are together, I wonder what the sheriff will do all day if she doesn’t have Jack to harass with baseless crimes she makes up and blames him for. Troping is a town where you can leave your doors unlocked. It’s Christmas year round here, but right now with Christmas really being around the corner, we’re in full swing. 

      “She introduced us to Laurann Dohner. You think that doesn’t get free coffee?” Frostie fires back at her best friend. 

      “This is true,” Tinsel agrees and drops back down in her seat. 

      “I think I introduced you to a lot of things,” I tease Frostie, who enjoys her romance with a sprinkle of darkness. Frostie’s cheeks turn pink as she gives me a knowing smile. 

      “One toasted white chocolate mocha coming up.” 

      When you host the town's book club and work at the library for as long as I have, you get to know what books some will like more than others. That’s one of my favorite parts of being a librarian—when I read a book and know exactly who will love it and then get to share it with them. There’s nothing like a book that hits all those sweet spots you crave. 

      Everyone has a favorite trope. Even me.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      “You said the adoption was closed, right?” my father asks his wife. 

      “Anything can be broken with enough money,” I counter and watch the two of them for their reaction. 

      “But I don’t want to disrupt her life.” Kate looks down at her hands and sighs deeply. “I just want the opportunity to let her know I’m here.” She turns to my dad, and he nods at her encouragingly. 

      “She can’t contact you if the paperwork is marked as closed. But if anyone can find a way around a contract, it’s Gabriel,” he says, and I nod in agreement. 

      My dad and Kate have been together for a while, and this is the first time she’s ever come to me for anything. My mom passed away when I was ten, and for a while, it was only my dad and me. Eventually Kate came along, and by then I saw how happy she made my dad. 

      I didn’t know she had a child until last year when I walked in on her crying while my dad was holding her. Eventually she told me the whole story about how she got pregnant when she was sixteen and her family forced her to give up the baby before sending her to live with relatives states away. 

      What neither of them knows is that I’ve found her daughter. 

      My dad means the world to me, and although Kate has always been good to him, I couldn’t chance a long-lost daughter showing up and seeing dollar signs. My dad made all his money on investments, and I’ve got my own wealth to protect. It’s why I was a little nervous about my dad and Kate in the beginning, but she’s erased any doubt I ever had. She’s always been good to him, and that’s what matters to me. Our family is small, and I couldn’t take the risk of letting an unknown person into our circle of trust for it to be broken. Who knows what Kate would be willing to do if her daughter asks for a handout? 

      So the night after she confessed everything, I began to dig. Today is just a formality to make sure she still wants to go through with me “searching” even though I’ve already found her. 

      “I have to know.” Kate lets out a breath like she’s been holding it for years. Hell, maybe she has. 

      I see all kinds in my line of work as an attorney for high-profile clients. Husbands who cheat, wives who backstab, and business partners that put all the profits up their noses. Nothing surprises me anymore, but this request comes from the heart, and I have to admit that it gave me pause. 

      “I’ll get on it,” I say, and she gives me a soft smile before she squeezes my father’s hand. 

      “Thank you, son,” my dad says and comes around my desk to give me a quick hug. “Are you sure you won’t join us in Morocco over the holidays?” 

      He glances around my office, which is uncharacteristically quiet. About ninety-nine percent of the personnel have gone for the holidays and aren’t planning on coming back until after the new year. Usually it’s a mad house here, and although I’ve got a wait list of people clamoring to get on my books, I told everyone I was clearing my schedule. 

      “No, I told you I’m planning on skiing over the break. I need the fresh air.” The glass window behind me faces the crowded city below, and I think about just how true that is. 

      At one time, I used to love it here, but the more time passes, the more I’m always looking for an excuse to be away from the office and away from the traffic. The city once made me fall in love with work, but recently it doesn’t have quite the same shine. Is this what getting older feels like? 

      “Please tell me you’re not going alone.” Kate frowns and looks up at my dad. “Maybe we should go with Gabriel so he doesn’t have to spend it by himself.” 

      “I’m fine,” I tell her and give her a quick peck on the cheek. “Don’t worry about me. I’m going to meet a friend.” 

      “A friend?” This has her perking up. “A lady friend?” 

      “Kate,” my dad warns, and she shrugs. 

      “Just be careful and have a good time.” Kate grins.

      “I’ll do my best,” I say and then walk them to the elevators. 

      I finish the last few things I have pending and send an email to my admin about how to contact me and where I’ll be staying. 

      “Troping,” I say to myself as I look at the address of the inn. “What kind of stupid name for a town is that?” Looking at the town's website, I see a picture of the mayor holding up a countdown sign for Christmas. “What a dick.” 

      Grabbing my travel bag, I head outside and meet my driver at the curb. Thankfully, I’ve got my private jet on standby so I don’t have to put up with the holiday traffic, but it still takes forever. 

      Once I’m on the plane, I toss my phone on the table beside me and put my bag on the empty seat. 

      “Can I get you a drink, sir?” Adam, my personal flight attendant, asks. 

      “Something strong,” I say, and when he comes back, he sets down a whiskey with a tray of snacks. “Cheers,” I offer in thanks. 

      “We’re looking at about four hours total. Would you like to sleep?” 

      “Not this time.” Reaching in my bag, I take out my tablet and swipe the screen to turn it on. “I’ve got a book to read.” 

      “Enjoy, Mr. Snow,” Adam says before beginning the preflight checklist. 

      After I download the newest romance Noel recommended to me, I send her a quick text. 

      Me: Will this one be as good as your own writing?

      Noel: Way better! 

      Me: I doubt that. 

      It was almost easy finding her once I made the right calls. Then with a little more effort, I made contact anonymously. I pretended to have a few things in common, and before I knew it, we were texting every day. I haven’t found the right way out of this situation I’ve put myself in, but one thing is for sure—I’ve got to meet her. After scheduling my flight and making the arrangements, I considered canceling about a hundred times. Or just deleting my number altogether and disappearing. But curiosity has been nagging at the back of my mind, and I know I have to see this through. I have to meet Noel and see for myself if she’s truly who she says she is. 

      Did I pretend to be someone else so that I could find out more information on Kate’s long-lost daughter? Yes. Have I gotten caught up in all of this and started reading romances even when Noel doesn’t recommend them to me? Also yes. 

      But the real question I’m afraid to ask is have I somehow fallen in love?
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NOEL

        

      

    

    
      The day goes quickly with the schools being out for winter break. On top of that, the town is full of people coming to Troping to spend their day, and I stay fairly busy. The tourists usually pop in to take a glance around at the historic buildings and decorations. Everything in Troping is decorated inside and out. That includes the library, which I’ve done myself. I put little Christmas trees next to certain sections and decorated them accordingly to match the theme of the books. 

      I’ve learned to keep a printed list of holiday romance book recommendations for those who ask when some of the books catch their eye. Since they’re only visiting, they can’t check them out, but I’ll scribble down whatever the title of the book is for them on the pre-made list unless it’s already on there.

      To no one’s surprise, my mom shows up late in the afternoon. “How is your day going?” She gives me a kiss on the cheek and hugs me like I’ve been away for days. 

      “Candy didn’t report back to you already?” I tease my her. Her best friend was here two hours ago. 

      “She might have mentioned she was in here,” my mom says as she picks an imaginary piece of lint off my sweater. “Did she tell you her son is in town? He got in last night.” 

      “She did.” My mom and her best friend Candy have this dream that Mark and I will get married. We kind of grew up together, and he's four years older than me. Since his mom and mine are best friends, I saw him often until he left for college. 

      “You know he’s thinking of moving back to Troping when he graduates in the fall.” 

      “Candy informed me.” I’m always filled in on what Mark is up to. At least what he lets his mom know he’s up to. He got around a lot even in high school. I’m sure college really opened up the field for him. 

      I don’t think Mark is one that would want to settle down—not that I’m remotely interested. He’s too handsome—if that’s even a thing. Or maybe I’m used to people saying he’s handsome and I've gone along with it in my head. Everything about him is too perfect, and to me that’s dull. There’s nothing interesting or eye-catching, and he’s definitely not a grumpy bear shifter. The thought makes Snow pop into my mind. I haven’t heard from her in a while, and normally we text throughout the day.

      “They’re coming over for dinner tonight.” 

      “Mom,” I groan. 

      “What? It will be nice to catch up.” 

      “You and Candy really need to see that Mark and I aren’t going to be a thing. He was like the cool kid and I was on the dork side.”

      My mom rolls her eyes at me. “You weren't a dork.” 

      “I have no problem with being a dork, but you’re right. There were no groups per se in school, I just mean we’re really different.” 

      “That’s a good thing. Did you see Frostie? She’s with that man who grunts all the time. Opposites attract.” Okay, that’s true, but they were the kind of opposites that attract, and it’s adorable. The second I realized they were together. I knew it was a perfect match. “Besides, you haven’t seen Mark in a few years. You’ve grown up.” 

      I think he might have been the one that needed to grow up, but I keep that to myself. 

      “You mean I got boobs, lost my braces, and figured out how to control my hair?” My mom's lips purse because that’s not what she means at all. “I’m teasing you, Mom.” 

      “I’m only saying you’re a woman now. There could be a spark now that you’re older.” 

      “How is he even contemplating moving to Troping? He’s a lawyer, and we just got one of those, and she’s a real—” 

      “Noel,” my mom warns. 

      “What? I don’t like her. She went after Mayor North even after she knew he was married!” I hiss. “So yes, she’s a real jerkface.” 

      “Jerkface?” My mom laughs. I’m not calling her a bitch because sometimes a bitch is pretty cool. She’s not cool. In fact, after what she did, she is very uncool in my book. 

      “She and Mark could open a law firm together,” I suggest. Aren’t most lawyers a bit jerky? I don’t know, but they are in books and in movies. 

      “Let’s see how tonight goes, sweetheart.” Mom kisses me on my cheek before she goes, and I grab my phone and text Snow. 

      Me: Send help! My mom is trying to set me up. 

      Snow: On a date? Tell her no. 

      I love how direct Snow can be. I wish I was, but I always lean on the side of not wanting to hurt someone’s feelings. 

      Me: I can’t. It’s her best friend's son, and she invited them over for dinner. 

      Snow: Who is he? 

      Me: Let me see if I can find him on social media.

      I quickly go to Candy’s Facebook and find a family picture and send it over. 

      Snow: He’s not your type

      Me: Because he’s not a bear? LOL. 

      Snow: Is his name Kyle or Brad? 

      I burst into laughter, and the two people still lingering before close up glance my way. I mouth an I’m sorry. 

      Me: Mark

      Snow: Same thing. 

      Another giggle escapes me. 

      Me: I grew up with him. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him. He might have changed from what I remember. 

      Snow: Are you saying you might be interested? 

      Me: No! I mean he’s going to be a lawyer soon. 

      Snow: What’s wrong with lawyers? 

      Me: I don’t know. It doesn’t sound like what my love story would be. 

      Snow: What do you think it would be? 

      Me: I really don’t know. 

      That’s what scares me. Why has no one piqued my interest? I love romance, but I’ve never tried to have one of my own. Have I set the bar too high in my mind? Maybe I think that I’ll be knocked over by love one day and I don’t want to believe love at first sight isn’t real. Or maybe I’m not living in reality. 

      Snow: I don’t think you should toss someone away because they’re a lawyer. 

      She might be right. I think I still have a bad taste in my mouth from Donna and what she tried to pull between Joy and Mayor North. 

      Joy is one of the sweetest people in the world, and I adore her. We have become fast friends since she moved to town months ago. I had a feeling Mayor North and Joy would be a thing. She’d moved to Troping to be his secretary, and Joy’s favorite books were office romances. 

      Me: Are you saying I should give Mark a chance? 

      I’m only teasing her. 

      Snow: NO! 
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GABRIEL

        

      

    

    
      “Business…” The woman at the front desk takes a moment to look at my hand and see there’s no wedding ring on my finger. “Or pleasure?” 

      “Privacy,” I clip and pass her my credit card. Her bright mood dims a little as she completes the transaction and hands me the key to my room. 

      The inn is nice, even if it’s a little crowded. I should have known in a town like Troping the holidays would be busy, but this is next level. It’s like Buddy the Elf shot a load of Christmas cheer over every available surface. I wouldn’t call myself a scrooge, but this place makes me look like the Grinch's evil twin. 

      “There’s a hot cocoa bar in the lounge in ten minutes if you’d like to join in for the sing-along,” the receptionist chirps, and I just stare at her blankly. “Or not.” She passes me a map of the town that I’m pretty sure has glitter on it. “Tomorrow there’s a cookie crawl happening downtown. You can go to any of the starred locations for free treats and to see the decorations.” 

      “Was a bar crawl too spicy?” I ask, and when she looks at me in confusion, I sigh and take the map. 

      I mumble my thanks as I wade through the crowd and then wait entirely too long for the elevator. Once I finally get to my room, I drop my bags and look out the window at the view below. I asked for the best room, and as much as I want to hate this little town, I’m impressed. The ski slopes go on for miles, and the surrounding mountains are incredible. Now that I’m closed off away from the candy cane lickers, the quiet is peaceful. I can see why someone might want to live here. 

      Enough of this crap. I check my phone and see what Noel is doing. The thing I got from her was a text saying she’s about to have dinner. I grind my back teeth as I think about what she told me earlier and how she thought a lawyer wasn’t her love story. Why do I even care? What the hell am I so mad about? 

      Deciding that I need this day to end sooner rather than later, I grab the bottle off the mini bar along with a glass. Walking into the bedroom, I give myself a heavy pour and kick my shoes off. I place the bottle on the nightstand and kill the amber liquid in one gulp. Without missing a beat, I pour another and then unbutton my shirt. By the time I climb into bed wearing only my boxer briefs, I’m further down this bottle than sensible. But hey, what about this trip is sensible? 

      The sun is long gone, and it’s been hours since Noel last texted me, but I can’t sleep. Maybe if I just see a few words from her, it will settle my racing mind and I’ll be able to pass out. When I see the phone in my hand sway a little, I know for certain this is a bad idea. Oh well. 

      Me: How dinner? 

      Shit. I glare at the message with one eye closed and then I see a text from Noel appear. 

      Noel: As I imagined it would. It’s late, why are you still up? 

      She changed the subject. What’s she trying to hide? 

      Me: Long day. Was the layer a love?

      Noel: A what? 

      Fuck, I’ve got to slow down my fingers. 

      Me: Was the lawyer your love story? 

      Noel: Not from the lack of our mothers trying. But thankfully he’s gone for now. 

      Me: For now? He coming back?

      Noel: I’m sure my mom isn’t done yet. How's the pirate romance I sent you? 

      Again with the change of subject. I finish my drink, and when I go to pour, the bottle is empty. “That’s not good,” I mumble to myself. 

      Me: Not enough fucking. 

      I reach down and adjust my cock as I think about the story that left me hard up on the plane. 

      Noel: LOL! I told you it wasn’t as dirty as the last one, but that scene at the end was swoonworthy. 

      It takes me a second to type my reply because I’m still seeing double. 

      Me: I liked when he cut off the guy's hand for touching his bride. 

      Noel: So possessive 

      Me: And when she said she would heal him with her love 

      Noel: Gah, you’re making me want to read it again. 

      Before I can type my reply, she’s already sending another text. 

      Noel: I’ve got work early tomorrow. We’re doing a cookie crawl, and I’ve got to set up treats. 

      Me: Okay 

      Noel: Night, Snow! 

      Me: Night Noel

      The phone stays in my hand until the screen dims and then eventually cuts off. The snow is coming down outside, and I watch it, thinking that Noel and I are under the same cloud tonight. The same flakes that blow by my window might just reach hers, and that promise has me closing my eyes and drifting off to sleep. 

      I jerk awake when the sunlight comes across my face and I realize I slept more soundly last night than I have in weeks. Maybe it was the bottle of whiskey? That hasn’t helped in the past, so maybe it’s something else I’m not willing to admit. 

      After showering and getting dressed in a black sweater and jeans, I grab my coat and check my phone. I got a text from Noel first thing this morning, and it’s a picture of a plate of cookies. Looking at the map the lady at the reception gave me last night, I realize that I’ve got the perfect built-in excuse to visit the library and start up a conversation. 

      Sending Noel a quick drooling face emoticon, I make my way out of the hotel. 

      Once I’m on the street, I notice a few things right away. The first is that the town is just as crowded as it was last night, and there’s a line for coffee at what seems to be the only bakery in town. The other thing that sticks out is me. Apparently black isn’t a Christmas color because literally every person is dressed in something sparkly and bright. 

      “What the fuck?” I mumble to myself as I put on my black jacket and turn the collar up around my neck. 

      Deciding I have to have coffee no matter how long the wait is, I get in line. After only a few seconds, a tall man in a bright red suit comes up to me and holds out a card. He’s also wearing a Christmas tree tie that lights up, and although I don’t think it’s meant to be serious, this town has me second-guessing everything. 

      “Hi, I’m Mayor North. We're glad you’re here in Troping. Have a free coffee on me.” He passes me the card and then walks away like some kind of GQ Santa Claus.

      “What the fuck?” I say again, and the person in front of me turns around. 

      “He does that a lot,” the older lady says, and then she smiles before moving forward. 

      When I’m inside the coffee shop, I’m greeted by the overly happy owner and given my free coffee. Then she slides me a free cookie and tells me about the crawl happening today. I’m barely able to make it out of there without more people trying to talk to me, and when I’m back out in the cold, it’s a relief. 

      “What the fuck?” Is that all I can say about this damn town? 

      Taking a sip of coffee, I’m surprised when it’s good. Really fucking good. Lifting my grimace a little, I drink some more, and the grouchy mood that I couldn’t seem to shake melts away. Or maybe the hangover is starting to subside. Either way. 

      Once my cup is almost empty, I look down the street and see the place I’m after. It’s been a long time since I was inside a library, but I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy this.
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NOEL

        

      

    

    
      “No!” I half scream in the middle of the library. Everyone turns to glance my way, and Joy’s face starts to turn red. “Sorry,” I whisper. 

      Way to go, Noel. I can’t keep quiet in my own freaking library. Not that it’s super quiet here today, anyway. Still, I’m pretty sure what Joy is telling me is a secret at the moment. 

      “Noel.” Joy tries to hiss under her breath, but the girl is too sweet to hiss at anyone. 

      “I got excited.” I whisper this time. “When did you find out?” I’m trying not to burst with excitement. All my friends are going to end up pregnant. I have a feeling Frostie and Tinsel will be pregnant any time now, and Carol already is. Will I be the oddball out? Maybe I’ll be the quirky aunt with a house full of cats and books. That doesn’t sound terrible. I've always wanted a cat, but I also want to experience true love. 

      “Last night. We haven’t told anyone.” I swear hearts are dancing over her head. 

      “I’m the first person you’ve told?” I grab her and pull her in for a giant hug. The girl gets married and is knocked up within seconds. Mayor North really doesn’t do anything half-assed. 

      “You’re the first I’ve told. I’m not sure if North told his parents or not yet.” She gives a small shrug, her blush growing. 

      I know Joy loves Troping, but I also think we can be a lot to handle. She went from a small town that was a jerk to her to one that was overwhelming with acceptance. Not to mention her parents kind of suck. 

      She never outright says that, but there is a lot in what she doesn’t say. They haven’t come here once since she moved to Troping, and Joy has never talked about visiting back home. She should go back to her old town and shove it in all their faces that she’s living a fairy tale, but that’s not Joy’s style. Their loss was our gain. Now she really does have a true family, and I don’t only mean everyone in town but Tinsel and North’s parents are sweethearts too. 

      I knew she was going to be a perfect fit for this town when she told me she took the job as North’s personal assistant and then told me how much she loved office romances. It was her favorite trope. 

      Not only did her life turn into that, but she also got herself some forced proximity that stuck her and North together all night where he talked her into what she thought was a marriage of convenience. The only thing convenient about it for North was him coming up with a quick way to get Joy to marry him. 

      “North’s mom is gonna die, but you better tell them soon. No one can keep anything from Tinsel.” 

      “You two talking shit?” 

      “Ahh!” I scream as my heart jumps into my throat. Where the hell did she come from? Again, everyone in the library turns to glance our way. Sorry! I mouth. 

      “Stop apologizing, you own this place now.” Tinsel puts her hands on her hips, and I see she has on her uniform along with reindeer ears on top of her head. She’s in full holiday mode, but I guess we all are.  

      “You have frosting right here.” Joy runs her finger under Tinsel’s chin, collecting it for her. 

      “Thanks, sis.” Tinsel winks at her. “So talking shit about me?” Her eyes bounce between the two of us, and a small smirk starts to form.

      “No,” I say so Joy doesn’t have to lie. Besides, is it really a lie? I wasn’t talking shit. I was stating a fact. Tinsel is always in the know about everything. As the sheriff probably should be but that has nothing to do with it. “You find out who the baby daddy is yet?” I switch the subject over to something else that I know Tinsel will follow, and her face scrunches with annoyance. 

      “No, but trust me, I will.” It comes out sounding like a vow. 

      I pity the man that has to deal with her wrath. Tinsel might be down for a lot of funny shenanigans until it comes to crossing one of her girlfriends. We all adore Carol, and it’s hard to believe a man would knock her up and walk away. 

      “How is Carol?” Joy asks. Carol had a small scare, and I think when she called Tinsel it was her first real emergency. Things are quiet around here for the most part. If anyone is up to anything, it’s our own sheriff. 

      “She’s good.” Tinsel lets out a long breath, growing serious for once. “She scared the crap out of me, but everything is good. The baby is cooking up just right.” I notice Tinsel’s hand slip over her own stomach. I’m not sure she’s conscious of the fact, but I know where her thoughts are. It would be interesting to see Tins as a mom. “Don’t think I didn’t catch this change of subject, but I'm gonna let it slide today, ladies.” She snags one of the cookies from off the display I have set up. “I’m here about Mark.” She bites into the cookie, almost eating the whole thing in one bite. 

      “Wait, that was real?” Joy asks, confused. I’m not shocked Joy has heard about this even though it only happened last night. 

      “Oh, it’s real. He got to Noel’s a little before seven last night and stayed for a few hours.” And there is my point. Tins always knows everything. 

      “Don’t say it like that.” I give a playful smack to her shoulder. She makes it sound as though only Mark came to my home and we had a private dinner. It was a long two hours. 

      “Assaulting an officer, Noel?” she says, and I roll my eyes at her. “I want to make it clear Mark isn’t happening.” 

      “You killed him?” Joy whispers, making me snort a laugh. 

      “I will if I have to.” She polishes off the rest of her cookie and points her finger at me. “He’s not for you.” Then she points her finger in the opposite direction. I follow it and see Mark walking into the library. 

      “Crap,” I mutter under my breath. 

      “Want me to arrest him?” Tins offers. She really is a good friend. 

      “No,” I quickly respond because knowing her, she might. “He’s almost a lawyer,” I remind her. He’s got one semester left until he takes the bar. I know because he brought it up five million times. I don’t know why I tell Tins that. She doesn’t give a shit, and the expression on her face makes that extra clear. 

      I glance back toward the front doors to see Mark heading my way. My eyes catch when another man enters behind him. The tall, dark stranger is unmissable, and he makes Mark look like a boy in comparison. He’s dressed in all black, making him stand out in the sea of holiday colors. Our eyes lock, and a flutter of excitement lights through my whole body. 

      “You sure?” Tins breaks the spell, pulling my attention back to her and Joy. I have to fight to keep it there because I can still feel the man's eyes on me. Maybe I’m crazy, but it’s like the whole atmosphere in the room changed. 

      “Yeah, I’m sure.” I’ll have to talk to Mark at some point, but I’m surprised he’s here. There was no spark between the two of us. In fact, it was more awkward than anything. At least that’s what I thought. 

      “All right, but let me know if you change your mind. I think old Marky is going to be shocked you don’t want him.” 

      Tinsel is right because the man is cocky. I thought college would have changed him, but I think it only made him worse.

      “Maybe he should date Donna,” Joy suggests tartly, making me laugh because I had that same thought. 

      “Those egos couldn’t share a room.” Tins grabs another cookie before hooking her arm into Joy’s. “We need to talk,” she tells her sister-in-law as she pulls her away, and just then Mark approaches.

      “Noel,” he says, leaning against the counter. “You really don’t look anything like you did back in school.” His eyes roam over me, and I want to pull my sweater tighter around my body. He mentioned that a few times last night, and I’m pretty sure he thinks it’s a compliment. 

      “Hey.” I force a smile onto my face. I might read a lot of romance, but I have no clue how to have this conversation. Especially with the handsome man in all black staring right at me.
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      The library sits near the center of town and it’s truly a beautiful old building. There’s a historical marker out front, and when I pull the door open, even I am impressed by the space. It’s art deco style, and the stained glass lets colored lights dance across the old wood and brass that adorn the walls. It’s like something out of a museum as I step inside and take a look around. 

      There are lots of children and families in the kids section to the left, and there’s someone on a stool reading stories to them. Have I just been transported into a Hallmark movie? Everything is decorated for Christmas, and there’s even a stack of books made to look like a tree. I smell hot cocoa, and there’s a display with the cookies and boxes so that you can eat them here or take them with you. 

      In the center of the library is a circulation desk with a few people nearby. There’s a man up ahead that goes and leans on the counter, and when he’s out of the way, I see her. 

      I would know her anywhere, not because I’ve seen her picture or even spoken to her. It’s like something inside of my chest warmed up, and there’s a pull I’ve never felt before. My muscles tense, and I narrow my eyes as I take a tentative step forward. 

      Are there magnets in here? How am I moving without telling my legs what to do? 

      Noel sees me and quickly looks away but not before I see the flush on her cheeks. She glances at me quickly, and I wonder if by some chance she’s experiencing the same emotions. Impossible. She has no idea who I am or what I’m doing here. To her I’m probably just another tourist, even though I’m the only tourist wearing all black. 

      I can’t hear what the man in front of me is saying so I inch closer, desperate to remove the distance between us. 

      “So yeah, I think you should come out with me tonight. You can watch me study.” 

      My feet freeze as I glare down at his casual form practically leaning over the counter to get close to Noel. Is he blind? Everything about her body language is saying to back the fuck off. Her shoulders are hunched, her arms are crossed, and if that wasn’t enough, the look on her face is close to secondhand embarrassment. Is this the asshole from last night? Is he so fucking full of himself that he’s here demanding she watch him study?  

      “I, um, think I’ve got some things to do at home tonight,” she says, and an idiot could see she’s lying. 

      “Perfect. I’ll come over and—” 

      Oh hell no. I’m more irritated than I have any right to be, but I’m here to make contact with Noel and figure out what the fuck I’m going to do about her. Well, that and other things I’m not ready to admit even to myself. 

      “Excuse me.” My deep voice is pitched low, but it’s like gravel on silk in a place like this, and everyone nearby turns to look at me. Even Pretty Boy on the counter. 

      When Noel’s eyes meet mine, this time she doesn’t look away. Oh no, she stares her fill as her eyes travel down my body and back up. Go ahead and look, dollface, I’m doing the same. 

      She’s got on a navy blue dress that’s tight across her chest and waist. The little white sweater she’s got on with it has snowflakes for buttons, and they sparkle in the light. Her red hair is down today, and her curls are unruly, yet somehow they look silky soft. I want to put my hands in it and hold her close, but even as my mind conjures up those images, I push them to the side. One thing at a time. 

      “Can I help you?” Noel’s voice is like caramel, and I want to pour it all over me. 

      “I need a book,” I say, and then Pretty Boy snorts. 

      “Yeah, I think they have a few,” he’s quick to say before turning back to Noel. “So like I was saying. How about seven—” 

      “What kind of book?” Noel talks over him, and I take all the pleasure out of his annoyance as I smugly step up to the counter beside him. 

      “It’s a romance,” I say without the slightest hesitation or hint of embarrassment. And once again Pretty Boy snorts. What is he, a pig? 

      “Who the hell reads that trash?” Noel and I turn our glare on him simultaneously, and he realizes his mistake with her. “I mean, other than women.” 

      I open my mouth ready to tell him the exact hole he can go fuck himself in, but Noel takes the high road and ignores his stupidity. 

      “I’d be happy to show you. It’s a little tricky to find it in the stacks.” Her smile to me is a little forced as she turns back to Pretty Boy. “Sorry, Mark, I can’t tonight. See you around.” 

      “Thanks,” I say as I walk over and join her before giving Pretty Boy one last look. 

      His brows are furrowed as he glares at the back of Noel, and deciding I don’t fucking like it, I step behind her to block his view. To my benefit, I get to see the big round ass she’s got in that dress, and I have to hold back a groan. Fuck, I have to look away because although her tits are perfect, that ass is quickly becoming my favorite thing about Troping. 

      “So are you picking up a book for someone in town? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” 

      She looks back and almost catches me staring at her butt before I quickly look up at the ceiling. Yeah, Gabriel, that's real natural. 

      “Um, no, it’s for me. I’m visiting.” 

      “Oh.” She stops and then looks confused. “We only lend to residents. I’m sorry—” 

      “It’s an extended visit,” I hurry to say. “I’m staying at the inn for a while, and I need a new book. Could I just come in and read while I’m here and not check it out?” 

      “You know that’s actually not a bad idea.” She grins and shrugs. “I don’t see why not, and as a fellow romance reader, I’d be willing to bend the rules a little.” 

      The way she says it is so cute, and it’s like she’s telling me a secret. Only when she winks, it must somehow throw her feet off balance because she starts to tumble over in the process. 

      “Careful,” I say as I reach out for her and grab her around the waist. 

      The moment my hands touch her lush hips, I want to dig my fingers in and hold on. All the blood in my body goes straight to my cock, and where it was excited before, it’s demanding now. I’m throbbing for her like I’m fifteen and not a fully grown man that’s always in control. Her bright eyes meet mine, and although I should have dropped my hands by now, my body stopped listening to me the second I walked in this building. 

      “Thank you.” Is it my imagination, or is she flushed and out of breath? 

      “My pleasure.” My tongue slides over my bottom lip as I think about exactly what my pleasure would entail, and her eyes don’t miss the gesture. 

      “Romance,” she says and then blinks a few times. 

      “That’s what I’m here for.” Forcing myself to stop mauling her, I let her hips go but otherwise don’t move. I’ll try and keep my hands to myself, but I’ll be damned if I’m giving her any more space than absolutely necessary. 

      “Books.” This time it’s like she’s talking to herself before she says it again. “Yes, romance books. This way.” Before I know it, she’s turning on her heels and walking entirely too fast away from me. 

      It takes me a second before I go after her to close the distance between us once again. While I’m doing it, I realize that this is the first time in my life that I’m chasing a woman. 

      And I have zero hesitation.
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      Holy snowballs. My heart is still fluttering along with a few other places. Having that man grab my hips sent me into a frenzy. What the heck is wrong with me? Of course I almost trip over myself when the hottest man I’ve ever seen is talking to me. 

      He probably thinks I’m an utter dork and that I need to get it together. Be cool, I tell myself. Not Tinsel cool, normal-ish cool. I can do this. I’ve read a million romance books, so I should know how to flirt. Is that what I’m going to do? Crap, I’m not sure I know how to do anything, and I’m running out of time. I’m almost to the romance section already. 

      “I don’t get a lot of men that ask for romance books,” I say, trying to make conversation. 

      “Judgment?” I stop suddenly and turn back to face him. 

      “Oh no. I ah…” I stumble over my words. That was the last thing I was trying to do. I actually thought that it was sweet he was asking for it.

      “I’m teasing you, Noel.” I let out a small breath. Right, we’re both romance readers, so it’s a judgment-free zone. 

      “You know my name?” I don’t recall telling him, but I also don’t recall my name ever sounding sexy when someone said it either. 

      “I heard that asshole say it.” 

      I snort a laugh and quickly cover my mouth with my hand. Why can’t I giggle? I have to freaking snort? Do I always do that? Is that how I laugh? 

      “What? You're telling me he’s not an asshole?” A smile pulls at the corner of his lips, and I drop my hand from my mouth. 

      “He’s…” I trail off, unable to come up with another word that isn’t so harsh. 

      “An asshole,” he fills in for me. “Go on. Say it.” 

      “He’s an asshole,” I whisper, and his smirk turns into a smile. Damn, he’s even hotter when he smiles. Is he flirting with me? “What’s your name?” 

      “Gabriel.” 

      Another laugh pops out from me, and I rush to cover my mouth again. “I’m sorry.” Of course his name is Gabriel. I can’t wait to tell Snow all about this.

      “Why is that so funny?” He cocks his head to the side, and I can tell from his expression I didn’t offend him. For some reason, I get the sense he’s not someone to easily get offended. 

      “It’s just a hero's name, I guess.” 

      “A hero's name?” 

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “Strong with a dash of sweetness to it.” 

      “Sweetness. I don’t think I’ve ever been called that one before,” he chuckles. 

      “Do you get ‘asshole’ too?” I tease him back. 

      “A few times.” We stare at each other for a long moment, neither of us saying anything. 

      A familiarity falls over me for some reason. Maybe it’s because of the teasing and the sense that we’re now sharing a secret. Or maybe it’s because he got me to say something out loud that I’ve only ever thought. 

      “What kind of romance do you prefer, Gabriel? I have a lot to choose from.” I wave my hand toward the rows of books. “I section them off, so it can get a bit tricky for someone that doesn't know my system.” Libraries normally toss all romance together and file them by the author's name. That can be overwhelming, especially with how many we carry. I made up a system of my own to help people find something more suited for them. 

      “I’m always open to suggestions.” His tone is playful. 

      “Hmm.” I think for a moment. “How about something in a small town?” I peek up at him.

      “I could do that.” Right. He can do that. 

      “This way.” I motion for him to follow me down one of the rows and quickly notice we’re cut off from view of the main lobby. We’re all alone now, and I lick my lips, trying to concentrate on the task at hand, but my mind isn’t focusing. “We should get a bit more specific. Do you have a preference for a heroine?” I turn back to face him, not realizing I stopped abruptly, and his body collides with mine. I let out a small gasp when he grabs my hips again. My hands land on his broad chest, and I realize the man is a freaking giant. He’s also a hero. That’s the third time he’s saved me already. Twice from falling on my ass and once from Mark. 

      “Maybe an adorably clumsy librarian.” I open my mouth and then close it. That’s not what I thought he might say. “Nothing comes to mind?” he asks but doesn’t release his hold. 

      “Are you teasing me?” I ask. Adorable? That’s not sexy at all.

      “Is there something wrong with an adorable librarian?” He lifts a brow. I’m getting more flustered by the second. 

      “Adorable is—” 

      “An adjective. One of many. I could list more if you want. In fact, I could list a whole fucking library of them.” He stares down at me and I have the feeling he means more about me. 

      “Some want sexy, I suppose.” He could definitely pull sexy. In fact, I think he could pull anything he wanted.

      “Yes, adorably sexy. Adorably sweet. Adorably—” 

      “Okay.” I laugh, getting his point, but still he doesn’t release me. “Are you flirting with me, Gabriel?” I blurt out, needing to know before I make a fool of myself. 

      “I guess I’m not being clear.” His fingers grip me tighter, digging into my hips. “But yes.” 

      “Oh,” I gasp when I feel something hard pressing into my stomach. Heat rushes to my face, but I don’t try to step back. “This is, ah, unexpected.” 

      “Fuck me.” He shakes his head, and another chuckle comes from him. I think he’s going to let me go, but instead he starts to lower his mouth toward mine. 

      Is he really going to do what I think he’s going to do? I barely have the thought before his mouth brushes against mine in a soft, tentative kiss. 

      “Gabriel.” I breathe out his name, fighting this need to throw myself at him like long-lost lovers. What is happening? Is this love at first sight? No, this is me being a nut who reads too much, which I didn’t think was possible. 

      “You feel it?” His words wash away some of my doubt about what’s going on between us, and I nod. 

      “Wait, you mean what this is and not your…ah…” 

      “My cock.” He smiles against my mouth. “You can say it.” 

      “Gabriel.” A laugh bubbles out of my chest. 

      “No, I don’t mean my cock.” He brushes his mouth against mine again. “Tell me you feel it, and I’m not crazy.” 

      “You’re not crazy.” I close my eyes as I lift to touch my mouth against his harder. He groans when I part my lips for him, and my body heats. 

      “What are you kids doing back here?” 

      “Holy snowballs!” I jump back from Gabriel and see Tinsel standing there. I’m going to murder her. 

      “Are you with the FBI?” she asks Gabriel. 

      “No.” 

      “CIA?” 

      “Nope.” 

      “Why all black?” She eyes him up and down. 

      “I don’t speak to the police,” he tosses back at her. 

      “Good answer.” She clicks her tongue. “Tourists don’t get to check out or borrow anything from the library.” 

      “I’m well aware of the rules, Sheriff.” 

      “Good, because I’m always watching.” She winks before she disappears as quickly as she appeared. I know she’s not going far, and when I walk back out there, I’m likely getting an interrogation.
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      “Something with a lot of spice,” I say, and Noel blinks up at me before reaching her hand out and grabbing the first book she touches. 

      “Here you go.” She takes a step back, and I can almost see her pulling away and creating more space between us. 

      “Thank you.” I take it from her and move closer to erase that distance even though I’m mentally kicking myself for coming on so strong so fast. “Have dinner with me tonight, and we can talk about it.” 

      “I, um, don’t know. I think I’ve got plans.” 

      “Well, I’m going to take a seat and read until it’s time for you to get off.” Reaching up, I brush the hair away from her cheek and let my fingertips linger on her jaw. “Maybe you can decide by then if you’re busy or not.” 

      She audibly swallows and then nods when the words don’t come. 

      “Come on, before they send a search party.” 

      I take her hand in mine, and there’s a warm charge between us as I pull her to my side and back to the lobby. Once we’re out in the big open space, she tries to pull her hand away, but I only tighten my grip. Is she embarrassed? I know I’m being a caveman, but when asshole Mark sees us and then our connected hands, I get a thrill of satisfaction all over. 

      “This is my stop,” she says at the circulation desk, and I reluctantly release her. “If you want, you can have some cookies while you read…” She reaches over and takes a small box and slides it across the counter to me. 

      “I didn’t get any cookies,” Mark mumbles, but she ignores him and smiles at me. 

      That’s right, keep those smiles for me, dollface. 

      “I’ll make sure to sit where I can keep an eye on you.” I hold up my book and give her a wink. “Thanks for the treat.” 

      “You’re welcome.” Her cheeks flush scarlet, and I wonder if she’s thinking about this kiss like I am. 

      I take my time walking over to the reading section that’s cozy and quiet. I take a seat in a comfortable oversized chair that’s big enough for my bulk and faces the circulation desk. From here, I’ve got a direct line of sight on Noel, and it’s all I can do not to jump up and go back after her. 

      Also from this seat I can see Mark sulking off to the side as he glares at my cookies and then at me. I take a cookie out and make a show of slowly biting into it and closing my eyes while I moan. When I open them again, he looks away, and I take out the romance she handed me. 

      It’s about a small town with a librarian, and as I read the first chapter, I’m happy to see there’s a lot of spice in this one. At some point, Mark tries to talk to her again, but I see her shake her head and then turn away from him to work. He must get the hint because he skulks out of the library with his hands deep in his pockets like a petulant child. 

      “Score one for the away team,” I say to myself as I look back at my book and keep reading. 

      Every now and then when I turn the page, I glance up to Noel. Sometimes she’s looking at me, and sometimes she’s talking to people who come in. She’s so happy when she’s in her element and helping people find what they’re looking for. 

      At one point, I see her check her phone and then my own phone vibrates in my pocket. A thrill spikes in my gut as I take it out and see a message from Noel. 

      Noel: Snow you are not going to believe this. 

      Noel: Seriously. It’s like something out of our romance books! 

      Noel: Maybe I’ve eaten too many cookies today, but a guy walked into the library looking like a sex god on legs, asked for a romance book, and then KISSED ME! I have to be dreaming. 

      Noel: Only he’s still here! RED ALERT! 

      Noel: SNOW! 

      I have to force myself not to grin and keep my straight face in place as I respond. 

      Me: Sex god on legs? 

      Noel: Yes! Big thick and sturdy legs! 

      Noel: And he asked me to dinner. What should I do? 

      Me: Why are you hesitating? 

      Noel: I don’t know? Maybe he’s just broken out of jail? 

      Me: You liked that one book about that last week, didn’t you? 

      Noel: Now is not the time to bring up my love of fugitive romances. 

      Me: What’s the worst that could happen with dinner? 

      I nudge her just a little, hoping that she will agree. 

      Noel: You mean other than being raped and murdered? 

      Me: Obviously. 

      Noel: My mom could find out. 

      Me: Go someplace private then. 

      Noel: And put myself in more danger! This is the beginning of a true crime book not a romance. 

      Me: Tell a friend where you’re going. Don’t you have someone that can check on you and make sure you’re safe? 

      Noel: Hmm. That could work. 

      Me: So you’re going on a date with Sex God? 

      Noel: Oh god, I think I might. Am I being too reckless? This isn't like me at all. This is the stuff I dream of. 

      Me: Maybe dreams come true. 

      After that last text, Noel doesn’t send anything else, and I watch her at the desk as she puts her phone away. I eat another cookie while I watch her and see that she looks a little anxious. Her eyes find mine, and this time instead of looking away she smiles and starts to walk toward me. 

      “Hey,” I say and put the book down in my lap as she approaches. “How much longer do you have?” 

      “About an hour.” She fidgets with her fingers in front of her, and it looks like she’s summoning courage. “Dinner, um, tonight?” 

      “Yes,” I say, letting her squirm a little as I wait for her to say the words I want to hear. 

      “My answer is yes. For dinner. To you,” she stammers, and I smile at how fucking adorable she is. “Yes, I will go to dinner tonight with you.” 

      “Perfect,” I agree, and then she quickly turns around and rushes back to the desk without a backwards glance. 

      My face hurts from grinning at her so much, but I can’t find it in me to stop. How has my life been so clearly turned upside down in one afternoon?
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      Gabriel distracted me the entire day while I tried to work. Anytime I would peek his way, he was watching me. There’s something about the way he stares that makes me feel sexy. He does it like he has every right to and then he kissed me the same way. 

      When the last person is out of the library, I lock the door so it leaves him and me all alone. When I turn around to face him, I don’t see him in his chair any longer. My heart sinks because he was there moments ago. Did he get tired of waiting and leave? How did I miss that? 

      “Is there anything I can do to help with whatever one does to close a library?” I spin to see him leaning up against my front counter. Relief fills me, and I realize I’m already in deep with the feels. 

      “No, I’m all set.” Frostie sent someone over to collect the empty trays the cookies were on. “I need to get my purse.” I say this, but for some reason I don’t move. We both stand there for a long moment staring at one another. 

      “Do I make you nervous?” He cocks his head, and I think he’s studying me. 

      “Yes,” I admit, and I wonder if he’s trying to mask that my words don’t affect him. 

      “We’ll be in public, Noel.” He thinks that I’m nervous he’ll harm me. It’s true that I don’t know him and he could be a serial killer, but if that were the case, he’s really bad about it. He’s already been caught by the sheriff kissing me, and he’s been lingering in the library for hours. I’m sure people noticed because Gabriel stands out and not only because of his size. The all-black is throwing people off in a town full of Christmas cheer. 

      “I don’t mean it that way you think,” I say, and he pushes off the counter toward me. He makes me flustered and it’s both exhilarating and scary as hell. I’ve never felt these kinds of things before, and it’s like little sparks going off inside of me. 

      “Do you really want to fight this?” He cups my face, and his thumb strokes my cheek. This could end so badly. 

      “No, but—” 

      “No buts then.” He leans down and kisses me again. This time it’s only a brush of his mouth against mine, and I want more. The effects of his kiss from hours ago still linger, and all this does is enhance it. “I want to feed you. All you’ve had is cookies.” 

      “Okay,” I agree, staring at his mouth. 

      “Your purse.” He fights a smile. 

      “Right.” I rush over behind the counter to collect it, making sure my phone is inside before I pull my coat on. “I’m not really sure where we should go.” 

      “There’s a handful of places we can go. I looked them up.” 

      “It might be awkward,” I tell him.

      “And why is that?” He tucks one of my curls behind my ear. 

      “Everyone is going to talk.” 

      “Let them talk.” He shrugs, not understanding how a small town works. Especially Troping.

      “That’s easy for you to say. I live here, and once you’re…” I trail off, not wanting to finish that sentence. He’s not going to stick around, and I know that. He’s staying at the resort, but it hasn’t really set in until now. 

      “We’re two people having dinner.” He grabs my hand, and our fingers link together. 

      “Where are you from?” I ask once we’re outside and I relock the door to the library. 

      “This place is something at night.” Gabriel glances up and down the street, noticing that the whole town is covered in lights. 

      Mr. and Mrs. Bells walk past us, and I wave at them. I suppose it doesn’t matter where we eat now that we’ve already been spotted. I just hope I can fend off my mom for at least an hour. 

      “I take it you’re not from one of the bigger cities nearby?” There are a few that are only a couple hours’ drive as long as the roads aren’t too bad. We’re tucked against a giant mountain with only two main roads in and out. Every so often, they can end up shutting down for a few days. 

      “New York.” 

      “Oh wow.” That’s definitely a plane ride then. “I’ve never been. Well, I mean I don’t remember being there.” I laugh. “I was born there, but my adoptive parents brought me here as a baby. Does that mean I can call myself a New Yorker?” 

      “I hate to break it to you, dollface, but you’re not a New Yorker.” 

      “Yeah, I’d never make it, would I? I don’t walk fast enough, and everyone would probably think I’m a weirdo because I’d tell people hi and ask how their day is going as we passed on the sidewalk.” Gabriel chuckles, and it warms me all over. 

      “It can be fast-paced, but that’s where the action is.” 

      “This must be boring to you.” 

      “I haven’t been bored, I can assure you of that.” He gives me one of his charming smirks. “I wasn’t sure what I would think about this town, but it has some appeal. For all you know, you could love New York.” 

      “I’d like to see it. There’s a lot of places I would love to visit, but this is home. This is where my parents are, and a lot of the town is like family to me. It’s also a place filled with memories. Is it like that for you in New York?”

      “It’s where I work.” He shrugs. 

      “Is your family there?” 

      “My father is on a trip right now.” 

      “Will he back for Christmas?” Gabriel might be leaving sooner than I thought. 

      “They went on the trip for Christmas. The whole tree and lights thing has never really been our thing.” I guide us toward the diner, thinking it will be our best bet since it has a bit of everything. “You weren’t kidding. People are watching.” 

      “Don’t pay them any attention. They don’t mean anything by it, they’re just curious. Is the diner okay?” I point to it across the way from us. “They have the best milkshakes.” 

      “Perfect.” We cross the street together, and he opens the door for me as his hand goes to the small of my back. 

      Once we’re inside, I see a few empty booths. 

      “You want strawberry, Noel?” Meg asks from behind the counter as she eyes up Gabriel. If she wasn’t three times my age and happily married, I might be jealous.

      “Yes please.” I know she’s making it clear to Gabriel that they know me but they don’t know him.

      “Make that two,” Gabriel tosses back as I slide into a booth. “I will say that in New York you can be surrounded by people and still be invisible.” 

      “Invisible is the last thing anyone can be in Troping, especially if you’re not from here but are with someone that is.” 

      “And you were worried I could be a serial killer?” he teases, making me laugh. Had I joked with him about that? I guess every girl thinks that when going out with a man she doesn’t know. 

      “You’re right. I hope you don’t have any skeletons in your closet. The longer you stick around, the more likely they’ll find them,” I tease him back. “Nothing stays secret around here.” I shake my head, handing him one of the menus. Gabriel shifts in his seat nervously before taking it from me. 

      “You okay?” I glance around, wondering if everyone staring is bothering him. He said he didn’t care, but it might be getting to him. He grabs my hand, which pulls my attention back to him. 

      “I’m great.” He gives me a smile that has me forgetting about everything else. Except that kiss. I’m never going to forget that.
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      “Do you want another slice of pie?” the waitress named Meg asks me as she narrows her eyes on the empty plate in front of me. 

      “I’m not sure I could hold another one,” I answer, running my hand over my full stomach. My belt is already straining with the force of all that I’ve eaten. 

      “You said that three slices back,” Meg says with a deadpan expression. 

      “I think he means it this time,” Noel jokes and takes out her wallet. “I think the check is all we need.” 

      “I’ve got it.” I’m quick to push the hand holding her wallet back into her bag. “It’s on me, dollface.” 

      “Dollface,” Meg mumbles to herself as walks back to the counter. 

      “Thanks.” Noel smiles at me as she closes her purse and looks around the diner. “Oh wow, it’s late. I didn’t notice we were the last people in here.” 

      “I assumed that’s why the people working here have been giving us the stink eye.” I laugh, and so does Noel. “It’s their own fault for having such good pie.” Reaching out, I take her hands in mine, and she looks up at me. “I think I might have gotten caught up in talking with you.” 

      “Yeah, I think I might have done the same.” We stare at one another for a long moment before it’s broken by Meg slapping down a check. 

      “Thank you,” I say to her as I toss several bills down to cover for her having to stay late. “I’m sorry we took up your table for so long.” 

      Meg grabs the cash, and her eyes widen as I help Noel out of the booth. “Come back anytime and stay as long as you want.” She hurries to stuff the money in her apron and comes to lock the door behind us. “Have fun with that one, Noel.” 

      “Meg,” she hisses, and I pull her out on the sidewalk. 

      “Where to now?” I ask as I wrap my arm around her waist and we walk toward the inn. “Want to come back to my room for a drink?” 

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” Suddenly Noel is blushing more than at any other point in the night. Even more so than when she was telling me about that time her dress was stuck in her underwear at the school play when she was nine. 

      We talked for hours, and I feel like I know her better than anyone else in the world. Maybe even more than my own family. Noel is truly an open book with an open heart, and all I had to do was ask what I wanted to know. I even told her about my life and my work; I just happened to leave off the part about searching for Noel and pretending to be her romance reader bestie. 

      “What’s not good about it?” I stop and turn her in my arms so that I can see what she’s trying not to say. 

      “You know how I said people would talk when they saw us at the diner?” 

      “I vaguely remember,” I tease because at least a dozen people came over and said hello to us while we were eating dinner. 

      “Yeah well, imagine what will happen if they see me going into a hotel room with you.” Her eyes lock with mine, and then she quickly looks away. 

      It takes me half a heartbeat to understand her meaning. “Oh, I see. And we can’t go back to your place because of your parents.” 

      “Yep.” She stands there for a second and then her head pops up. “Wait, I think I have an idea. Give me a second.” Noel grabs her phone, and I see her tap the screen before she beams up at me. “I’ve got it.” She takes my hand and starts to pull me down the sidewalk. “Follow me.” 

      “Where are we going?” I ask with a laugh in my voice. 

      “City Hall.” 

      “And what are we doing at City Hall this time of night?” 

      Noel winks at me and then almost slips on the snow as she walks up the steps to the building in the center of town. Once she’s at the door, she puts in the numbers on the keypad, and the door unlocks. 

      “Bingo,” she giggles as we stumble into a room and she locks the door behind us. “My friend Joy owes me a favor.” 

      “Like I asked before…” I pull Noel close as I glance around the office. “What are we doing here?” 

      “I just thought this might be a quiet place to talk.” She shrugs as her hands rest on my chest and I pull her closer. 

      “That’s too bad,” I say as I bend down and hover my lips over hers. “Because right now, talking is the last thing on my mind.” 

      “I mean, we could not talk.” She breathes against my lips, and that’s all it takes for me to press my mouth to hers. 

      This kiss is like a stick of dynamite, and as soon as we make contact, it goes off. Never in my life have I been so overwhelmed with desire like I am with Noel, but the moment I feel her tongue sweep across mine, I’m an animal with a primal need. 

      “Fuck, I need you,” I say as I spin her around and pin her back to the door. When I lift her off the ground, her legs automatically go around my waist, and I hum in approval. “That’s my good girl.” 

      Her full lips part for me, and I take what I want as I kiss her mouth and down her tender neck. Her moan is high-pitched as I graze the skin of her collarbone with my teeth and grind my throbbing cock into her. 

      “Gabriel.” She sounds like she’s out of breath, but her hands cling to me as she tries to touch me everywhere all at once. 

      “Say it again. I want to hear you scream it while I suck on your pretty tits.” 

      “Holy shit.” She sounds shocked and scandalized, but I feel her lower half rock against me like she wants more. 

      I push her sweater up and then yank the cups of her bra down roughly to expose her full silky breasts. I can’t see the exact shade of her nipples with so little light, and it makes me mad. I want to see all of her laid out on full display, but that’s going to have to wait. Right now, I need my mouth on her more than I need my next breath.

      “Gabriel!” she cries out loudly as I suck on one nipple and then move to the other. 

      My body is shaking with lust as I fall to my knees but keep her pinned in place on the ground. “Get this skirt out of my way.” My hands dig into her ass as she starts to gather up the material that’s bunched around her thighs. “I thought I was full, but now I’m starving.” 

      “I’m trying.” Her hands fumble with the fabric, and I’m getting impatient. 

      “If I don’t get your pussy on my face in the next second, I’m going to fucking die.”
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      I whimper at Gabriel's words. It’s hard to think straight with his hands all over me and hearing the dirty words he’s saying. The man has a wicked mouth.

      “Fine. I’ll do it myself,” he snaps before he yanks my panties down my legs. “Keep that skirt up.” 

      I step out of my panties, unable to speak as Gabriel stuffs them into his pocket. Then he’s grabbing my ankle and making me spread my thighs wider to expose my sex for his hungry lust-filled gaze. The air is cool against my wet skin because I’m drenched in need. If Gabriel wasn’t so greedy to get my panties down, I might be embarrassed. 

      “Or what?” The words pop out of me before I have a chance to think them through. 

      His eyes travel slowly up my body to lock with mine, and I jerk when one of his thick fingers slides through the folds of my sex. He presses down on my clit, making me moan, but he doesn’t move it, and the pressure grows tenfold. 

      “If you’re trying to get me to spank that tempting ass of yours, it’s not going to work.” He leans in and blows against my sex, causing me to whimper. “I’m in charge, dollface. It’s not a punishment if you enjoy it.” 

      He’s not wrong. 

      That was where my mind went when I pushed him. I know I love to read dirty things, but he’s making me crave to do them. Gabriel has been thrust center stage to the smuttiest of books I’ve read and now the faceless man I always pictured is him. 

      “Please,” I beg and push my hips forward, needing him to move his finger. I’m the one that’s going to freaking die here. “I’ll keep my skirt up. I promise,” I rush to add when he lets his warm breath tickle against the folds of my sex. 

      “Good girl.” He removes his finger from my clit, and I whine. 

      “No!” I protest, but it’s short-lived as his mouth covers my clit and he begins sucking on it. “Oh god,” I groan when a finger is thrust inside of me and his tongue flicks my clit back and forth. It’s too much because I was already on edge, and to my embarrassment, I go off. As the orgasm takes over, I cry out his name, and the pleasure explodes through my body in a tidal wave. 

      “You with me?” Gabriel asks, and my eyes pop open. That’s when I realize we’ve moved and I’m laid out on a couch with my sweater and bra gone. The only thing I’m still wearing is my skirt that’s bunched all the way up. “That was only to take the edge off since you begged so sweetly and did as you were told.” My hips buck at his words, and I wonder what the heck this man has done to my body. “I’ll take that as a yes.” He smirks, settling in between my thighs. 

      This time, his strokes are lazy at first as his tongue sweeps up and down. His hands slide under my ass to lift me off the couch so he can thrust his tongue deep inside of me. The way he’s doing it makes my need skyrocket, and my sex flutters around his tongue. 

      “Gabriel,” I moan. 

      “This one's for me. Be patient,” he says when his tongue slips from inside me to travel even farther down. I gasp when he circles my puckered hole, but he doesn’t push inside. He makes sure to lick me everywhere in a silent promise of what’s to come.

      He worships me between my thighs, bringing me close to climax before pulling back. One second he’ll be slow and sweet and the next a starved animal feasting on me.

      “Please.” I reach down and grip Gabriel’s hair. Once the word is out of my mouth, Gabriel gives me what I beg for. I guess it really is the magic word. 

      He puts my ass back down on the couch, and with one hand, his fingers spread the lips of my sex, exposing me completely to his mouth. He latches on to my clit as he thrusts a finger inside of me, and I cry out, my back bowing off the couch. 

      This orgasm is more intense than the first, and my whole body is sensitive to every touch. I whimper and jerk when Gabriel kisses my clit and lazily slides his finger out of me. My hand drops from his hair, and I lie there, unable to move. I had no idea it could be this way. 

      Gabriel rocks against me, and I gasp when I see what he’s doing. He’s on his knees between my thighs, jacking himself off, and it’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen in my life. His expression is pained with need, and it’s also a bit intimidating. Gabriel isn’t a small man, and his cock looks massive even in his own big hand as he strokes himself faster.

       “Don’t,” he orders when I start to sit up, wanting to touch him. I fall back down, doing as I’m told. 

      “Good girl,” he praises, and it makes my body hum. 

      He drops down over me, holding himself up with one arm to capture my nipple in his mouth. Gabriel keeps on stroking himself as his giant body jerks on top of mine. His groans and grunts fill the room, and I hear him softly whisper my name. 

      “Noel.” He lets go of my nipple, and I feel his warm release spill onto me. 

      He pushes up, going back to his knees, and more cum shoots from his cock to land between my thighs and onto my sex. I bite my lip, my body throbbing for more already. 

      His cock is still just as hard as before as he releases it and then brings his hand to my stomach. 

      “My little doll,” he breathes out. 

      Gabriel is going to kill me. The things he says are almost as good as his tongue. He runs his fingers through his cum and then smears it over my clit. I moan as he works me up again, and this time, he’s relentless. There is no teasing as he uses his cum to make me go off again.

      “I can’t.” My body jerks. 

      My eyes fall closed as he keeps running his fingers across my skin before he thrusts two inside of me. When I look at him, Gabriel is staring down at my sex, his wet fingers buried deep. Slowly he pulls them out, and there’s a satisfied smile on his face. He sucks his fingers clean and then holds them out to me.

       “Want a taste, dollface?” I nod, and he leans down and kisses me. His tongue thrusts into my mouth like it did my sex, and I can taste both of us on him. His hard cock presses into my stomach, and he shakes his head. “No.” He nips my bottom lip when I try to lift my hip and rub my bare sex against him. I don’t mean to; it's just my body doing all kinds of things on its own. I’m utterly shameless right now.

      “Please?” He lifts his head, and I audibly hear him swallow. 

      “Fuck.” He pushes up off me, shoving his cock back into his pants. “I went too far,” I think I hear him say under his breath as he pulls my skirt back down to cover me. “I should get you home before the town comes searching for you.” He smiles, but I’m not sure it’s real. 

      “Ah, yeah.” I sit up quickly, wondering what changed. I was laid out for his taking and would probably have let him slide right in without protection or anything. That wasn’t anywhere in my mind when he was touching me. 

      Gabriel helps me get dressed before silently walking me home and leaving me utterly confused.
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      Noel: And then he just left. Did I do something wrong? 

      I hesitate with my thumbs over the keyboard as I think about what to reply. I’m such a fucking idiot, but things went so far so fast, and Noel doesn’t know who I am or why I’m here. I couldn’t let things go any further without telling her the truth. I paced the floor of my hotel room all night, and when she finally texted me, my anxiety kicked into overdrive. 

      Not only have I not been completely honest with her, but I’ve been texting her as someone else for months. It’s a multi-level betrayal, and I can’t see a way out of this while still holding on to her. 

      “One problem at a time,” I say to myself and then begin to text my response. 

      Me: There’s no way you did anything wrong. Maybe he was worried he rushed you into it.

      Noel: Maybe. He’s so great and our conversation was like something out of a romance novel. 

      Me: Then I’m sure you were perfect. Maybe just keep an open mind the next time you see him. 

      Noel: What if I don’t see him again? 

      Me: Trust me, you will. 

      Noel: I hope you’re right. Last night was the best night of my life. 

      “Mine too,” I say and tuck my phone in my pocket. 

      “Everything okay?” the woman who owns the bakery asks as she gives me a refill of my coffee. Her name tag says Frostie, with snowflakes and glitter all over it. 

      “Yep.” I nod toward the library in the distance. “Just waiting for it to open up.” 

      “You’ve been waiting for three hours now. Must be something good in there you’re checking out.” She gives me a knowing smile before walking back to the counter. 

      I want to tell her that’s an understatement, but she already knows I’m going to see Noel. Hell, everyone who comes in here smiles at me like I’m their long-lost family member, and it’s the weirdest thing ever. 

      Noel was right when she said everyone here gossips because I’ve heard her name whispered as people looked at me. I should have been more careful last night, but I was in a cloud of lust, and all I knew was that I wanted her more than I’ve wanted anything. Now that desire for her has only grown because I know what it feels like to hold her in my arms and to watch her come undone. It’s like getting a taste has made this feeling for her intensify, and my insides are on fire. 

      Not only do I want to do what we did last night all over again, I want to do it for the rest of my life. I realized last night after practically wearing a hole in the carpet of my hotel room that I’m not just falling for Noel anymore, I’ve gone over the cliff and I’m deep in love. One look and I was a goner, but the more I got to know her, the heavier those feelings got. It wasn’t just infatuation or even desire; it was soul-crushing, and I have to make this right. 

      That’s why I’ve been here for hours waiting for the library to open. At least this way her mom and dad aren’t nearby listening and I can find a place that’s quiet for us to talk. There’s no more getting around it—the time has come. 

      And as if she’s heard my inner thoughts, I see Noel in the distance taking her keys out and unlocking the door. I nearly fall over in my hurry to rush out of the bakery, and Frostie waves at me. I ignore her because I realize I look like a love-sick fool. Joke’s on all of them because I am. 

      By the time I get to the door of the library, Noel is already inside, and there are a few people trickling in. When I see her at the circulation desk reading over something on the screen in front of her, I walk over and clear my throat. 

      “How can I—” She stops talking when she looks up and sees it’s me. “Oh hey.” 

      “Hey,” I say, and I’m kind of out of breath. “Can we talk?” 

      “Um, sure.” She’s hesitant, and all the comfortable feelings from last night seem to be out of her reach. 

      Deciding that I’m going to make her remember before I start breaking open the truth crate, I reach out and take her hand in mine. There’s a moment where her hand flinches, but just as quickly it relaxes, and her fingers caress mine. 

      “Is there someplace private we can go?” 

      “The romance section?” she offers with a grin, and thank god I’m starting to see my sweet Noel from yesterday. 

      “My favorite.” 

      Once we get to the stacks and away from the people in the lobby, I turn her to face me and walk her backwards until she’s pressed against one of the shelves. 

      “I missed you,” I say, and it’s the god's honest truth. I cup her face with both my hands and tilt her head back so she looks up at me. “I’m sorry for how quickly I left last night. You deserve an explanation.” 

      “As long as you didn’t change your mind about…” She shrugs and then licks her lips. “Whatever this is.” 

      “Never.” There’s no hesitation in my answer as I lean down and press my lips to hers. I try to put what I feel into this kiss, and I wish I could make all of what I’m about to tell her hurt less, but I don’t know if it’s possible. 

      “Then why did you run off like that?” There’s a flash of pain in her eyes, and it cuts right across my heart. 

      “There’s something I need to tell you.” I take a deep breath and then try again. “There’s a lot of somethings, actually, but I have to start at the beginning.” 

      “You’re married,” she blurts out, and for a second I’m completely confused. 

      “Me? No, god, no. You’re the only woman I want.” The corner of her lips lifts at the confession, and I smile down at her. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted.” 

      “That’s not so bad.” 

      My smile falters, and I drop my hands from her face as I take a step back. “Noel, I’ve been looking for you for a while now.” 

      “What?” Now it’s her turn to look confused. 

      “Months ago I was asked to find you, and it didn’t take me long. All I needed to do was put the right amount of money in the right person's hand.” 

      “Why were you looking for me?” She crosses her arms over her chest, and I hate the way she’s protecting herself from what I’m saying. 

      “Your birth mother wanted to find you,” I admit, and her eyes widen. 

      “You didn’t tell me you were that kind of lawyer.” That was one of many things we talked about for hours over diner. 

      “There’s more to it than that.” I swallow hard and push forward. I’ve got to get this out all at once and rip the Band-Aid off. “Your birth mother’s name is Kate. She wanted to find you for her own reasons, and I said that I would look into it. I’ll admit that when I started this, I was doing it to protect my father. It was all for selfish reasons until I saw you. Until we began to talk.” When her eyes widen and she doesn’t speak, I keep going. “I found you in the online book club, and we began to message each other.” 

      “No.” She says it in almost a whisper as she brings her hands to her mouth. 

      “I’m Snow. My name is Gabriel Snow.” 

      “This can’t be happening.” Tears form in her eyes, and when I take a step toward her, she holds out her palms to stop me. “No!” 

      The one word echoes in the quiet space, and I realize that it might have been a mistake to do this here at work. Fuck, can I possibly make this any worse? 

      “I’m sorry, Noel, but after last night, I knew I’d taken things too far and I should have—” 

      “You should have told me the truth.” She cuts me off, and I see anger in her eyes now. “How dare you?” She looks me up and down like she’s seeing me for the first time. “You lied to me.” 

      “I didn’t lie,” I start to say, but she’s already shaking her head. 

      “You lied by omission.” The tears fall down her cheeks now as I nod. 

      “Yes but your mother—” 

      “My mother is at home with my dad two blocks from here!” she snaps back at me. “The person you know is a stranger to me.” 

      “You’re right,” I say but feel the stab in my heart all the same. I guess I can make this worse. 

      “I don’t ever want to see you again.” She turns away from me and begins to walk back to the front. 

      “Wait.” I grab her arm, but she yanks it out of my hold and turns to glare at me. 

      “I thought I’d found the one.” She angrily wipes away the tears. “But I should have known it was too good to be true.” 

      I’m frozen in place as she walks away, leaving me with the thoughts that maybe she was in love with me too. Up until today when I broke her heart. 

      “Noel,” I call out when my brain finally catches up with my feet. By the time I reach the lobby, she’s already gone, and I’m left standing in the middle of Troping with my heart in pieces.
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      I quickly text Joy asking if she can watch over the library until a few of the girls that volunteer from the high school can make it over and cover for me. I’m barely past the front of City Hall, and Joy is already coming down the stairs with her head down as she clicks away on her phone. It buzzes in my hand, and then she looks up and stops. 

      “I just texted you. I’m leaving,” I say as she comes toward me. 

      “What did he do?” She tilts her chin up, ready to go to battle for me. 

      “Who said—” She levels me with a Don’t try it expression. 

      “It’s a lot. A whole story.” I peek over my shoulder to make sure Gabriel isn’t following me. The man really can send me into a spiral of emotions, and I had to get away from it. That was the only way I’d be able to think straight. 

      “You sure running is a good idea? I saw him yesterday. He couldn’t take his eyes off of you. He’s the kind of guy that chases.” 

      “Maybe,” I agree but not for the reasons I want. The reality is he came here because my birth mother wanted to find me. Then things got out of control, and he went too far. I feel so stupid.

      “Everything okay?” Mayor North comes out of the building next, and my mind flashes to the things Gabriel and I did last night in his office. I’m sure he and Joy have done far more on that couch. 

      “Yeah, I need to go see my parents. I’m sorry.” 

      “Don’t be sorry.” North comes down the stairs, a concerned expression on his face as he places his hand on Joy’s back. “The perks of a small town. We can all cover for each other when we need to.” 

      “Thanks.” I force a smile. “I’ll see you later.” I take off on the sidewalk, and then a thought occurs to me. “And please don’t tell Tinsel!” I throw over my shoulder. The last thing I need is her getting into the mix. 

      “No one really tells her anything,” I hear North say from behind me. True, she has a way of finding things out all on her own.

      “Noel?” my mom calls when I enter the house. “Did you forget something?” She comes out of the kitchen, and the smell of cinnamon fills the house. She’s making her Christmas popcorn balls. 

      “I…ah…” I don’t know where to start, but Mom must see my expression because she pulls off her apron and wraps me in her arms. She holds me tight for a long moment, and I just breathe her in. 

      “I’ll kill him,” my father grumbles as he comes out of his office. 

      “It might not be about the boy.” Mom tries to calm Dad down. Boy? Gabriel might be a liar, but he’s a full-grown man. 

      I inwardly groan when I recall all the books I suggested Snow read and the scenes I thought were the hottest. All the air leaves my lungs as I realize that’s how he lured me in so quickly last night. He knew the things to say and the dirty talk that would have me melting for him. Had that all been fake? What if he only said those things because he knew I’d get off on it and that’s not him at all? 

      “It’s the boy,” I admit. 

      “The new one? Not Mark?” Dad asks for clarification. There’s no way that I couldn’t give them some details about Gabriel once I got home last night. They already knew I’d been at the diner on a date. “Damn, I really wanted to knock Mark on his ass,” he mutters. 

      “Right?” Mom lets out a small laugh. 

      “What? You tried to set me up with him.” I gape at her. 

      “Kinda.” Mom shrugs, giving me a half-ass apologetic smile. “I only want you to open up to the possibility of finding love. Mark was a nudge to get you out there, but this Gabriel came out of nowhere. He’s not from here.” Mom tries to hide a frown. She might want me to find love, but I don’t think they want me to leave Troping. They grew up here, and it’s where they fell in love. A lot of people do that around here, which is why there are so many high school sweetheart stories in this town.

      “You’re right. He’s not from here. He's from New York.” I walk over into the living room and drop down on the couch. 

      “That’s pretty far away.” Mom plays with her necklace. She always fidgets with it when something bothers her. 

      “I’m not running off to New York. Gabriel and I aren’t a thing.” The last part is really hard to say. 

      “Oh.” Mom relaxes. 

      “Or maybe we are a thing, but not a couple thing.” I huff, my head starting to ache along with my heart. 

      “What does that mean?” Dad asks. “You can talk to us, sweetheart.” He comes over to sit down next to me, and Mom sits on the coffee table in front of me.

      “It’s a mess.” I admit as I try and explain because I’m not sure how my mom’d going to react to all this. I’ve never asked about my adoption. Heck, I can’t even recall when they told me I was adopted. I must have been too young to really process it, but I knew it. 

      After a few moments of giving them the condensed version we sit in silence.

      Eventually a small smile pulls at my mothers lips and she breathes out one word as her eyes fill with tears. “Kate.”

      “Kate?” 

      “Your birth mother’s name was Kat

      

      e. I think about her a lot. I know she’s not a young girl anymore, but to me that’s the memory I have of her.” Mom swipes at a tear. 

      “I didn’t really ask.” I swallow to push down the lump in my throat that’s trying to form so I can give them the story. I leave some pieces out, but as I talk, Mom holds my hand. 

      “If you want to meet her, Noel, I want you to know it wouldn't bother me. She was young, and her family put a lot of pressure on her to not keep you. She was on the fence about it until your dad and I got to the hospital. We got to meet her briefly, and it was first names only. I could tell she was scared. Scared to keep you, scared to give you away. It was heartbreaking.” 

      “But she did it,” I say. I’m not mad about it. If anything, I’m thankful. Is that a terrible thing to think? I love my parents, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything. 

      “She…” Mom’s smile grows a bit more. “She asked me what I would do if you turned out like her.” 

      “What did you say?” 

      “That I’d love you. That I’d stand by you and that I was sorry her family wasn’t there to do the same for her.” 

      “Now you’re going to make me cry.” I wipe at the tears on my cheeks. 

      “It sounds to me like she found a family that wants to stand by her now, and I love that for her. I think we know better than most that a real family doesn’t have to share the same DNA.” I nod in agreement. “But this isn’t about her, is it? It’s about him.” 

      I nod again, and this time I can’t stop myself from crying.
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      Me: I know you don’t want to talk to me right now, but no matter what you decide about your birth mother, you and I are having a conversion about us. 

      Me: I’m going to give you some time but don’t you dare think this is over. 

      Me: I might regret how I started this whole thing, but I’ll never regret finding you. 

      

      “And you’re sure she’s coming in today?” I ask Joy, and she nods. 

      “I sent her a text first thing this morning and she said she’ll be here.” 

      “Do you think I brought enough cupcakes?” Frostie asks both of us. 

      “I think this is enough to feed the whole town,” Carol says as she puts down cups for hot cocoa and Colden hands her the marshmallows. 

      “Thank you again for making them last-second,” I say as I take one of the boxes from her and place it on the table near the children's reading section. 

      “Anything for Noel. She’s the reason my man smiles so much.” 

      “That’s enough,” Clause says as he picks Frostie up and carries her away from us. 

      “North is waiting out front.” Joy checks her phone and then looks at me with wide eyes. “Tinsel is on the way too.” 

      “It wasn’t me,” Carol says and then bites her lip. “Okay, maybe it was, but you know how she can be!” 

      “It’s all right. I was expecting this,” I say, and just then the doors bust open and Tinsel walks through wearing her mirrored lens aviators. Jack is not far behind her as he stands by the door and talks to North for a second. 

      “This looks like breaking and entering to me.” She walks right up to me, and I shake my head.

      “Look, I know you really want to do your thing right now, but let's cut to the chase because Noel will be here any second, and I don’t have time to waste.” 

      “Fine. What are you doing here?” 

      “Trying to fix my fuck-up with a big grand gesture, so if you could step out of the way, I’d like to prove to Noel that I’m worthy of her love.”

      “Oh.” She takes off her sunglasses and nods approvingly. “Carry on.” 

      “Thank you,” I say, and Jack looks astonished. 

      “If Noel doesn’t take you back, I will,” Jack says as Tinsel elbows him in the side. 

      North sticks his head in from outside and gives me the thumbs up. “All right, everybody, it's go time.” 

      For the past three days, I’ve given Noel space, and in the meantime, I’ve recruited her friends to help me pull this off. The library was closed on Sunday and Monday, but today it’s back open, and I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. It was hell not going to her house and knocking down the door, but I found a way to do all of this while keeping her in my heart, and I hope she sees what she means to me. 

      As soon as Noel walks into the library, her feet stop moving when she sees me standing in front of the circulation desk. For a moment, our eyes meet, and I can tell she hasn’t been sleeping. Maybe I’m deceiving myself, but there’s a flush to her cheeks that might be happiness but it’s quickly replaced with suspicion. 

      She looks like she might turn around and bolt, but thankfully, I planned for this. Her friends step out and block the exit as I move in a little closer. 

      “What’s going on?” she asks as she looks around with hesitation and maybe even a little fear. 

      “I want to show you something,” I say as I hold out my hand to her. “Come with me.” 

      She shakes her head, and I open my mouth to say something, but Tinsel interrupts. 

      “Oh come on, Noel, it’s like a romance book. It’s the big grand gesture chapter!” she says, and a few people laugh. 

      “Fine.” Noel puts her hand in mine, and the second she does, everything in my world falls back into place. 

      “You’re lying if you say you didn’t miss that,” I whisper to her, pulling her close to my side. 

      “I’m not saying anything. Show me what you need to show me, and then I can get back to work.” 

      “All right,” I say as we walk back to the romance section and I stand in the place where we first kissed. 

      “What?” she asks and looks around, expecting something to stand out. 

      “Well, this is just a pit stop along the way, but I wanted to bring you back here and try to start again.” She’s purposely not looking at me, and when I reach out and touch her chin, she closes her eyes. “I’m Gabriel Snow, and I’ve come a long way to meet you, Noel.” 

      Slowly her eyes open, and she looks up at me. 

      “The first time I saw your picture, you took my breath away, but when we stood here in this spot, you took my soul. You’ve had it with you since then and you will forever more.” I point to the wooden shelf where I’ve carved a little heart with our initials in it. “I want our great-grandchildren to know this is where we fell in love.” 

      “Gabriel,” she whispers as she reaches out and touches the little heart. 

      “Now to the real surprise.” I tug her hand, and this time she comes easily with me as we walk to the back of the library. 

      Before, this was just an empty area of grass that connected to the elementary school on the other block. The day she ran out of the library I walked all over Troping and then ended up back here in this grassy lot. I kept thinking that this library is a part of who Noel is, just like Troping is, and if I want to do something that will show her how serious I am, then I need to do it where it will make the most impact. 

      When I open the door to outside, I step back and let Noel walk through. I keep my eyes on her, and I hold my breath, waiting for her reaction. 

      “How did you do this?” She sounds like she can’t believe it as she turns in place and tries to take it all in. 

      “It turns out that Clause knows how to build stuff, and with enough money, anything can be done in a short amount of time,” I say. 

      In the space between the library and the elementary school, I had a giant gazebo built for outdoor plays and for people to put on concerts. The whole thing is strung with lights, and surrounding it is a brand-new playground. It’s open to the public and for everyone to use but will serve as a community center for afterschool programs and a place for the people of Troping to gather. 

      “Gabriel.” She covers her mouth when she looks up and sees the sign on the gazebo. 

      Dedicated to Noel and all those who love romance. 

      When she turns around to face me, there are tears in her eyes, but this time they’re ones of joy. She takes a step closer, and I get down on one knee, taking out the ring that I got from her mom last night. It’s been in their family for generations.

      “Oh my god.” Her eyes widen in recognition when she sees it. 

      “You mom gave this to me after I told your parents what you mean to me, Noel. I know I messed up, but I promise you that I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for it. What I texted you before you knew it was me was all true, and everything I’ve said since then has come from my heart. I love you, and you’re the one for me, if you’ll have me.” 

      “What about New York? What about—” 

      “My home is where you are, and that’s here in Troping, dollface.” I take her hand and bring it to my mouth so I can kiss her finger before I slide the ring on. “My heart belongs with yours, forever.” 

      “I love you too, Gabriel,” she says before she falls into my arms and our lips connect. 

      My body lights up from the inside out, and the next thing I know, I’m spinning her in a circle while I kiss her like I’m starved. Maybe I am, after three miserable days without her, but doing all of this made me realize just how deeply my feelings for Noel are. Some people might say it’s crazy to propose so quickly, but life is short, and I’m not wasting another second without her by my side. 

      “That looks like a yes to me,” someone says from behind us, and I hear people cheering and clapping. 

      Music begins to play, and a crowd descends on the new gazebo and playground. “What is going on?” Noel asks as she looks around. 

      “I planned a dedication ceremony after you said yes,” I say, and she smiles up at me. 

      “What if I had said no?” She’s teasing me now, and I shake my head. 

      “No way was I going to let that happen, dollface.” 

      I still haven’t put her on her feet because it’s been too long since she was in my arms, and I’m not about to let her go. Everyone who helped put this together comes outside, and Mayor North begins to make a speech as the rest of Troping gathers around. 

      When Noel’s parents come over, they hug her, and then North talks about the dedication of the new park and gazebo. I don’t listen to half of what he’s saying because I’m too busy looking at the most beautiful woman in the world. 

      Noel’s dad shakes my hand, and her mom gives me a kiss on the cheek. I was surprised at how welcoming and supportive they were, but I think once they knew I planned to keep her here, they just wanted their daughter to be happy. 

      It’s a long time later after everyone has congratulated us that I’m able to sneak Noel away from the crowd. 

      “Where are we going?” she asks in a giggle as I pull her down the street and toward the inn. 

      “We’ve got more talking to do, but this time I want to do it with your clothes off,” I say as I throw her over my shoulder and march to my room.
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      “Gabriel!” I laugh as he carries me away. The man makes me feel as tiny as a doll, but I suppose that’s why he calls me dollface. Now soon he’ll get to call me his wife. “Everyone is going to know what we’re doing.” 

      “Don’t care what anyone thinks. We’re going to finish what we started the other night.”

      “If I recall, you’re the one that pulled back,” I remind him tartly. 

      It all makes sense now, but that night, I was so confused. He went from burning hot to freezing cold, and I thought I’d done something wrong. Things got out of control, but it seems like they always do with us. When we touch, it’s like being connected to a piece of me that I didn’t know was missing. It’s a deep undeniable connection that I want to hold on to forever. 

      “I’m never pulling out. I can promise you that.”

      “Gabriel!” I smack his ass as he keeps on walking with me draped over his shoulder, and I’m glad my hair is covering my face. My wild curls bounce with every step, and I’m sure my face is as red as my hair. Honestly, though, I don’t care. Let them all see. I’m not the first girl or even the second girl this Christmas to be stolen away in Troping. 

      “Careful, dollface. I’ll return the favor.” His hand comes down on my ass, making me gasp. The sensation shoots straight between my legs, and I bite my lip so that I don’t moan. How far are we from the hotel? “See, I knew you’d enjoy being spanked.” He smacks my ass again. “Stop wiggling or I’ll take you against the wall,” he grits out, and I know he’s barely hanging on to control. 

      “Liar.” I stop wiggling around because I didn’t know I was doing it. 

      The ground turns to carpet, and I know we’ve entered the inn where Gabriel’s been staying. For the past three days, I’ve been avoiding this place and pretty much the whole town. I knew from Gabriel’s texts he wasn’t going anywhere and it would only be a matter of time before I had no choice but to face him. I think to some degree, I wanted to see how much he truly cared and to prove to me that what we have is real. 

      “You’re right. I’d never let anyone see you that way.” The sound of a door clicking open has my nipples hardening in anticipation. This is really happening. I’m about to have sex. Not only that, but with a man I’m engaged to. 

      Gabriel tosses me onto a soft bed, and before I have a chance to catch my bearings, he’s on me, pinning me beneath him and claiming my mouth in a deep kiss. How could I miss this so much when I only ever had it once before? The weight of his body is perfect against mine as he presses me into the mattress. 

      “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” he groans against my mouth as every inch of me lights up with need. 

      “I missed you too,” I admit. Gabriel set my body on fire, and all it took was one night to make me addicted. 

      “It’s been hell.” He pulls at my clothes. “Not talking to you, not touching you. Not returning my texts,” he grumbles, sounding desperate as he moves faster to strip me of my clothes. It makes me feel sexy that he wants me so badly and also that he’s mad at himself and mad at my clothes. 

      “What am I going to wear out of here?” A small laugh bubbles out of me. “You ripped it.” I put my hand over my mouth, trying not to laugh as Gabriel holds my torn panties in his hand. 

      “You have a thing for bear shifters. They’re always ripping clothes.” He tosses my panties away as he gets up and removes what he’s wearing. I lick my lip when I see his cock and the tip is wet with precum. Gabriel’s hungry gaze eats me up as he strokes himself a few times. “Spread your thighs, dollface.” I’ve never been more turned on in my life. 

      “This is you, right?” 

      “Who the hell else would it be?” He comes back down over me, and his hand brushes some of my curls away from my face. 

      “You just know all my dirty kinks,” I whisper, suddenly feeling shy. 

      “This is me, dollface.” He uses his knees to spread my thighs wider before settling in between my legs. “Fuck you’re soaked,” he grits out, his cock slipping through my folds. My body has been craving him for days, and then I had to wait through the party. I wanted to be there, but I also wanted to be alone with Gabriel. “All those books did was get me hard thinking about all the dirty shit my sweet, virgin librarian is into.” 

      “What are you into?” I lift my hips, and his cock slides down farther to nudge against my opening. 

      “You. Only you,” he groans, thrusting forward an inch. I slide my tongue across his bottom lip, tempting him to push into me. “I want to eat you first.” I watch Gabriel have an inner battle with himself. 

      When I sink my teeth into his bottom lip, his hips buck forward, and his cock thrusts all the way in. A sharp pain shoots through me, but it’s gone as quickly as it was there. 

      Gabriel gasps, and I get lost in watching his control dissolve. 

      “Fuck me,” Gabriel grits out before groaning my name. Warmth blooms deep inside of me, and I feel his cock jerk. He keeps me pinned under him as it pumps, but he doesn’t move. 

      “Oh god,” I gasp. “Did you just…ah…”

      “Yeah.” He pulls out and thrusts back in. “Couldn’t stop it.” 

      “Oh god,” I moan as I feel the weight of his release in me. 

      “You drive me insane.” He starts to move faster as he holds me to the bed. 

      “That’s so hot,” I breathe, wrapping my legs around him.

      “You like that, dollface? That you get me so worked up?” His neck strains as he thrusts over and over, and I lift my hips to meet him. 

      I’m so full and needy as I squeeze around him. I love being filled and connected in a way that is achy and primal. 

      “Yes,” I moan when he takes me deeper and his teeth find my neck. 

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispers when he looks at me, and our eyes lock.

      “Gabriel. I’m so close,” I beg as I squeeze around him. “Please.” 

      “You know I love that word,” he says, bending down to suck one of my nipples. “I’ve got you, dollface.” At the same time, his hand slips between us, and he begins to rub my clit. 

      I’m so far gone that it only takes him a few quick strokes before my orgasm hits. I cry out his name as the heat washes over me and I cling to his heavy body.

      “I’ve always got you,” he vows as he keeps thrusting and pushing me toward another orgasm. “We’re only getting started, Noel.” He kisses me sweetly before thrusting hard. “And I’m never letting you go.”
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        One month later… 

      

      

      “I’m nervous.” Noel wipes her palms on her dress, and I take them from her lap so I can hold on to her. 

      “We don't have to do this right now if you’re not ready,” I say for probably the tenth time. 

      “No!” she’s quick to say and then laughs nervously. “No, it’s okay. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 

      As soon as I made Noel mine, I practically carried her down the aisle as fast as I could. We were married in the gazebo on Christmas surrounded by her loved ones. I decided not to tell Dad and Kate until after they were back from their holiday vacation. As much as I love them, I knew that the first time Noel met her birth mother needed to be a separate occasion. After answering a lot of questions from the both of them, they understood and were thrilled for us. 

      It was heartwarming to hear Kate’s tears of joy and how grateful she was that not only had I found her but I’d also fallen in love with Noel. She and Noel have exchanged messages and phone calls, and even Kate and Noel’s adoptive mom have formed a bond since this all happened. 

      Since the wedding, Noel and I have been remodeling a mountain cabin we bought in Troping, and I’ve been working on moving what business I want to keep with me and closing down the rest. I realized right away what was most important, and that was Noel. Giving up my life in the city was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. Maybe even easier than falling in love with her, and that was like breathing. 

      “I think that’s them,” Noel’s mom says as she looks out the front door. “It’s time.” She gives Noel a big smile and holds out her hand for her to come join her in welcoming Kate and my dad to Troping. 

      I’m right there at Noel’s back with my hand on her hip as her dad opens the front door and we walk onto the porch. Kate is out of the car before my dad even comes to a complete stop, and when she sees us standing there, she bursts into tears. 

      What surprises me is the first ones to go to each other are Noel’s mom and Kate. They embrace like long-lost friends, and the two of them whisper things that we can’t hear. I don’t know what they say, but I can imagine there’s a lot of gratitude between them. 

      Noel leans against me, and I wrap my arm around her as we watch them. After a long moment, they part and face my wife. Noel steps forward cautiously, and Kate’s chin trembles as she steps closer. 

      “It’s nice to see you again,” she says softly, and a heartbeat passes before Noel falls into Kate’s arms.

      “Thank you,” Noel says as she leans back and looks at Kate. “Thank you for giving me my family—and Gabriel.” 

      “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but it was the right decision. Seeing you here and how loved you are is more than I could have dreamed of giving you. For a long time, I regretted it, but I don’t anymore. I know that your life is filled with love because of them.“I’m just happy that I get to be a part of your life” 

      “Let’s go inside,” I say as I place a hand on the small of Noel’s back. 

      She nods at me and leans into my touch. I can see the relief in her eyes that the initial fear is over and there’s comfort in the breath she takes. 

      “You okay?” I ask her quietly, and she goes up on her toes. I have to bend down to meet her lips, but she gives me a quick kiss and nods. 

      “I love you,” she says in answer, and I kiss her again. 

      “I love you too.” 

      We spend the day eating together and then showing my dad and Kate the town of Troping. They see our cabin and the work we’ve done to it, and Kate is especially excited when she sees where we plan on having the nursery. 

      At one point, my dad said that they’ve been looking into property near Troping so that they can be closer to us when we decide to have a family. Noel and I laughed that it would be happening much sooner than they might think. Especially if I have anything to say about it. 

      That night, Noel and I lie in bed holding each other, and I kiss along her bare shoulder. “Are you happy?” I ask, and she looks at me with a curious expression. 

      “Of course I am.” She touches my cheek tenderly as she watches me kiss my way down her chest. “I’m pretty sure I’m the happiest person in the whole world right now. I’ve got a family who loves me, friends that are more like sisters, and a husband who can’t keep his hands off me.” 

      “Why would I want to keep my hands off of you?” I tease, squeezing her hips. She wiggles and rolls onto her back as I move on top of her. 

      “Are you happy?” she asks as I use my knee to push her legs open so that my bare cock can rub at her entrance. 

      “Mmm-hmm,” I grunt when I feel her wet desire coat the tip. “I’ll be happier once you’re on my dick.” 

      “Always with the dirty talk,” she says and then moans when I begin to sink into her. 

      “You love it.” 

      “Yes.” She closes her eyes and rocks her hips to take more of me. 

      “It’s a good thing I’m your favorite trope.” Her eyes open, and she gives me a dirty smirk. 

      “You knew I had a thing for long lost family before you married me.” 

      “Don’t forget insta-love,” I say as I bury my face in her neck and thrust all the way inside. We both moan together as I stay like that for a long moment, letting her get used to my size. “And you know how I feel about breeding.” 

      She clenches around me as her nails score my back. “And dirty talk.” 

      “Oh yes, always dirty talk.” I pin her hips to the bed, leaning back to look down at her. “Now let me fuck that pretty little cunt. My cock is full of baby batter.” 

      “Yes, Daddy,” she says, and my eyes widen in delight. 

      “Good girl.” 

      

      
        
        THE END!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Arranging my Bride

          

        

      

    

    
      Amelia’s family is traditional, and they’ve set up a royally approved arranged marriage. When she finds out the person they chose for her is not only her long time crush, but the notorious club owner Prince Felipe, she’s dreading her walk down the aisle.

      Felipe has waited his whole life to marry Amelia. No matter what the tabloids say, he’s stayed faithful to her. He can’t wait a moment longer to make her his bride, so he decides to get an early taste of what’s to come.

      Warning: Can the stranger that goes down on his knees in the dark be the same one that’s going to put a ring on it? You betcha!
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      I take a calming breath because I know what’s coming. From birth it was known that one day a husband would be picked for me, and throughout my life I’ve had a wide range of emotions on the matter.

      At times I hated the idea and wanted nothing to do with it. Then others, I thought it was the right thing to do. I was born into this, and it was how I served and played my part. Right now, I’m more resigned than anything. It’s the last thing a girl should feel with an upcoming wedding. 

      I’m sure once I find out who has been chosen for me, I’ll know how I truly feel. I know the short list of men that my father will likely pick, and I don’t love any of them. Well, not anymore. Not since I grew up and got a taste of the real world. Not all men are honorable or take marriage seriously. Some have standards for themselves and different ones they hold for their future bride.

      “Are you excited?” My little sister Mara bounces on her heels, making the pigtails that I put in her hair this morning sway. “You’re going to fall in love.” She lets out a dreamy sigh, and I recognize that used to be my reaction as well. 

      The world hasn’t burst her bubble yet. It was easier to stay in the fantasy that whatever husband was picked for you would work out. Our own parents are madly in love, and they too had an arranged marriage. It took the real world slipping into my life to see that’s not always the case.

      “I am.” I force a smile because I don’t want her to worry. 

      None of my potential husbands sparked anything inside my heart. I know it’s silly to go off pictures and Google searches to think you know someone, but a girl has to take a peek. I’ve only ever met one person on the list, and I know for a fact there was no spark there. 

      A few years ago, things would have been a little different. Prince Felipe of Andora has captivated me for some reason. Even as a young girl when I saw him on television with his parents or in the news, I was drawn to him. There was something about him that always pulled at my curiosity. 

      I’m sure being devilishly handsome has a huge part to do with it, but really, I didn’t think my family would be high enough in ranking or pedigree for our pairing to be a match. Which is saying a lot because we come from a strong lineage. He’s also a bit older than I am, but he’s still single. 

      Then again, maybe Prince Felipe’s own pedigree stock has dropped over the years. He’s been in the gossip pages more often than not, and it wasn't something to do with his family. No, it’s all gossip about his nightlife. That’s what had broken my heart long ago. He wasn’t the prince I’d made him up to be in my head. He was out there having his fun while whoever his future wife would be is locked away waiting for him to finally call on her to do her duty. I feel sorry for that woman. 

      “Honey, are you coming?” my mom asks, popping her head into my bedroom. 

      “Now?” I try to stall, but it’s pointless. “What do you think of my dress?” I say as I turn in a circle. 

      “It’s beautiful.” She steps into my bedroom. “Is that for the Monarch Charity event this weekend?” 

      “Yes.” I gently sway my hips, loving how the dress moves and makes the gold sparkle more. 

      “Your father and I can’t attend.” She rests her hand over her chest and starts to fiddle with the necklace I gave her for her birthday a few years ago. It’s a locket containing a photo of me, Mara, and my brother, Cillian. She always plays with it when she’s thinking. 

      “I’m old enough to marry but not go to an event on my own? One that I had a hand in?”

      Her eyes soften. “Honey, I think you’re going to be quite happy when you find out who's been chosen.” I stare at her, not buying it. I’ve seen the list. I suppose Jacob Himworth wouldn’t be a terrible choice. He seems nice. I met his sister once and she was lovely. “But I think it will be okay for you to go alone since by then people will know that you’re promised.” 

      “Right.” I turn to offer my mom my back so she can unzip me and I can change. 

      “It’s going to be okay,” she whispers into my ear. “Meet us downstairs.” 

      She takes Mara’s hand, leading her out of my bedroom. I let the dress fall, stepping out of it and hanging it away from the rack of other dresses that was brought over for me to try on. 

      I quickly change into a sweater and jeans before I head downstairs to my father’s office where both my parents and my brother Cillian are waiting for me. My mom closes the office doors behind me when I enter. 

      “You’ve picked someone,” I say when I enter, wanting to get it over with.

      My dad stands from his desk and comes around the front to lean on it. My brother is in his normal suit stretched out on the sofa, but I can tell he’s pissed. More so than normal. 

      “Prince Felipe of Andora,” my mom blurts out before my dad can say it. 

      “No!” I hiss, and my heart has this funny flutter. It’s not the same as it was when I saw Felipe in pictures before. Now there is an ache to it. 

      “He’s not worthy of her,” my brother grumbles.

      “You’ve been in love with him since you were a little girl,” my mom tries to reason. She doesn’t like when any of us are upset. 

      “Yes, I was a silly girl.” I fight back tears, not wanting to act like a child. I’ve spent the last two years trying to prove to them I’m an adult now. 

      “You should know better than to believe what you read in the tabloids, Amelia,” my dad says gently.

      “Where there's smoke there’s fire.” My brother is quick to come to my defense. He always has been. 

      “Have your mother and I ever steered you two wrong?” Dad pushes off the desk, making his way over to Mom. 

      He can never go long without touching her if they’re in the same room. He’s always seeking her out. Their love is something I’ve dreamed of having, and it’s why at one time I’d been so open to the idea of an arranged marriage. 

      “No,” I admit, but Cillian only glowers from his seat. I think he’s met Felipe because he hates the idea of me marrying him too. 

      “Then this is settled,” my dad says, and I nod before I turn and walk from the office as calmly as I can. I need to leave before I say or do something I can’t take back. 

      It’s bullshit. My soon-to-be husband is out there doing god knows what with whoever he wants. He’ll likely have mistresses before the ink on our wedding decree is dry. It’s so hard to fathom that my parents think this will be a good match for me. 

      When I enter my room, I walk over to the dress I picked out for the upcoming event. My whole life I’ve always done what was expected of me and never broken one rule. I’ve been the perfect daughter. At times people even called me “The Ice Princess” for it. 

      I run my fingers down the soft material. I think it’s time to have a little fun of my own for once. It’s my turn to break a few rules.
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