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Chapter One





“Essen!” commanded the waitress in a harsh, European accent. “You like!” 

Braeden James eyed the generous bowl of soup placed on the table in front of him. If the hearty broth overflowing with chunks of beef, carrots, onions and potatoes tasted as good as it smelled, he assumed he would indeed ‘like’.

However. Other than assuming the word ‘essen’ meant to ‘eat’, there was one slight hitch. “I believe you have the wrong table, Magda, I have yet to order,” he said, after checking the tag pinned to the older server’s apron. Years in the real estate business dictated it never hurt to ingratiate yourself by utilizing a person’s name.

“Gott im Himmel.” Waving an irritated flick of her hand to the heavens, her coarse black hair bobbing side to side, she peered over thick, black-rimmed glasses, and fixed him with a glacial-blue stare. “It’s Thursday. No substitutions. No take-out.”

Ahh … well, that cleared things up. He could only imagine the delights tomorrow’s menu offered. “What happens to the leftovers?”

“Holgar feeds his girls. They like. Get big and fat.”

Good lord. What type of establishment recycled scraps from a patron’s plate to nourish a family? With a shake of the head, he swung his attention back to the mouthwatering fragrance rising from the bowl of soup. He was famished, and if this particular decision to stop for a quick bite joined the growing list of mistakes he’d made since leaving Calgary this morning, so be it.

His error in booking a rental car after learning a fast-moving storm had forced his private jet— already in flight to retrieve him—to land in Kalispell, had long ago decided his fate. Which had led to his next grim discovery…that driving on mountainous, snow-covered roads had not been a safe alternative to air travel. But compared to the first two complications, encountering Magda, could prove to be the most frustrating. Teeth clenched, he rubbed a hand across his stubbled jaw. If he could navigate through the Canadian Rockies in a blizzard, traverse blinding, wintery conditions across the US border into Montana, survive an unexpected detour off Highway 93 that had sent him careening down an ice-covered hill to land in front of whatever café-hell he was in now, he could certainly survive a meal served by the crustiest waitress on the planet.

“Essen. Essen. I bring coffee.”

He observed Magda’s authoritative gait over to the next table. The single other patron in the diner, an older gentleman with graying blonde hair, acknowledged his gaze with a deep nod. The logo Holgar’s Hog Haven bobbed front and center from the embellished stitching on his baseball cap. So, Holgar’s girls were swine. No wonder they ‘liked’.

Flavorful steam continued to rise from the porcelain bowl and his stomach clenched with caveman-like hunger. The family-sized bag of Cheezies, a popular Canadian snack and tasty substitute for his favored Crunchy Cheetos, and the giant bottle of water he’d purchased for the trip back into the US, hadn’t been enough to sustain him during the white knuckled eight-hour journey. It had been a treacherous drive, one that would have normally taken five hours according to GPS, if weather and road conditions were favorable. Well, decorum be damned. He was starving.

Dipping into the thick, vegetable-beef broth he devoured the entire contents in rapid succession, licked the spoon, and pushed the empty bowl toward the edge of the table eager for a taste of the mystery main course. If his palate was half as delighted as it was now, he’d have no trouble being the hog in this café haven.

As he waited for Magda’s return, he contemplated the storm battering his car through the café window. At least two inches of snow covered the roof and hood now, an additional warning his decision to stop for a bite to eat was a mistake. He sighed, and a crush of exhaustion flooded his body. Rolling the weariness from his neck and shoulders, he tilted his head in a side-to-side stretch before glancing around the room, and away from Holgar’s curious stare.

The café was tiny. Two burgundy vinyl-covered booths, with seating for four at each, flanked the front window, six wooden tables with chairs filled the space behind. The décor was notable. Almost as impressive as the food. If you could look past the pink cupids, and red valentines swaying from the ceiling, and dominating the colossal poster tacked on the wall behind the cash register.

Walls tinted in shades pulled from the forest—moss green, burnt umber, the bold richness of fertile soil— had been staged with three huge pieces of artwork trimmed in gray barn-wood frames. Cowboys on horseback herded livestock beneath majestic mountains that glowed with colors of the setting sun. Rugged and windblown, they rode alongside fields of gold rippling in an imagined breeze, or galloped their steeds through the spray of rock-filled creeks. Exposed beams, distressed wainscotting and a woodburning stove wrapped the entire place in a warm glow.

But as cozy and relaxing as this place was, he was well aware that continuing on to Kalispell tonight would be no less harrowing than what he’d already endured. Frustration growled in his throat. Ignoring his pilot’s warning about the impending storm two days ago, had been an irresponsible, arrogant choice. Ugh. Like he actually thought he could control the weather to fit his schedule. And what had it got him? Stuck in the middle of nowhere-Montana, unsure if his car would make the steep climb up the opposite hill, landing him in the ditch, instead.

Elbows resting on the tabletop, he leaned his head into his hands and massaged the ache in his temples with a circular motion of his thumbs. While his father may have a differing opinion, flying to meet European clients on a ski vacation in Canada had not been a mistake. It had sealed a lucrative deal he’d been working on for over a year. Could he have waited until after the papers had been signed on a seventeen-million-dollar Beverly Hills property, as his father had suggested? Probably. But there had been nothing to indicate Vlachos Global Luxury would drop a competitive last-minute offer on the lavish estate while he was away. And, if it wasn’t for this damned storm, he’d have been back in LA in plenty of time to stop the deal and avoid the conference call from the devil himself. 

Shouting from the ninth green of the Oahu Country Club, his father had confirmed several times, that if Braeden’s money-grabbing ex-fiancée, Elayna Vlachos, was successful in scooping the coveted west coast property due to his ill-fated business trip to Canada, “he better be prepared to have his position as CEO of The James Group terminated”. An opinion, seconded by their attorney bellowing down a connecting line.

His replacement, no doubt, would be his younger brother, who, under the guise of promotion, was schmoozing, boozing, and screwing his way across Europe. The probable outcome of his sibling’s sex-riddled adventures? The colossal waste of time conferring with legal on how to circumvent yet another overseas lawsuit while simultaneously securing a physician to take care of the asshole’s current STD.

Sighing, he dropped his hands onto the table. He’d weathered the firing threat so often it shouldn’t register anymore. Still, irked by his father’s current lack of faith in his proficiency to run the family business, he shot off a text to his assistant for the latest update on all their listings, including a few smaller ones he hadn’t had time to assess properly. If anyone should replace him, Chase was far more qualified than his brother at acquiring and closing deals, and far more adept at handling competitive sharks like Elayna.

Message sent, he sank back against the booth, confidence restored in his decision to stop at this middle-of-a-nowhere-café. Still starving, he licked his lips, eager for a taste of the daily special. Which, come to think of it, was taking a long time to prepare considering he, and the pig farmer were the only customers.  

“Sorry for the wait, honey,” a breathy voice called from across the room. A petite, older woman, garbed in a Holgar’s Hog Haven ‘Your Best Shop for Chops’ apron, hobbled toward him carrying a tray with a towering clubhouse sandwich and mountain of fries. “Ohhh…noooo…” she squeaked as she lost her footing and skidded across the floor, the platter of food airborne and soaring.

Amidst a shower of golden fries, slices of lettuce, bacon and ham plummeted from above, the plate shattering on the table in front of him. Horrified, he gaped at the elderly waitress splayed across the floor in a puddle of water. What the…? Oh no. The snow from his shoes must have melted, creating a slipping hazard. Jumping from the booth, he knelt beside her on the slick wooden boards. “Have you hurt yourself?”

Curious blue eyes blinked from a powdered, wrinkled face. “My goodness, you’re a handsome man,” she cooed, batting her eyelashes, her goofy smile turning to pain as Holgar, who’d rushed to her rescue, prodded her right ankle with his thumb.

“Hey, what’s with all the noise out here?” The door to the kitchen swung open, and a young woman with a mop of short dark hair popped her head around the corner. “Tommie! Oh, my goodness! What happened?” Cook’s apron flapping, she thumped across the restaurant in thick-soled black combat boots and fell to her knees. “Are you okay?” She cradled the older woman’s head in her arms, smoothing away tomato slices, and plucking fries from her strawberry-blonde pageboy.

“She fell, Yules.” Hands on hips, Magda raised a boney finger at Braeden. “He did it.”

“Now wait a minute—”

The cook angled him an angry glance and an odd sensation settled in the hollow of his chest. Short hair, the shade of blackened bark, shot in all directions, like it was confused as to which way the strands should lie. It was wild and interesting, suiting her amber-eyed death-glare and complementing the freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose and onto the apples of her cheeks. She was fierce, and kind of scary, and if he wasn’t mistaken, as taken aback by the flow of attraction arcing between them, as he was. 

“You, will be dealt with later,” she fumed, before returning her attention to Holgar. “We’ll never be able to transport her to the hospital in this weather. Do you think anything’s broken?”

“Naw, seems more like a bad sprain. I should get back to the farm and check on the pigs. How about I drop the ladies off at home, on my way by?”

“That would be awesome, thanks, Holgar. Magda, I’ll swing by later, with supper for you and Tommie, but please, if you need anything in the meantime, call me.”

“Listen,” Braeden said, after closing the door behind the departed trio and joining the chef at the window to wave them on their way, “I’m terribly sorry about this. I didn’t notice the floor was wet until she fell. But in all honesty, you need to alert the owner. The slant on this floor is dangerous, and should be repaired before someone is seriously injured, and sues. He does know he’ll be liable for covering any costs?”

“I’m well aware of my diner’s deficiencies,” she retorted, openly sizing him up before cocking her head to the side. “Do you know how to cook?”

“I know how to eat.”

“Good, then you know your way around a kitchen. Follow me, you can help me prep.”

“Hold on.”

She spun and yanked her arm from his grasp, her eyes flashing with a look he couldn’t quite decipher. Anger? Panic? Fear? He dropped his hand, alarmed at how her skin had flinched beneath his touch. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have—” He backed away, hands raised in surrender to show he was aware he’d crossed the line. “I have a plane to catch in Kalispell tonight. How much do I owe for the soup? I’ll reimburse you for the sandwich and your server’s expenses as well of course, and be on my way.” He eyed the scattered remnants of the double-decker dotting the ancient hardwood, and his stomach rumbled in sorrow over missing out on the hearty second course. 

“You can’t be serious.” Eyes narrowed, she thrust her thumb at the blast of snow plastering the outside of the diner’s window. “Unless you arrived here on a snowmobile, you’re not going anywhere. According to the town’s two-way, the highway is closed to traffic in both directions and the school is crammed with motorists looking for a warm place to sleep, and a hot meal to fill their bellies. Thanks to you, I am now down a server, and last week, my sous-chef quit. I’m in a bit of a bind and could use your help.

“But if I have to organize supplies to take to the school on my own I will. I won’t ask Magda, who just finished a twelve-hour shift at age seventy-two, to leave Tommie, who by the way, is sixty-eight, to come back into work. If you’d rather get stuck in a snowbank on the way to your room at Rock Bottom’s only motel instead of helping people in crisis, suit yourself. I have food to prepare.” She turned and stomped through the swinging door separating the kitchen from the seating area. “Oh, and one more thing,” she said, bursting back into the diner, “the power grid and cell service become unpredictable when it storms. If you need to contact anyone about your whereabouts, do it now.”

Holy shit. He hadn’t been treated with such open contempt by a woman since his grandmother had smacked his backside with a wooden spoon. And while the whack had been merited after devouring the center of her fresh baked apple pie, the level of this woman’s wrath was downright disrespectful.

A powerful gust of wind rattled the window coating the glass with a fresh sheet of snow. So, he was in Rock Bottom. Hmm. Odd name for a town. Reaching for his phone to contact Chase to his whereabouts, he scanned a series of texts from the annoying woman who’d been emailing for weeks now, with threats over some backwater Montana property a client of his had proposed to buy. He’d had just about enough of her interference, and now that the Canadian Rockies listing had been secured, her abuse was about to end. He’d make damn sure of it.

 Scrolling past her latest rant, he stopped to read a couple of texts sent earlier in the week from his buddies. Caspian’s message contained an invitation to a fundraising Valentine’s event he was attending in Oregon. Asher’s was a Valentine’s invite to a gala in Los Angeles. Hmmm…and if he remembered correctly, Asher had previously requested information on acquiring undesirable LA property. The area was questionable, not something he would have thought an investment banker would be interested in. It didn’t make sense. He shot off a combined text ‘Do either of these requests have anything to do with a woman? Remember our pact, gentlemen.” and made a mental note, amidst the ruckus echoing from the kitchen, to return their calls later in the evening when he had the appropriate time to talk.

His first priority now was to book a room at the local motel, then notify his pilot he’d be delayed until tomorrow morning at the latest. Calls made, texts sent to his friends, he pocketed his phone and headed to the kitchen, completely unaware his messages had failed to send.
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