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      Will a billionaire stranded by a winter storm lose his heart to the small-town innkeeper willing to help him…for a price?

      

      Natalie

      When I gave my aunt a ride to the airport ten days before Christmas, I didn’t expect to bring a stray billionaire back to Charming Lake. I agreed to give him a ride in exchange for one hundred thousand dollars—needed for reasons I don’t share with him—but the weather took an icy turn and now I’m bringing him home with me.

      Donovan

      Thanks to losing my wallet and phone—and weather gone wrong—I’m stranded at The Charming Inn with a very distracting woman. I don’t like distractions. Swept up in the town’s Christmas celebrations, though, I can’t keep my hands off of her. How can I be falling so hard and fast for a woman who put a six-figure price tag on helping me?

      

      If you’re in the mood for a festive read full of love, laughter and happily ever after, the HOLIDAY HEA series is here for you!
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        Natalie

      

      

      

      Of course, the day I finally meet a super hot billionaire in a killer suit, the only thing I feel is an overwhelming desire to punch him in the dick.

      I can’t stand rude people, and he’s seriously dimming my holiday spirit.

      It’s already suffering. I’d do almost anything for my family—and they know it—which is why I’m currently navigating a previously undiscovered level of hell ten days before Christmas. And a winter storm is forecast to hit any minute, so that’s a fun bonus.

      The Manchester-Boston Regional Airport isn’t actually hell, of course. It’s really nice, to be honest. And it isn’t previously undiscovered, either, considering how many people have bumped into me. I’d rather be almost anywhere else.

      But it’s my aunt’s first holiday since losing her husband (to another woman, but we don’t talk about that) and my cousin bought Aunt Marilyn a plane ticket to Georgia so she can spend Christmas with her. Aunt Marilyn asked my mother for a ride to the airport, and since I drive a Jeep and my mom signs my paychecks, I got volunteered.

      “At least she’s not flying out of Logan, so you don’t have to drive to Boston,” my mom had said when I gave her the classic sigh-and-eye-roll combination daughters master well before adolescence and rarely outgrow.

      Aunt Marilyn’s through security and officially out of my hands, so it’s time to caffeinate and get out before the picturesque flurries I arrived in turn treacherous. I’ve almost reached the tail end of the line for coffee when a raised male voice catches my attention.

      Nearby, a tall man with dark hair in a sharp business suit is arguing with two airport employees. They look tired and he looks angry, and I frown. Jerks who take their anger out on people who don’t deserve it is definitely near the top of my pet peeves list, along with people who don’t like dogs and shoppers who put unwanted groceries back on the wrong shelves.

      He’s undeniably attractive—physically, at least—and I wander a little closer as I listen to the exchange. It sounds like he left something on the plane, and there’s a procedure for dealing with that. I get the impression the employees have explained the procedure to him several times already, but apparently he thinks he’s special.

      “Why won’t anybody help me?” he demands, not yelling exactly, but definitely with an aggressiveness in his tone.

      “Maybe because you’re being a jerk,” I say loudly, unable to help myself. “But hey, there’s still time for the Ghost of Christmas Future to visit and show you the error of your ways so you can stop making everybody else’s holiday stress worse because you can’t keep track of your carry-on crap.”

      He turns to face me and I brace myself for a blast of the airport equivalent of road rage. At least he won’t be unleashing it on people who can’t dish it back to him without losing their jobs, though.

      The man looks at me, his blue eyes so intense I shiver, and I wait for the yelling to start. Instead, he deflates slightly—there’s no other word for the way his expression and tense body soften—and runs his hand over his hair. Judging by its messy state, it isn’t the first time he’s done it today.

      Then he turns back to the employees he’s been arguing with. “I’m sorry. I understand you’ve done what you can, and I apologize for taking my frustration out on you.”

      My eyebrows arch in surprise. That isn’t the outcome I’d been expecting. And I’m even more shocked when he turns to face the people behind him, waiting for assistance, and apologizes to them for the unpleasant disruption before walking away.

      When the man sits on a bench, I know that’s my cue to move on. There’s a long line for coffee and I want to hit the road. But when he props his elbows on his knees and drops his head into his hands, I can’t bring myself to walk away. It isn’t in my nature to ignore somebody who’s obviously in distress, even if he made a horrible first impression. He did apologize, after all.

      “You okay?” I ask, sitting on the bench next to him. He shakes his head without lifting it, and I have no idea what to say next.

      Then he sits up straight so quickly it startles me, and he waves a hand at the lines of people. “What good is being a billionaire if I can’t get out of a damn airport?”

      A billionaire? That’s new. I’ve never met a billionaire before, but it explains his temper tantrum. The guy’s probably used to getting his way. “Are you really?”

      “Yeah.” He turns those blue eyes on me again. “I can’t prove it, though.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Donovan Wilson.”

      “I’m Natalie. Natalie Byrne,” I say to be polite while I type his name into Google. A few clicks later and I’m staring at a stern photo of him—not a dark hair out of place—on a website that talks about holdings and portfolios and stuff. “Okay, so just buy the airport and then they’ll have to help you.”

      He snorts. “If I could prove who I am, I wouldn’t need to buy the airport. I left my briefcase on the plane.”

      “Did you check the lost and found?” I ask, and he sighs. Of course he did. “Sometimes it takes a while for stuff to turn up.”

      “They said it could be hours, if it’s found.” He shakes his head. “I don’t have hours. I have to get out of here now. I’d come back another day for the briefcase, but my phone and my wallet are in it, so I’m stuck in an airport with absolutely no way to call anybody or rent a car. Or buy the airport.”

      “You put your phone and your wallet in your briefcase?” I ask, belatedly realizing he probably isn’t in the mood for that question.

      Red tints his cheeks, and I’m not sure if it’s anger or chagrin. “I left a meeting and went straight to the airport. I keep my wallet and my phone in my suit coat pocket, but I knew I’d get hot on the plane and take the coat off. I didn’t want them to fall out, so I locked them in the briefcase, which the attendant made me put at my feet. I rarely carry the briefcase with me when I fly and I was so focused on getting off the plane, I left it.”

      “You must have an assistant or two—or twenty. You can use my phone to call one of them.”

      “Thanks, but there are two numbers I know off the top of my head. One of them isn’t answering, and the other’s on an island getting married and I told her to turn her phone off for the occasion because I didn’t want to forget and call her.”

      “You’d forget she’s getting married?” That sounds like something a billionaire would do.

      “She’s been my right hand for more than a decade. It’s a habit to reach out when I need something—like when I find myself stranded in an airport with no money or identification.”

      I’m still clicking around his site. “Can’t you contact people through the website? There are a lot of numbers and email addresses here.”

      “I don’t employ the kind of people who would give my credit card number to anybody who calls the contact number claiming to be me,” he snaps, his frustration coming through again.

      “Okay, so call your credit card company. Or do you pay people to remember your mother’s maiden name and the street you grew up on?” The look he gives me probably scares the crap out of people who care if he’s mad at them. I’m not one of them, so I shrug. “Just a suggestion.”

      “I don’t have time for that. I need to get to Stowe right now.” His jaw flexes. “It’s an emergency.”

      “Oh no. Did some fourth-generation small business owner refuse to sell his soul to you?”

      I expect another of those potent glares, but he’s too busy looking around as if somebody’s going to swoop in and save him. People probably do that on a regular basis. “It’s a family emergency. There’s nothing in Vermont I want to buy.”

      “With your charm and holiday spirit, I’m sure people will line up to help you,” I say, standing up because I’m about to walk away. I don’t want to end up in a ditch because I was listening to a poor little rich guy’s problems. I don’t have any cash on me, so there’s not much I can do for him. “Good luck.”

      “Wait. You’re leaving, right? I’ll pay you to drive me to Stowe.”

      I hesitate. “You already told me you have no money.”

      “No, I told you I have a lot of money. I just don’t have it on me right now.” He stands, practically vibrating with tension. “I can get you the money within days. Before Christmas, so you’ll have time to buy more presents for people.”

      I ask myself if any amount of money is worth spending two and a half hours—or more, depending on the snow—trapped in a vehicle with this man.

      I already know the answer to that, though. And I also know the amount. “I’ll get you to Stowe. For one hundred thousand dollars.”
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        Donovan

      

      

      

      Having accumulated more money than I ever dreamed possible has taught me that people will always want a piece of it. Nobody even bothers pretending they’re going to pay for lunch anymore—not that I’d let them, but they could offer—and a former friend stopped speaking to me when I refused to buy him a second home in the Caribbean for his birthday. I don’t like it, but I’m used to it.

      Maybe that’s why I can’t explain the soul-deep pang of disappointment I feel when the beautiful woman with the prickly attitude puts a six-figure price tag on helping me.

      She has a cloud of dark brown hair barely restrained in a very messy bun by one of those fluffy elastic things. It’s red with a candy cane pattern, which matches the red sweater she’s wearing with worn jeans that hug her curves. Her eyes are even darker than her hair, and her naked but rosy lips draw my eyes even when they’re twisted into a wry smile.

      Natalie Byrne would draw my eye anywhere we crossed paths. It’s unfortunate it happens to be here—in an airport I can’t leave without giving into her blatant extortion. Merry Christmas, I think with a sarcastic twist.

      “Done,” I say, because I’m out of options other than waiting around this airport for an undetermined amount of time.

      Her eyes widen, and I try not to think about how beautifully dark they are. “Seriously? You’ll give me one hundred thousand dollars if I drive you to Stowe?”

      “Yes, seriously. Were you not serious?”

      Natalie blinks and then gives a sharp nod. “Yes. I’m serious.”

      “Let’s go, then.” There’s something else I desperately need, though, and I’m willing to swallow my pride to get it. “Any chance you’ll buy me a coffee for the road?”

      “Sure,” she says easily. “I’ll add it to your tab.”

      The line for coffee moves quickly, which is good because I don’t know what to say and I’m stuck with awkward silence. Natalie’s texting somebody and I can’t see her screen, but I assume she’s letting somebody know she’s making a detour to Stowe, Vermont with a man she just met—along with my name and the link to my website.

      During the walk to the short-term parking lot, I learn two things. One, the white stuff falling out of the sky is more of a wintery mix than snow. And two, the shoes I’d worn to sit in meetings all day aren’t great in icy slush. I don’t fall on my ass or spill my coffee, but I come close several times as I try to keep up with Natalie in her weather-appropriate boots.

      Since I can’t manage her pace without sacrificing my caffeine or my dignity—or both—she already has her Jeep Wrangler running when I get there. She pulls a coat and gloves out of the backseat, along with a scraper.

      “I’ll do that,” I say, because I’m not going to sit in the vehicle while she cleans the accumulated white crust off her windshield.

      She laughs at me. “In those shoes? With no coat and gloves? If you die of hypothermia, I won’t get my money, so get in and drink your coffee.”

      Short of physically wrestling her for possession of the scraper—which might have sounded appealing if we weren’t in a frigid parking lot—all I can do is what I’m told. My toes and the hand not holding the coffee are already aching from the cold, so I slip into the passenger seat and try to convince myself I shouldn’t feel guilty. I am paying a hundred grand for a two-and-a-half-hour ride, after all.

      It doesn’t work, though, and I’m about to get out and wrestle her for the scraper if I have to when her door opens and she tosses the scraper into the back as she slides into the seat.

      “Buckle up, buttercup,” she says as she fastens her seatbelt.

      I’ve definitely never been called buttercup before, but she’s already navigating her way toward the lot’s exit and I keep my mouth shut until we’re safely on the highway. Finally, I can’t take it anymore.

      “Can I borrow your phone to make a call?”

      “Sure.” Natalie pulls it out of one of those holders that jam into the heating vent, holds it up so her face can unlock it, and then hands it to me.

      I use the keypad to punch in one of only two numbers I know by heart and listen to the ringing. So does Natalie, since the hands-free automatically routes the call through her Jeep’s speakers. I hang up when I hear my mom’s voice inviting me to leave her a message.

      I want to call the ski resort, but I need to look up the number first. Using somebody’s phone to make a call isn’t the same as rummaging around in the apps, though. “Do you mind if I use the browser to search?”

      She shrugs. “Go for it. Just don’t search for anything that’ll put me on a watch list.”

      A minute later, the Jeep is filled with the sound of a ringing phone again, but this time somebody answers, with Shea asking how she can help me.

      “Hi Shea. My name is Donovan Wilson and my mother—Justine Wilson—is the guest who was injured on the slopes this morning. I flew into Manchester and I’m in route, but she’s not answering her phone and I need to know which hospital she was taken to.”

      I’m aware of Natalie’s head jerking toward me and I glance over to see her giving me a thoughtful look. It’s a long look and she should be watching the road. I’m listening to Shea, though, so I just wave my hand at the windshield. Natalie rolls her eyes before turning them forward again.

      When I have the information I need, I thank Shea and hang up the phone. That was the easy part. Getting information from the hospital is going to be harder, but maybe they can page my stepmother and get her on the phone.

      “You could have said your mom’s hurt and you’re trying to get to her,” Natalie says softly.

      I’m searching on her phone again, looking for the hospital’s number. “It would have taken even more time to explain and it doesn’t change anything—I need to get to Stowe as soon as possible.”

      “Yeah, but you would have looked like less of a jerk.”

      I rarely care if people think I’m a jerk. One doesn’t amass a fortune without stepping on toes, and though I’ve tried to build my company as ethically as possible, being liked isn’t high on my priority list. It isn’t on the list at all, actually.

      But the way Natalie’s voice softens—losing the snarky edge I’ve definitely deserved in the short time since we’ve met—makes my day feel brighter already, and I realize I might care if she likes me.

      I need to focus on my mom, though, so I tap the number on the browser screen and confirm that I want to connect the call. Then I have to navigate through the directory menu until I’m finally connected to a person.

      “This is Donovan Wilson. My mother, Justine Wilson, was brought in by ambulance following a ski accident and she’s not answering her cell phone. I need to speak with somebody who can tell me what’s going on.” I think of Natalie sitting silently next to me. “Please.”

      “Hold, please.”

      I’m on hold for what feels like forever, and everything I’ve learned about self-control and projecting a solid, confidence-inspiring image has gone out the window. My knee is bouncing and I’m drumming my fingers on the lid of my coffee cup, waiting to hear if my mother is okay. Or if—god forbid—she isn’t.

      “Donovan!” My mother’s voice booms through the Jeep’s speakers, startling me for a moment. In the next second, I’m as close to crying as I ever remember being. “How are you, honey?”

      “How am I? Mom. What happened? Are you okay?”

      She laughs, and in my peripheral vision, I see Natalie cover her mouth, as if she’s trying not to laugh along with my mom. “I sprained my ankle. It’s bad, I guess, but nothing’s broken. The medical team is wonderful here, and so are the hospital staff. They’re taking very good care of me.”

      “I got a text message from Judy using your phone telling me you’d been in an accident and were being taken out in an ambulance, and then she never responded to my text or answered the many times I tried to call. I walked out of a meeting and got on the next plane out.”

      “A commercial flight?” She laughs again, and I hear Natalie snort. “You’re not driving a rental car, are you? You hardly ever drive a car yourself, so you shouldn’t be talking on the phone while you’re behind the wheel.”

      “By some miracle, I was able to get the last seat on a commuter flight. And don’t worry about me.” I give Natalie the closest thing I have to a pleading look. “I have a driver.”

      Natalie not only rolls her eyes—she rolls her entire head. But she doesn’t laugh in my face or say anything that will embarrass me.

      “But back to you,” I say to my mom. “Did you hit your head? Is there anything you’re not telling me? I mean, Judy sounded panicked and then I couldn’t reach her.”

      “You know Judy. I love the woman, but she gets distressed if I stub my toe. Staying calm while I’m being rescued from the side of a mountain isn’t in her skill set. And she left her phone in our suite. I put mine in the outer pocket of my shell instead of inside and the cold killed the battery, so it died right after she sent you the text.”

      After hours of imagining the worst, listening to the teasing affection in Mom’s voice as she talks about her wife releases the tension in my muscles. I lean my head back against the headrest with a sigh of relief.

      “I’m just waiting for my discharge papers,” she continues, “and then we’re heading back to the resort. Judy said we’ll order room service and watch movies.”
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