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PROLOGUE
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LANDON STONE WAS THE type of kid who could typically figure things out on his own, but at the moment he was stumped. He couldn’t figure out how Santa Claus was going to find him this year, and it was really bothering him. He was smart. Everyone told him so. He was at the top of his class, and his teacher had already suggested promoting him to second grade from first grade. His mom had vetoed the suggestion to promote him since she was worried that his social life would suffer. Plus, his brother Caleb wouldn’t have liked them being in the same grade. And who would have blamed him? That would have been embarrassing for someone like Caleb, who cared a lot about the way things looked, especially his own reflection staring back at him in the mirror.


Not that Landon had a huge amount of friends to begin with. Being the new kid in school was tricky. Everyone already had a best friend, and he wasn’t exactly a great conversation starter. He’d messed up royally on his first day by asking a few of his classmates what their IQ was. They had looked at him as if he’d just landed from another planet. At this point he was beginning to think maybe he was from Mars.


His older brothers, Xavier and Caleb, seemed to be fitting in way more than he ever would. Xavier was athletic and sociable. Caleb was charming and hilarious. The girls all loved him. What did Landon have going for him other than his gigantic brain? So far most of his classmates didn’t seem very impressed with his intelligence. So what if he knew the exact order of planets in the solar system? They didn’t care that he owned a magnifying glass, a microscope, and a copy of Science World Encyclopedia. Thankfully, he’d found a group of science geeks like himself to hang out with. They had all bonded over everything from Bunsen burners to asteroids. His own little tribe. It didn’t stop him from being homesick, but it helped.


Christmas in Arizona wasn’t shaping up to be anything like what he’d experienced in Moose Falls, his old hometown in Alaska. It was the best place ever, and every single day Landon wished he was back there. But his family had moved to Arizona due to the D word. Divorce! He had listened to the local meteorologist Marv Simmons, who’d said there was a zero chance of snow. ZERO! It was absolutely pathetic.


At least there was one thing he was really excited about. He had a new science teacher, Mr. Demmings, who was going to take students to the planetarium on Christmas Eve. The way he figured it, he could track Santa’s whereabouts and maybe get a glimpse of him through a telescope as Santa made his rounds.


Landon was hanging out with his brothers and watching an old show called Star Trek. He liked the way all the officers and crew were brainiacs. They used their smarts for space exploration. He thought it was pretty cool.


“Hey, guys. Let’s try to get Mom something nice for Christmas this year,” Xavier suggested. “Have you been saving up your allowance?”


Caleb made a face and shrugged. “I’ve spent most of mine. Comic books, candy, and going to the movies are expensive.” In response, Xavier rolled his eyes.


“What about you?” Xavier asked Landon.


Landon grinned. He was really good at saving his money. “I haven’t spent any of mine.” Landon puffed his chest out. He might be the youngest Stone brother, but he was fiscally responsible. He’d been listening to the NPR radio station, and that term had been used repeatedly by the host.


“Figures,” Caleb muttered. “You probably have the first dime you ever made.”


“And that’s a good thing,” Xavier said, flashing Landon a thumbs-up sign, “because Landon’s making up for the fact that you’re broke. Now we have a decent shot at getting Mom something special.” It wasn’t really Caleb’s fault that he couldn’t handle his money. If his brother asked him nicely, Landon would be willing to show him a thing or two.


“Let’s make a list of things she might like,” Xavier suggested. “Then we can narrow it down and pick something.”


Landon ran over to his desk and found a pen and pad of paper. He held them up. “Got it!”


Caleb quickly swung his head up. “Perfume. Or some of those bath salts she likes,” he suggested.


“That’s good,” Xavier said, sounding encouraging. “She would enjoy those.”


“She loves reading,” Landon said, thinking about all the times their mom had sat in the tub with a glass of wine and a romance novel. “We could get her something at the Bookworm.”


The Bookworm bookstore was Daisy Stone’s favorite store. It had been around since she was a girl, and she still liked going every week. This time of year, the front windows were filled with festive decorations—candy canes, twinkling lights, and a big fat Christmas tree. Although it was far from being in Alaska, it did fill him with a feeling of holiday cheer.


Landon beamed. It was a good thing to be useful. He cared a lot about what his brothers thought. When they were happy with him, Landon felt ten feet tall.


Xavier snapped his fingers. “What about some dangly earrings?” he asked.


For the next half hour or so they all threw out ideas, and Landon wrote them all down. The list was pretty long and included all of Daisy’s favorites.


“Are we getting a present for Dad?” Landon asked, looking back and forth between his brothers. Neither one of them was smiling. Caleb bit his lip. Xavier had a vein jumping around by his eyebrow.


“I don’t think so,” Xavier said, dragging out the words. “We won’t be seeing him anytime soon, I don’t think.”


“That’s what Mom said,” Caleb agreed, nodding. “Plus, he doesn’t deserve one.”


Landon jumped up from the bed and got in Caleb’s face, fists raised. “Take it back,” he shouted, fully prepared to sock his brother in the nose.


“I won’t either,” Caleb shouted. “You little twerp. Don’t you understand that the divorce is all his fault? Because of him Mom cries every day, and we’re stuck here in Arizona.”


Xavier stepped between them, facing Landon. “Hey! Put down those fists. That’s not how we solve things between the Three Musketeers. Is it?”


Landon put down his fists and nodded. “No, it’s not,” he mumbled. “But he—”


“He nothing,” Xavier said. “Caleb told you something that you didn’t want to hear, and that bothered you, right?”


Suddenly all the steam went out of him. He let out a little cry and sank down to the floor. “It’s not fair that we had to lose so much,” he cried out. “I want my dad.”


Before he knew it, both Caleb and Xavier were down on the wooden floor with him with their arms around him, comforting him. He was blubbering like a baby, and he couldn’t seem to stop. Everything he’d been holding inside him was bubbling over. His whole body heaved and shuddered.


“I’m sorry, Landon,” Caleb said, squeezing him tightly. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”


“Everything’s going to be all right,” Xavier said, rubbing his back in a circular motion.


He continued to cry until he had no more tears inside him. When he finished, Landon looked at his brothers through red, puffy eyes.


“I miss him and I know that maybe the two of you don’t, but just thinking about him being all alone in Moose Falls makes my stomach hurt,” Landon confessed. “I don’t have anyone to talk to about it.”


“You can always talk to us,” Caleb said, gripping his shoulder. “And you’re wrong. We both miss Dad just as much as you do.”


“You do?” Landon asked, swiping at his eyes.


“Of course we do,” Caleb chimed in. “We just keep it to ourselves because there’s nothing we can do about it. We just have to suck it up.”


Landon heard the sadness laced in Caleb’s voice. It made him want to cry all over again. He hated being sad, but he disliked knowing Caleb and Xavier were feeling this way even more.


“I think sending him a present is a great idea,” Xavier said. “Let’s make two lists. Okay?”


Landon vigorously nodded. He hated the idea of his dad waking up on Christmas morning with no family and no presents under the tree.


Once again, they began tossing out ideas as Landon wrote them all down. A leather belt. A new knit hat. An ugly Christmas sweater. In the end they decided upon a book and some soaps for their mother and a knit hat for their dad.


“What happens if Santa doesn’t know our new address?” Landon asked. He bit his lip as he awaited a response from his brothers. If anyone knew the answer, it would be them.


Caleb let out a snort and rolled his eyes. Xavier jabbed him with his elbow.


“Hey, that hurt,” Caleb complained, reaching for his side and grimacing.


“It was supposed to,” Xavier muttered. “Landon, you don’t need to worry about that,” Xavier reassured him. “Santa has a registry of addresses, and they always get updated every week. Mom wrote to him right after we moved, and she gave him our new address.” He looked over at Caleb. “Isn’t that right, Caleb?”


Caleb let out a cough, then began to vigorously shake his head. “Absolutely,” he said. “’Cause it wouldn’t be fair if the kids who moved got cheated out of presents. That’s like against the law or something. We deserve love too.” All three of them chuckled, with Caleb laughing the loudest.


“Thanks, guys,” Landon said, grinning so hard his cheeks hurt. “It’s been worrying me,” he admitted.


Landon felt a lot better simply sharing his fears with his older brothers. They always made everything better. And things had been tough lately. Moving from Moose Falls to Arizona had been hard for him. He hadn’t complained or talked about it much. He and his brothers had made a pact to protect their mother’s feelings no matter what.


“She’s doing everything she can to make a life for us. We can’t let her down,” Xavier had said.


Xavier’s words always played in his head like a recording. He understood the assignment even though he was only seven years old. He wasn’t just smart, he was empathetic. Sometimes it wasn’t good to be this way, because everyone thought he was overly sensitive, but he just absorbed the emotions of others and responded to them. So when his mother was crying her eyes out over leaving Moose Falls and their father, Landon soaked it all up like a sponge.


She still loved his dad. He knew it just like he knew that his brothers loved their dad even though they were both angry at him for messing things up with their mother. Sometimes everything went around and around in his head until he felt dizzy. He was finding out that sometimes love was complicated.


Daisy was afraid she’d bitten off more than she could chew by leaving Alaska and her sons’ dad. Whenever his mother used those words, Landon thought of his grandmother. It was one of her favorite expressions. Hattie Stone was a legend in Moose Falls. Everyone said so. He missed her something fierce. And with Christmas coming up, he knew that he would miss every single thing about Alaska.


Landon hadn’t told anyone what he had written to Santa. He’d sent the letter to the North Pole address at the post office and borrowed a few stamps from his grandfather. So, if his wish was ignored, he would know that Santa was as real as Bigfoot.


Christmas morning, he raced downstairs with Xavier and Caleb at his heels. Their mother came down behind them, yawning with every step she took. Daisy watched as Landon and his brothers ripped through their presents. Every time he opened one, Landon held his breath in anticipation. Please please please, Santa.


When he ripped open the last present, he let out a loud squeal of excitement. A telescope. The one thing he’d truly wanted from Santa. His mother looked over at him and smiled. He jumped up and began dancing around the living room while his family looked on. His grandpa reached his hand out and high-fived him.


And in that moment Landon knew two things: Santa Claus was 100 percent real. And he was going to miss living in Moose Falls for the rest of his life.
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Twenty Years Later


CHRISTMAS HUNG IN THE air like the promise of something wonderful. Landon could smell it all around him as he walked down Main Street with his older brother, Caleb. Grabbing a smoothie before the workday began was always a good idea. As they walked into the smoothie shop, decorative pine wreaths hung on the door and the smell of peppermint permeated the air. A small Christmas tree sat in the corner of the shop, decked out with all the trimmings. The low hum of holiday music flowed through the speakers. He tapped his foot to the beats of Donny Hathaway crooning “This Christmas,” one of his personal favorites.


Yes indeed, he thought, Christmas was coming. Soon there would be nothing but tinsel, Yule logs, festively wrapped presents, and the strains of Mariah Carey’s most famous song—“All I Want for Christmas Is You.” And he was here for it—Christmas oozing from every shop window and home in Moose Falls.


The quaint Alaskan town was located on Kachemak Bay in the southern tip of the Kenai Peninsula. Although fishing had been one of the town’s main industries for generations, Yukon Cider, the hard cider company created by his grandmother, had become a hot commodity with customers, tourists, and the townsfolk. This time of year the downtown area was booming with tourists who stayed at the local inns and sought out an authentic Alaskan holiday experience.


“We’ve barely gotten past Thanksgiving,” Caleb grumbled. “Let’s slow it down a little bit. I want to enjoy my pumpkin phase, thank you very much.” His lip stuck out in a dramatic pout.


Landon grinned. It wasn’t a secret in his family that he loved Christmas more than most people. It was the time of year when good cheer and happiness were in abundance. His philosophy was to bring on the festive season rather than slow it down. Full speed ahead as far as he was concerned. “Yeah, you know how that works. Christmas is the happiest time of the year, and folks just want to embrace it. It’s called joy, Caleb. Pure, unadulterated joy.”


His brother twisted his mouth and scrunched up his nose. It did nothing to mar his classic good looks. Caleb’s chiseled facial features and pearly-white smile had captivated women all over the globe. Now his brother was a one-woman man. Hopelessly devoted to Sophia, a beautiful single mother who was a brilliant photographer currently employed at Yukon Cider. Their first official meet-cute had happened when they’d gotten locked in Hattie’s attic during Xavier’s engagement party to his wife, True. Spirited and stunning, True had met Xavier at the tavern she now owned, Northern Exposure.


“In my book it’s called rushing the season when we should be savoring the last moments of fall. It isn’t even December yet,” Caleb said, scowling the same way he’d done when they were kids.


Landon shook his head at his brother. It was hard for him to object to anything Christmas related. Even though he’d felt a bit restless lately, celebrating his favorite time of year served as a huge pick-me-up. There was something very nostalgic about spending Christmas here in Moose Falls. Although some memories of his childhood in Alaska were indistinct, Landon had a myriad of holiday remembrances.


At the moment, Caleb was hankering for a pumpkin smoothie, the same type he’d been enjoying ever since September 1 rolled around. But this morning he’d been told by the barista at the Juice Spot that they were packing away the pumpkin for the season to make way for holiday flavors.


“Wait. I’m confused,” Caleb said to the barista named Zion. “Isn’t Thanksgiving a holiday? And isn’t pumpkin a Thanksgiving flavor?”


Zion held up his hands. “Don’t blame me, Caleb. I don’t make the rules, just the smoothies.”


“Chill, Caleb. It’s not the end of the world,” Landon said, shaking his head before ordering his usual cherry-and-blackberry smoothie. “Deep breaths.”


“I’m trying,” Caleb muttered. “But losing my pumpkin smoothie is heart-wrenching.” He placed his hand over his heart and made a face. “It brings me so much joy.”


“I’m sure Sophia will help you recover,” Landon said. Caleb and Sophia were in the loved-up phase, constantly kissing and being touchy-feely. Caleb was going to be a stepdad to Sophia’s daughter, Lily, which would make them a true family. Although Landon was happy for both his brothers, a part of him was envious. He’d never had anything like what they shared. Matter of fact, he’d never had a serious girlfriend. At times he wondered whether there was something wrong with him.


As soon as their order came in, they grabbed their smoothies and began heading toward the door. All of a sudden a whirl of motion grabbed his attention. A flash of curly dark hair and mocha-colored skin smattered with freckles came into view. The woman was tall and wearing a puffy coat and big clunky boots that were probably the latest trend. She looked slightly familiar to Landon, but he couldn’t place her. Why was she standing so close to him?


“I’m sorry about this,” she said in a low voice before grabbing his hand and linking hers with his. “It’s so good to see you,” she said in a raised voice. “I’ve missed you.” She leaned toward him and swept her lips against his cheek. The scent of vanilla and apples rose to his nostrils. Her long hair brushed against his face.


Confusion swirled around him. “You’ve missed… me?”


She threw back her head and let out a roar of laughter, curls bouncing in the process. “Of course you, silly. Who else?” Her voice was light and airy, with a hint of teasing that was typically used between friends or couples. They were neither. He didn’t have a single idea who she was, although he thought she might be the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen.


“I think you might be confusing me with someone else,” he said in a low voice. He didn’t want to embarrass her in front of all the other patrons. Caleb was gawking at them as if he were watching a trapeze artist at the circus.


“Just play along,” the woman said through clenched teeth as she leaned toward him, whispering the words in his ear. A strong floral scent rose to his nostrils due to her proximity. She sent him a pointed look just as a tall, built man approached them. Her lips were so close to Landon’s that for a moment he thought she might kiss him. The idea of it wasn’t unwelcome either. He hadn’t been kissed in quite some time. Kissing her would definitely get him out of his slump.


“Bailey. Why haven’t you returned my calls?” the man asked, scowling at Landon. “Who’s this?” He jerked his chin in Landon’s direction.


Caleb took a step closer toward Landon, clearly ready for anything. That was the thing about the Stone brothers. All for one and one for all. If this guy started anything, Landon wouldn’t be handling the situation on his own. He’d had backup since the day he was born.


“He’s none of your business, Jamie,” the woman, presumably Bailey, answered. “All you need to know is that I’m not interested in being with you. Like I’ve told you dozens of times. Please stop all the texts and calls. Stop following me!”


“Because of him?” Jamie asked. All of a sudden he appeared to be on the verge of tears, with trembling lips and moisture pooling in his eyes. All his bravado evaporated in a single second.


Bailey let out a sigh. “Let’s just say I’m otherwise occupied.” She looked over at Landon and shot him an oversize grin. Her grip on his arm tightened, and she moved a little bit closer until there was barely an inch between them. They were practically hip to hip.


Landon’s heart almost stopped beating. Her smile threatened to make his knees buckle. She was incredibly convincing in this role she was playing. For a second he almost believed they were an item. Maybe it was wishful thinking on his part.


“Got it,” Jamie said, practically grunting. “I won’t bother you again.” He stormed away, letting the shop door bang behind him.


“Thanks, Landon. I owe you one,” Bailey said, squeezing his hand tightly before turning and heading out of the shop. Landon’s gaze trailed after her. She had swept in like a mini tornado and pulled him into her tangled web. He almost wanted to follow after her, but what would be the point? Landon had no idea what he would say to her.


What had just happened? he asked himself. He knew he’d never met Bailey before, yet she clearly knew him by name. He shouldn’t be surprised, since the entire town had rolled out the red carpet when he and his brothers arrived in Moose Falls.


Caleb was shaking his head. “So you’ve been holding out on us, huh?” Caleb asked him, his gaze narrowed as he looked at Landon. “You are seeing someone.”


“N-no,” he sputtered. “I have no idea who she is. That man called her Bailey, but I don’t know her. I swear.”


His brother rolled his eyes. He could tell that Caleb didn’t believe him, and he couldn’t really blame him. His story sounded suspect. Bailey had been very up close and personal with him.


“Well, the two of you looked pretty cozy back there,” Caleb remarked. He raised an eyebrow. “Sure there’s nothing you want to tell me? I’m all ears,” he said with a mischievous grin. Both his brothers were constantly advising him to put himself out there and find a romantic partner, so he knew Caleb would eat up the details (if there were any) and come back for seconds. Then quickly tell Xavier, True, and Sophia. Maybe even Hattie and Daisy.


Landon shook his head. “There’s nothing to tell. Seriously.”


“Whatever you say,” Caleb said, taking a sip of his smoothie. He winked at Landon. “In my opinion, that type of nothing is the best kind of something.”


“Let’s just get out of here and head to the office,” Landon said, still confused about the woman named Bailey. She’d said his name, which had thrown him a little bit off-kilter. He wasn’t a stranger to her.


Maybe that part shouldn’t have been so surprising, since everyone in town knew who he and his brothers were before they’d even set foot in Alaska. To Landon it seemed as if they had all been waiting twenty years for their return. According to Hattie, not a day had gone by without her hoping for a reunion with her grandsons.


Once they were in Landon’s truck, he quickly changed the topic away from Bailey. Caleb was like a hound dog whenever he tried to dig up information. Landon shifted the conversation to their inheritance. As they both knew, time was ticking away. In the blink of an eye, their year in Moose Falls would be up.


“So where’s your head at? About Yukon Cider?” Caleb asked.


Roughly ten months ago, they had moved to Moose Falls, Alaska, at the behest of their long-lost grandmother, Hattie Stone. Although they had received cards, gifts, and checks from her over the years, they hadn’t spent any quality time with Hattie since they were small. Due to renal disease, she was terminally ill and looking to get her affairs in order. She wanted Landon and his brothers to take over her hard cider company. The paperwork they had signed upon their arrival in town dictated that they had one year to decide whether to stay and run Yukon Cider, or sell. They had to be unanimous in their decision or forgo the inheritance altogether.


With everything changing in the personal lives of his brothers, all bets were off. It would make sense for Xavier and Caleb to want to stay in Moose Falls, because they were both in love with their partners and setting down roots. Staying in Alaska didn’t make the most sense for him. He still had unfinished business in California with Abbott Laboratories. He missed his former life as a research scientist and working in a lab setting. He hadn’t been able to forget that he’d been targeted and scapegoated by the lab directors. They had falsified evidence against him and forced him out of the laboratory.


Landon’s big goal was to return to Abbott Laboratories and restore his reputation as a chemist. Later today he had a Zoom call with his colleagues, Griff Benson and Sonali Patel. He was hoping that there were more developments that would bolster his case against the laboratory. They were all working behind the scenes to take Abbott Laboratories down.


“I’m still pondering the matter,” Landon admitted. All these months later and he still wasn’t sure. Coming back to Alaska did feel like coming home again, but he wasn’t exactly doing what he’d always dreamed of—being a scientist. “I think we both know which way Xavier is leaning,” Landon said. “Especially now that he’s in the honeymoon stage.”


“Literally,” Caleb said, grinning. “He’s living his best life.”


Their older brother, Xavier, had just returned from a weeklong honeymoon in Greece with his wife, True. The newly married couple had met on the same day the brothers had first arrived in Moose Falls. True had been working as the manager of Northern Exposure, a tavern owned by their grandmother. Xavier hadn’t been able to resist True’s challenge to eat the tavern’s wings, which he hadn’t known were ghost pepper wings. Recently, True had bought the establishment after having her eye on it for years. With Caleb getting engaged to his own fantastic woman, Sophia Brand, the Stone brothers were coupling up at a rapid pace.


Except him, Landon thought. A sigh escaped his lips. Being in a relationship seemed as unlikely for him as walking on the moon. He didn’t dare admit it out loud. His brothers were constantly questioning his single status and none too subtly grilling him about past romances. Sadly, there hadn’t been any relationships. Sure, he’d dated here and there, but he’d never had a girlfriend or a serious relationship.


He’d asked himself why dozens of times, never coming up with an answer that made sense. He wasn’t the best in social situations, which was a bit limiting. Landon wasn’t naturally outgoing like Xavier and Caleb. Mostly he thought he was afraid to fall. He’d seen what happened when love turned to something else, something painful and heartbreaking. Like with his parents. To this day, neither had found another great love. Red was a good-looking, charismatic man, while Daisy was a gentle and beautiful soul.


Both his brothers had been in tumultuous relationships before coming back to Moose Falls. Finding romance in their Alaskan hometown hadn’t been on anyone’s bingo card, yet love had bloomed. Seeing them so settled made him believe it could happen for him as well.


“Hey! Did you hear me?” Caleb asked, interrupting his thoughts. “I was asking you something.”


“Sorry,” Landon apologized. “Trying to focus on these slick roads.”


Driving in Alaska wasn’t for the faint of heart. He was just getting acclimated to the unexpected twists and turns in the weather. He’d done his fair share of nervously clutching the wheel as he drove through snow, ice, sleet, and hail. As of late, though, Landon had mastered this particular skill. Life in Moose Falls fit him like a glove, despite the nagging worry that he had things that he needed to get back to in California.


“I asked if you’d made a list of the pros and cons about staying or leaving. That might help move you along on the matter,” Caleb said. “I’ve been keeping a list since we got here.”


Landon nodded. He had made so many lists, yet none of them had led him in a decisive direction. And he only had a few more months before a decision had to be made. A part of him knew that his indecisiveness was deliberate. A decision like this one was nearly impossible to make. “I’ve made dozens of lists,” he told his brother. “Most times I end up feeling even more conflicted, mainly because I have unfinished business in California. And I’ve teamed up with some former colleagues to try and prove my case.”


“I hear that,” Caleb said. “For me it’s a lot more straightforward. Now that I’m the spokesman for Yukon Cider and engaged to Sophia, I can’t imagine being anywhere else. Now that doesn’t mean we have to run the company, but it gives me a strong incentive to stay.”


“I haven’t given up on getting my good name back in the research community, not to mention that I can’t imagine being here without Hattie,” Landon blurted out. Lately it was the huge elephant in the room when he was with his brothers. Being back in Moose Falls was so tied up in their grandmother. Despite the lost years between them, they loved her and had all grown close to the Stone matriarch since their return.


“Yeah, I keep thinking she’ll outsmart this disease. I mean, if anyone can accomplish that feat, it would be our grandmother.” Caleb’s voice sounded optimistic.


As a scientist, Landon knew that scenario was extremely unlikely. Hattie had laid everything out in full detail for them regarding her renal failure. They’d met with her medical team on several occasions, and there was no doubt that her days were numbered. She wasn’t going to make a miraculous recovery, no matter how much they all wanted it to happen.


Landon pulled into the parking lot for Yukon Cider and put his truck in park.


Caleb rubbed his hands together. “You got us here with ten minutes to spare before the meeting.”


“Well, you know how much Hattie despises lateness,” Landon said, chuckling. It wasn’t unlike their grandmother to call someone on the carpet if they weren’t on time. And she didn’t play favorites either. She would do it to her own flesh and blood in a heartbeat. He winced at the memory of having been late to one of her meetings. Ouch! She hadn’t spared his feelings one bit. Landon knew firsthand that no one in this world wanted to be on the receiving end of Hattie’s sharp tongue.


As soon as they entered the building, they were greeted by abundant signs of the holiday season. A huge Christmas tree sat in the foyer, adorned with brightly colored bulbs and beautiful ornaments. Garlands of tinsel hung from the stairwell. Festive wreaths were all around them, and strings of candy canes decorated the check-in desk.


“It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas,” Landon said, nodding approvingly.


“Thanksgiving was just two days ago,” Caleb wailed.


The brothers wasted no time heading to the conference room. The side table was laden with a large tray of breakfast pastries—croissants, bagels, Danish. About a half dozen of their colleagues were already in the room, talking to Xavier, who was in the middle of the group answering questions about his honeymoon.


“Athens was amazing,” Xavier gushed. “We almost didn’t want to leave.” He let out a holler as soon as he spotted Landon and Caleb. Within seconds they were being swept up in a huge bear hug from their older brother.


The Three Musketeers back together again. For Landon, this was the lure that was pulling him toward making the decision to stay in Moose Falls. Being around Xavier and Caleb on a daily basis never got old. Working at the same company as them and alongside Hattie almost made up for not being able to work in a research lab.


Just before the meeting’s start time, Hattie came whizzing through the door on a mobility scooter. Jacques, her romantic partner and majordomo, was two steps behind her.


“Take it easy,” Caleb heard Jacques say in a low voice.


“No time for that,” Hattie quipped as she steered herself toward her position at the head of the table. She clapped her hands together. “Just in the nick of time. If it hadn’t been for a huge moose in the road, I would’ve been here fifteen minutes ago. That’s Alaska for you. Always expect the unexpected.” She let out a throaty laugh. “Let’s get down to business, shall we? A wonderful idea came to me last night, and I cannot wait to share it with all of you.” She wiggled her eyebrows and looked around the table, pausing to send Landon a pointed look.


Landon had no idea what Hattie was up to (he usually didn’t), but he knew instinctively that her plans somehow involved him.















CHAPTER TWO
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SOMETIMES BAILEY DANIELS COULDN’T believe her own nerve.


Her encounter with Landon Stone at the smoothie shop this morning was running on a loop through her mind. She had plenty of time to relive those moments as she made the drive to Yukon Cider. The shocked look on his handsome face had been priceless. She had seized the moment and used him as a human prop to drive home the point to Jamie that she had no intention of going out with him ever again. Poor Landon. He’d been like a deer in the headlights. She hadn’t even stuck around long enough to explain the situation to him, although she was fairly certain he’d gotten the gist.


Bailey knew she tended to act rashly rather than think things through. She also acted on emotion, letting her feelings guide the way. Her mother had always told Bailey that she’d been born with a reckless streak. Seeing Landon at the establishment had been serendipity. It had provided her with the perfect opportunity to make Jamie believe she really was seeing someone else. He’d been such a pest lately, texting and calling over and over again and not taking no for an answer. Something had to give!


Landon had been standing right there with his brother. She hadn’t been able to resist the impulse.


Of course, if she was being honest with herself, she’d been thinking about Landon ever since she’d first set eyes on him. Bailey had never believed in lightning bolts at first sight, much like she had never believed in unicorns or Santa Claus. She wasn’t a romantic type of person. She didn’t dream about getting married or settling down with a bunch of kids. She’d always been fairly skeptical about happily-ever-afters, even though her own parents had been married for over twenty years until her father’s untimely death. Romance wasn’t her thing. Never had been. She kind of believed it never would be. And up until this point in her life, Bailey’s cold little heart had never fully thawed.


When she’d first seen Landon at Northern Exposure tavern, Bailey had known she was a goner. He’d stood out to her as if he were glowing like a neon sign in the darkness. It was the strangest thing in the world to feel this way about someone she didn’t even know. She’d heard about being thunderstruck before, but she’d always laughed it off as people being overly dramatic. She was a cynical person who tended to question everything under the sun. Yet she didn’t question these big feelings. Of course it wasn’t love love in the truest sense, but it was over-the-moon, crushing-on, swoonworthy types of emotions brewing inside her.


With his warm brown skin, his lean physique, and his Clark Kent glasses, his presence had the impact of a tsunami crashing over her. Word around town was that the youngest Stone brother was sweet, a little on the shy side, and highly intelligent. He was a scientist. The rumor mill whispered that he’d attended MIT. He was close to his family and beloved by all. A hot nerd. With a sensitive side. Swoon.


When had she ever gone for sweet? The last time was probably in kindergarten, when she’d fallen for Bobby Wu. They had swapped Oreos and chips at snack time, promising to one day marry each other. That was the closest she’d ever come to getting hitched. It just wasn’t on her radar. The thought of being tied to someone for the rest of her days was mind-boggling. It simply did not compute.


She flipped on the radio, hoping to mellow herself out before starting her workday.


Landon’s image randomly popped into her mind.


Of course she knew who Landon Stone was. Everyone in Moose Falls was aware of the Stone brothers, Hattie’s grandsons. Although each of them was insanely handsome, Landon did something to her insides that verged on painful. Her gut twisted, and it felt as if someone were squeezing her heart every time she saw him. It was shocking how fast she’d turned into a human greeting card. Having all these feelings made Bailey feel vulnerable in a way she hated.


Whenever he sauntered into the work cafeteria at Yukon Cider, Bailey tried to think of something clever to say to him. She failed miserably every time. He had looked straight through her, never once making eye contact. That kind of stung, since she’d noticed him from the very start. It wasn’t just his good looks or his stylish glasses that had garnered her attention, although those certainly helped. He’d been with Hattie the first time, his arm looped through his grandmother’s as if she was the most precious thing in the world.


“Why am I torturing myself?” Bailey asked, letting out a groan. “He’s out of my league.” She wasn’t being down on herself, just pragmatic. Men like Landon Stone don’t go for women like her. He was the grandson of Moose Falls’ grande dame, Hattie Stone, a woman who had carved out her own empire. She was wealthy and powerful and a woman of distinction. Her grandsons were just as magnetic. A former NFL player, a television personality, and a brilliant scientist. She had barely scraped out a high school diploma and hadn’t made it to college. And her family was far from rich. When she was growing up, her family had just gotten by.


At least he’d looked at her today. She’d forced him to with her impromptu charade. Locking gazes with Landon had given her goose bumps. Maybe she’d been imagining things, but there’d been a little spark between them. A zap of electricity.


“Probably just shock and awe,” she muttered as she walked into the building and headed toward her workspace. Before she stepped inside, Bailey pulled her phone from her saddlebag and dialed her sister’s number. At the moment there was a family crisis brewing. Bailey’s older sister, Lynn, wasn’t getting married in two weeks as she’d planned. She had been going out with her boyfriend, Kai, since high school, and he’d finally proposed last year. Even though he was a bit of a flake, no one had expected him to get freezing-cold feet and call off the wedding, least of all her heartbroken sister. She had two other sisters—Gemma and Regina—and they, along with their mother, were all lending their support and trying to lift Lynn up.


Gemma, the oldest Daniels sister, picked up on the first ring.


“Just checking in,” Bailey said. “What’s going on?”


“She’s doing okay today,” Gemma said, letting out a sigh on the other end. “Lots of tears, though. I’ve never seen such red-rimmed eyes in my life.”


Bailey let out a snort. “Better to cry now than later.”


There was a slight pause over the line.


Dang it. She should have held her tongue, but in her humble opinion, settling down with the white picket fence was overrated. Kai was the only boyfriend her sister had ever had, which probably made the situation worse. But she needed to be sensitive. Lynn was devastated, and Bailey needed to be sympathetic. No one appreciated a know-it-all.


“Bailey, please don’t say that to Lynn. She’s grieving.” Her sister’s tone was crisp and no-nonsense. As the oldest of four sisters, Gemma reserved the right to keep the rest of them in line.


“I know and I’m sorry,” Bailey said, instantly feeling bad about her comment. Sometimes she tended to spout off at the mouth to relieve tension. Her family didn’t appreciate her sarcasm in the slightest. “Is Pops still threatening to go all Rambo on him?” she asked, a little smile forming on her lips at the thought of her grandad putting Kai in a choke hold. Thankfully, Gemma couldn’t see her face at the moment. She would probably lecture her about that too.


Gemma let out a sigh. “Mom and I are taking turns talking Pops down. He woke up this morning with vengeance on his mind.”


At seventy-five years old, their grandfather was in better shape than ever. Honestly, Kai didn’t want to rumble with Guy Anthony. Not that it would come to that, but Bailey had a feeling he would kick Kai’s butt.


“I’ll swing by after work with some cookies from Sweet Treats,” Bailey told her sister. “Those are Lynn’s favorites.”


“She’ll love that,” Gemma said. “You’re a good sister.”


“Right back atcha,” Bailey said before hanging up.


She let out a sigh. They were supposed to be in the midst of wedding preparations—dress fittings, menu tastings, and rehearsal dinners. But this was where they were, caring for Lynn in her shocked and abandoned state. And trying to keep their grandfather from being arrested for assault.


Good stuff, Bailey thought. This was going to make Christmas even more nightmarish than usual.


Bailey stashed her phone in her purse and put on a happy face as she pushed the door open and headed to her workstation. “Happy Monday,” she called out to her co-workers. “Let’s get this party started.”
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Despite trying his best to focus on Yukon Cider business, Landon’s focus kept shifting toward the mysterious Bailey from the Juice Shop. Who was she? And why hadn’t their paths crossed before? Okay, maybe he was being ridiculous. Moose Falls wasn’t that small, although if he’d spotted Bailey before this morning, he surely would have noticed. She was pretty unforgettable. Striking. Her engaging personality had popped even though their encounter had been brief.


At the end of the meeting, Hattie singled him out. “Landon, sit for a moment,” she told him. “I’d like to chat with you.”


“Of course,” he said, staying seated while his brothers and the other attendees got up from the table and left the conference room. Hattie patted the seat beside her. Her gaze was steely as she trained her eyes on him. They were like laser beams. For a moment he wondered whether she’d caught him daydreaming rather than listening to her talking points about the new cider line. He found himself squirming a little bit as he got up and sat down beside her. Grandmother or not, Hattie Stone was no joke.


“What’s going on? Is anything wrong?” Landon asked as he sat down next to her. He loved spending time with Hattie, but he sensed she was being intentional about speaking privately with him. Hopefully he hadn’t done anything wrong work-wise. He was still learning the ropes at Yukon Cider.


She reached out and patted his hand. “Baby boy, you don’t seem like yourself lately. Care to tell me what’s wrong?” Hattie asked. Her brows were furrowed. Clearly she’d noticed he wasn’t his usual self.


Landon was in a funk, and he knew it. Small things were dragging him down. Lately, making it through the workday felt like drudgery. He knew what it was. He missed being in a laboratory. The sights and sounds. The smells. The excitement crackling in the air. The anticipation of discovery. Being a scientist was a huge part of who he was. And with each and every passing day, Landon was moving further and further away from his life as a scientist.


“I miss being in the lab,” he blurted out. “Don’t get me wrong. Yukon Cider is an amazing place to work, but my true love is being a scientist.”


Hattie made a tutting sound. “Oh, Landon. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me for not realizing this sooner. I was trying so hard to have you boys get acclimated to the business side of Yukon Cider that I failed to see the forest for the trees.”


Ugh. Now he felt like a complete jerk. His grandmother was dealing with a terminal illness, and she was now comforting him and lending a listening ear when she shouldn’t have to worry about him at all. At this point she should be carefree and focusing on herself.


“It’s not your fault. I should have told you.” Landon shrugged. “It’s hard to put into words, but I feel a bit untethered lately.”


Hattie nodded. “That’s understandable. Alaska is a big change from California.”


“Don’t get me wrong, Hattie. I love Moose Falls. I’ve been itching to get back here ever since we left, and it’s been so much fun exploring and discovering.” He made a face. “It’s just that I need to be in a lab like most people need oxygen.”


“My brilliant grandson,” Hattie gushed, reaching out and placing her palm on his cheek.


Landon blushed at the praise. These days he didn’t feel so brilliant. If he was being completely honest with himself, he’d come to realize that it was hard to separate his identity from his scientific works. Being a chemist was a huge part of him. It hurt to feel as if it was slipping away from him. But at least he was functioning these days. Right after his dismissal from the laboratory, it had been difficult to get out of bed and put one foot in front of the other. His family had helped him rebound. He hated to dwell on it, but he’d lost so much in the past few years. Landon still didn’t feel whole.


“Well, I’m glad that I asked. I’ve been thinking, which can be a dangerous thing at times,” she said, cackling. Landon laughed along with her. He loved her deep-throated laugh, although it hadn’t escaped his notice that it was far less robust these days. There was no denying that Hattie was in decline. She’d said it herself on several occasions.


His grandmother was a straight shooter. She wasn’t one to sit on the truth. He loved her all the more for her honesty. She was teaching him a lot about life and love and family.


“I’ve been talking to a few of our cider makers about developing a holiday line for next year.” Her gaze didn’t stray from his for a single second.


“That sounds interesting,” Landon said. From what he’d gleaned about the process of making hard cider, it involved chemical processes that fascinated him—fermentation and pasteurization. The science behind cider making was interesting.


“Darling, how would you feel about working as a cider maker? It would give you a chance to be in a lab of sorts and work in an atmosphere that might make you feel at home, professionally speaking. I think you would do a wonderful job there.”


Landon’s mind began to whirl with the possibilities. Creating hard cider was definitely more up his alley than sitting at a desk, although he knew it had been vitally important for Hattie that he and his brothers learn the business of running the company in the event that they chose to stay and run it. Now he had gained experience on the executive side, and with what his grandmother was proposing, he would also have knowledge on the cider-making end. For him, it sounded like a win-win situation.


“I-I would love that,” he said, sputtering. It was almost too much for him to wrap his head around. This, he thought, would be as close as he could get to that experience while working for Hattie’s company. And he would be learning a new skill in the process. Wasn’t that what scientific exploration was all about?


“When do I start?” he asked, excitement bubbling up inside him at the idea of formulating hard cider for the line. It would give him a chance to be hands-on with the product and master cider making. Landon was all about learning new things and creating.
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