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PROLOGUE



Xavier Stone didn’t like to cry. He didn’t like the way it made his eyes sting or how his stomach twisted with every sob. Even worse, he hated to see his mom and brothers cry. Ever since they had left Moose Falls, his family unit had been falling apart at the seams. Packing up their belongings and leaving Alaska for Arizona had been terrible. The heat here was unbearable and nothing like what they were used to back home. He couldn’t wear any of his favorite sweaters here or his thick corduroys. Mama told them it almost never snows in Arizona. There wouldn’t be any sledding or snowboarding or dogsledding. Tears pricked his eyes, but he blinked them away.


Crying is for babies. His father’s voice buzzed in his ear, reminding him to always be tough.


He couldn’t cry. Wouldn’t cry. At ten years old he was the oldest, and it was his job to stay strong. Xavier was the man of the house now. They’d left their father behind in Moose Falls, and from what he’d overheard, his parents were getting a divorce. Things had been bad for a long time now, with fights and shouting and slammed doors. Those moments had always scared him and his brothers, exploding like fireworks in the night sky—noisy and unpredictable. They could have been having the best time of their lives right before the trouble started, when everything would suddenly go haywire.


Over time Xavier had learned to expect the explosions. He would clench his fists at his sides during the happy moments—Christmas morning, birthdays, Easter—because he’d learned not to trust the calm. And even though his father’s outbursts scared him, Xavier loved him with a fierceness that always confused him. He hadn’t wanted to leave his father behind, but he was angry at him for breaking their family apart. Xavier couldn’t stop thinking about him standing in the doorway with tears in his eyes as they had driven away, his deep baritone voice calling out their names. Daisy! Don’t leave me. Xavier knew it would be a long time before those cries would stop ringing in his ears. If ever.


His mother, Daisy Stone, was beautiful. Everyone said so. With her long, curly hair, toffee-colored skin, and big brown eyes, she was someone people always looked at. Whether they were at the supermarket or the bowling alley or church, folks always gravitated toward her grace and beauty.


She was at the center of their family. Everyone revolved around her the way the earth revolved around the sun. He thought of her as a living, breathing magnet. Grandpa Joe said she was pure sunshine and the brightest light in his life. He hadn’t stopped smiling since they had touched down at the Phoenix Sky Harbor Airport. Xavier didn’t know if Grandpa should be grinning so much considering the sad circumstances, but the old man was happy to be reunited with his baby girl. They were now living in the two-story home Xavier’s mother had grown up in.


The sound of his mother’s muffled sobs caused his stomach to clench as he walked down the hall. She probably thought they had all gone to sleep, but Xavier had stayed up to watch an episode of That’s So Raven and of SpongeBob SquarePants. Sitting on the couch and watching his favorite shows almost made him forget about the last twenty-four hours. He knocked on his mother’s bedroom door and slowly turned the knob. The room was softly lit by the small lamp on the bureau. His mother, startled by his appearance, looked over at him with puffy, reddened eyes.


Without saying a word, he rushed to her side and lay down beside her. “Mom, are you all right? Can I get you anything? A cup of tea?” He grabbed a box of tissues from the bedside table and slid them across the bed toward her.


“Don’t worry about me, Xavier. I’m fine.” She reached out and tousled his head. “We’re all going to be just fine once we adjust.”


Adjust? The word sounded so mechanical. What they’d left behind in Alaska were pieces of their hearts. There was now a hole in the center of his chest that would be impossible to fill. Moose Falls wasn’t just any place. It was home. His grandmother had always said there was magic in every snowflake.


“Do you miss Moose Falls?” He swallowed past the huge lump in his throat. He really wanted to ask if she missed his dad, but he worried that doing so might make her even more tearful.


“The real question is how are you doing? I know it’s a lot.” Her lips trembled. “And I’m sorry, but—”


Xavier shrugged. “I’m doing okay,” he said in a low voice, cutting her off. He didn’t need to hear her say out loud why they’d left. They all knew it was because of their dad.


“It’s important that you get a good night’s sleep. You have school in the morning.”


Xavier let out a groan. He didn’t want to think about his first day at a new school. The other kids would probably think they were just some weirdos from Alaska. I mean, who started a new school in October? Everybody had probably known one another since kindergarten.


“Can’t I just stay here with you, Mom? You need me.”


She reached out and grazed her fingers across his cheek. “And you need to settle in and meet all the special friends who are going to be part of this new life of ours. I bet you’ll come back with a list of names and phone numbers as long as your arm.”


He let out a mutinous groan. Nothing would be as perfect as she imagined.


“Being the oldest means setting an example for Landon and Caleb. If you stay home, there’s no chance of me getting them to go.”


“Just once I want to be the youngest so I don’t have to set an example,” he grumbled. Xavier folded his arms across his chest and stuck his lip out. He was only ten years old, not a grown-up.


“Oh, Xavier. You’re just who you were meant to be. I’m the luckiest mom in the world to have you as my very own.” She nestled him against her chest. He wrapped his arms around her. “If you could only see the way Landon and Caleb look at you. In their eyes, you hung the moon. But if it ever gets too much for you, I want to know. Okay?”


He nodded. It was kind of cool being the oldest and having two brothers who looked up to him. But sometimes, he wished it didn’t feel like such a huge responsibility. What if one day he simply cracked under the pressure? He’d heard his grandmother talking about how his dad couldn’t handle pressure. Xavier didn’t want to be anything like him. Never in a million years.


“All right,” he agreed, wanting to soothe his mother. “I’m going to get ready for bed so I can be up bright and early for school.” He made his voice sound cheerful even though he felt lower than an ant’s belly.


“That’s my boy,” she said, a smile tugging at the sides of her mouth. “I already tucked your brothers in a while ago, but I can tuck you in if you like.”


At ten years old, he was getting too old for tuck-ins, although it sounded so comforting. He needed to focus on helping his family adjust to life away from Moose Falls. He needed to be a big boy.


“It’s okay. Just get some rest.” He winked at her. “You’re going to need all your strength to make me chocolate chip pancakes in the morning.”


Xavier padded down the hall toward his bedroom after brushing his teeth and splashing his face with water. Getting used to a new house was hard. Everything was different here. He kind of missed sharing a room with his brothers, while at the same time he was looking forward to more privacy.


As he walked past his brothers’ room, the soft glow of the moon-shaped night-light drew his attention. Landon had trouble sleeping without one, and he was fascinated by space. The sound of sniffling reached Xavier’s ears, and he gently pushed the door open. He knew immediately it was Landon. Xavier quickly looked over at Caleb’s twin bed. He was lightly snoring with his sheets all tangled, his legs sprawled.


“Hey, buddy. What’s wrong?” Xavier asked as he sank down on the bed beside Landon.


Landon rolled over so they were face-to-face. “I’m scared.”


“Of what? You’ve got your night-light. You’re safe and sound,” Xavier said, trying to reassure him. He ran his hand across his brother’s short-cropped hair in a gesture meant to provide comfort.


“This house makes creaking sounds,” Landon whispered. “Like there’s a ghost or something. I was watching this documentary about houses with paranormal activity. How do we know this isn’t a hot spot?”


Xavier stifled a chuckle. Landon was only seven, but he was the smartest kid on the planet. He loved documentaries, the solar system, and anything science related. “There aren’t any ghosts here,” he said, trying to sound reassuring. “Mom grew up in this house. She woulda told us.”


“Xavier, will you sleep with me? Please! Just tonight.” Landon crossed his hands in front of him and pleaded.


Normally Xavier would just say no and leave it at that, but his mother’s words were fresh in his memory. In their eyes, you hung the moon.


“Okay, just this once,” he said, pulling back the covers and sliding beneath them.


“You make everything better,” Landon said as he snuggled against Xavier’s side.


He was thankful for the room being mostly dark. Xavier wouldn’t want Landon to see the tears pooling in his eyes. He had a tough image to uphold, after all. His brother’s heartfelt words cut straight to his heart.


Before he knew it, Caleb was standing by the side of the bed. “Scooch over and make room for me.” Landon moved over so that he was sandwiched between his two younger brothers. Even though the bed felt way too crowded for a comfortable sleep, Xavier wouldn’t have it any other way. In this moment he was exactly where he was meant to be.
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Twenty Years Later


The moment tall, dark, and handsome walked into Northern Exposure, True Everett’s stomach lurched as if she’d taken a ride on the Tilt-A-Whirl at the carnival. The last time she had gone on that particular thrill ride, True had been twelve years old and eager for excitement. At twenty-eight years old, she knew better than to look for adventure in a good-looking man. Been there, done that. Having her heart smashed into little pieces had taught her a huge life lesson. She was never going down that road again.


Of course, she knew who the man was on sight. Xavier Stone, a ridiculously handsome ex–football player for the Arizona Cardinals. The Storm was what the fans called him, according to her little brother. There weren’t many men in the universe who checked off all the boxes at first glance. This guy packed a solid punch visually.


Easy there, girl, she reminded herself. He had “handle with caution” written all over him.


True inhaled a deep, steadying breath as he walked straight toward the bar where she was taking orders. Her insides were now nothing but mush. Even meeting her ex, Garrett, for the first time hadn’t yielded this type of visceral reaction. Although Garrett was easy on the eyes, he wasn’t a showstopper. Not like this fine work of art handcrafted and dipped in the finest chocolate.


He had to be at least six feet tall. Skin as smooth as a Hershey bar. Full, wide lips. A strong jaw. When he shrugged out of his jacket, True could see his amazing physique. Even while wearing a sweater and jeans, his body popped—strong legs, a powerful chest, and muscled arms.


Body for days! It was enough to make a girl’s eyes pop out of her head.


Good grief! This man was going to create a feeding frenzy in Moose Falls. Sheer pandemonium would ensue at the mere sight of him. It was almost the setup for a joke—a hot football player walks into an Alaskan tavern. Not a single person can stop staring at him, including the tavern’s manager. Ba dum tss.


True cast a quick look in his direction. He’d almost made his way over to her. Every step he took was full of swagger. She began the countdown in her head as Xavier advanced, her body tensing with every step he took. Why am I such a nervous wreck? This is ridiculous.


“Hi there. Can I put in an order over here? The dining area is pretty packed.”


Dang! Even his voice was spectacular. Deep and velvety, like maybe he sang R & B ballads in his spare time.


Don’t look him directly in the eyes!


Don’t look him directly in the eyes!


DON’T LOOK HIM—


Before she could stop herself, True locked gazes with him. BAM! Eyes the color of cognac stared back at her. They were framed by the most striking black lashes. A nice smile showcased perfect white teeth. His pictures hadn’t done him justice. A sigh slipped past her lips. She’d just made a huge mistake by looking straight into his soulful brown eyes. True had immediately been swept away into this vortex of warmth and dreaminess and knock-your-socks-off charm.


“Of course. What can I get you?” True asked. Stay calm, she reminded herself. Xavier Stone was the last person on earth she wanted to fangirl over. From what she’d read about him, he already had an ego the size of the Chugach Mountains. That’s what happened when you were an NFL football player with thousands of fans and buckets of money.


“Great. I’ll do a salmon burger with coleslaw and rosemary fries,” he said. “And let me have two Yukon Ciders. Apple crisp and wild berry. Please.”


“Sure thing. The food will be ready in fifteen minutes or so.” She pointed at a spot in the distance. “There’s a spot that just freed up over by the pool table. We’ll bring your drinks right over.”


Instead of walking away to grab the open spot, Xavier couldn’t seem to look away from something behind her. “What’s with the contest?” he asked, jutting his chin in the direction of the sign hanging on the wall.


“We’re having a hot wings promotion. If you can eat a whole platter of wings in five minutes, you win a prize,” she explained.


“What’s the prize?” Xavier flashed her a wide grin that caused butterflies to flutter around in her stomach. The feeling took her by surprise. Not even her ex-boyfriend, Garrett, had made her feel this way.


“A Northern Exposure T-shirt. And bragging rights.” Judging by his expression, he wasn’t impressed. “Want to take a whirl?” she asked.


Xavier smirked. “No thanks.”


She gave him her best bless-your-heart smile. “I don’t blame you. It’s not for the faint of heart. Most people can’t hack the heat.”


Xavier chuckled and shook his head. “Trust and believe, I can eat hot wings with the best of ’em. Matter of fact,” he said, puffing out his chest, “I’ve won my fair share of contests.”


“You don’t say,” True drawled, resisting the urge to roll her eyes.


“No, seriously. I’ve got a really high tolerance for heat.”


“These are pretty hot,” she cautioned. “I’ve known a few grown men who’ve been on their knees after eating these.”


“I can handle it,” he said. Xavier sounded cocky to True’s ears. Humph. He wasn’t even trying to listen to her words of wisdom. A true know-it-all.


“So you’re in?” she asked. When he nodded, she said, “It’ll be on the house, sort of a welcome to Moose Falls gift.” It was the least she could do, considering he was about to be in a world of hurt.


Xavier slapped his palm down on the counter. “You’ve made me an offer I can’t refuse.” Once again he smiled at her, causing her knees to buckle a little bit.


True bit her lip. Maybe she should try to stop him. He was acting way too eager to devour a platter of hot wings. Just thinking about it caused an acidic taste to rise in her throat. She didn’t have a tolerance for anything spicy, never mind an entire platter of fiery chicken baked in the third circle of hell.


“They’ll be out in a few minutes,” she said in her chirpiest voice. Keep it light. Be nice.


“Thanks. By the way, I’m Xavier Stone,” he said, sounding way too friendly for her liking.


“I know who you are,” she admitted. “One of Hattie’s grandsons, right? The football player. My little brother has had a poster of you in his bedroom for as long as I can remember.”


He didn’t react at all to hearing about the poster. Instead he knitted his brows together. “Well, I’m at a disadvantage. I don’t know your name,” he said.


“I’m True Everett, and I run the place.” And I know exactly why you’re here in Moose Falls, she wanted to say. You’re the guy who stands between me and owning Northern Exposure. But it wasn’t her place to call him out. She loved his grandmother too much to risk alienating her. Hattie Stone was a good friend, and it was her most fervent wish to reunite with her grandson. True had the feeling that if Hattie had to pick a side between the two of them, Xavier would win hands down. Although it hurt to admit that fact, True knew the importance of family. Even though she’d tried to create one for her little brother, Jaylen, after the death of their parents, True always felt she was failing miserably.


“Nice to meet you, True.”


She slid his ciders across the bar and watched as they landed right in front of him. Her movements were graceful and fast. For some reason it always made her feel accomplished. Even though she was the tavern’s manager, True prided herself on being a jack-of-all-trades.


True had a vague recollection of the Stone brothers from childhood. The middle brother, Caleb, had been in her class for a few years. Clearly Xavier didn’t remember her, although she couldn’t really blame him. He hadn’t lived in Moose Falls for decades. Maybe at some later juncture she would remind him.


Xavier jerked his thumb in the direction of the dining area, then picked up his drinks. “I’m going to go grab that table before someone else scoops it up.”


True watched him as he walked away from the bar. He looked just as yummy from this angle as he had approaching her. Not many men possessed that skill. Have mercy! Miss Hattie’s grandson had brought his A game to Moose Falls. He was definitely sending out main-character vibes.


Bonnie Walker, her co-worker and close friend, sidled up to her and said, “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.” With a peaches-and-cream complexion, freckles, and a mane of dark red hair, Bonnie was adorable.


True playfully swatted her friend. “You have to admit he sure is nice to look at.”


Bonnie chuckled. “I’m surprised you’re saying it out loud considering the way you’ve been carrying on about his impending arrival in town.” Bonnie looked around. “By the way, where are his brothers?”


True shrugged. “No clue.” She’d also wondered about the whereabouts of the Stone brothers, but Xavier hadn’t mentioned them. So she hadn’t either. “I need to put his food order in. Can you bring him some fresh bread while he waits?”


“My pleasure,” Bonnie said with a wink. “Something tells me he’ll look even better up close. Maybe I’ll take a picture.” She wiggled her eyebrows, earning her a chuckle from True.


At least she could laugh about the situation, True realized. That was progress. For months she’d stewed about Hattie’s grandsons coming to Moose Falls and the fact they were set to inherit Yukon Cider and all her other holdings, including Northern Exposure. True didn’t like feeling helpless, but she wasn’t in the driver’s seat in this situation. Xavier and his brothers held her fate in their hands. She was at their mercy.


A short while later, Petie, one of her servers, came out of the kitchen with the platter of chicken wings and a small carton of milk in his hands. “I’ll take those,” True said, reaching for the items. She turned around and walked them over to Xavier. His face lit up as soon as he spotted her.


He rubbed his hands together. “I’m so hungry, my stomach is grumbling. Are you going to be timing me?” he asked.


She reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. “I just need to set my timer. I’ll be at the bar, but I’ll be watching. As soon as you take your first bite, I’ll turn the timer on.”


“You can take the milk with you,” he said with a wink. “I won’t be needing any.”


“Are you sure?” she asked. “Hot wings are no joke.” She hadn’t been expecting this level of bravado.


“Have a little faith in me,” Xavier said, subjecting her to another grin. He held up one of the ciders. “I still have some of this to wash it down with.”


True walked back to the bar area with the carton of milk in hand.


“Oh no. He’s trying to be a hero, isn’t he?” Bonnie asked, her eyebrows raised.


True let out a sigh. “Nothing we haven’t seen before.”


What was it with men and hot wings challenges? They always acted like they were invincible. In her experience, the bigger they were, the harder they fell.


The moment Xavier lifted the first chicken wing to his mouth, True started timing him.


Bonnie grabbed her arm. “Wait. Did you tell him they were ghost pepper wings?”


True slowly shook her head, her eyes never straying from Xavier. He was chowing down on the wings at a record pace. Beads of sweat were now pooling on his forehead. He was fanning himself with his hand. But he continued to eat at a rapid speed.


“I can’t say that I did,” True admitted, avoiding eye contact with Bonnie.


Her friend let out a shocked gasp. “True! That’s terrible.”


Bonnie’s horrified reaction immediately caused guilt to crash over True.


She turned toward her friend. “What? He was acting so cocky about the challenge, practically calling it lame. Plus, he’s an expert at eating hot wings, so who am I to talk him down from the ledge?”


Bonnie shook her head. “You’re letting your personal feelings cloud your actions. It’s not his fault that he’s set to inherit Yukon Cider.”


“And Northern Exposure,” True muttered. “Don’t forget that.” A sinking feeling grabbed hold of her. “All of my dreams are going up in smoke.”


“That’s not true. You’re being dramatic.” Bonnie covered her hands with her eyes. “I do not want to watch this train wreck.”


Unlike Bonnie, True couldn’t look away for anything in this world. Xavier picked up another chicken wing and placed it in his mouth, quickly devouring it with finesse. His fingers were long and graceful, like a pianist’s. His tongue darted out to lick sauce from the corner of his mouth. Over and over, he picked up a wing and treated it like a precious object. He was making this a spectator sport for the tavern’s clientele. A ring of people now surrounded him, shouting words of encouragement. When he devoured the last wing, the group started clapping and cheering. He’d finished with a whole minute to spare.


And even though she’d decided to dislike Xavier on sight, True couldn’t help but feel a grudging respect for him. He’d eaten the platter of ghost pepper wings like a boss, even though she suspected he was about to hurl all over her hardwood floors.
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Xavier placed a hand on his throat as a burning sensation threatened to permanently damage his esophagus. Stay cool. Surprisingly for this time of the afternoon, the place was packed. People were watching and treating him like a conquering hero. The most beautiful woman in Alaska was gazing at him from a few feet away, and he didn’t want to make a fool of himself. Too late, he realized, as hot tears ran down his cheeks. He quickly swiped them away with his sleeve, careful not to get hot wing residue in his eyes. The heat from the wings had invaded his nostrils, his eyes, and the inside of his mouth and throat.


Bring on the fire brigade! He was burning up!


“You did it!” True called out as she made her way over from behind the bar. “And you lived to tell the tale.”


“Barely,” he croaked.


“Here you go, hotshot. Milk will make it a lot better.” True placed a carton of milk and a glass down in front of him. She poured him a healthy serving.


Hotshot? The way she tossed the word out made him want to frown. It wasn’t exactly a term of endearment. There would be plenty of time later for him to analyze her choice of words, but for now all he wanted was to guzzle down this glass of milk. Xavier had never chugged milk so fast in his life. The only thing he could compare this experience to was when he’d gobbled down a box of fireball candy as a kid. His mouth had been on fire for what felt like hours. But this! This was worse. Way, way worse.


“Are you all right?” True asked, concern flaring in her stunning brown eyes.


“I—I think so. Are my lips still here?” he asked. “I can’t feel them.” He raised his hand to his mouth. Or at least what used to be his mouth. A few minutes ago, it had been tingly, but now he felt nothing. Had he burned his lips off?


Even though it had been a minute since he’d smooched anyone, he still wanted to be able to kiss someone. The thought had crossed his mind that True’s lips looked very kissable.


She was quite the looker, Xavier noted. Up close she was even more beautiful than at first glance. A short hairstyle highlighted flawless bone structure and a heart-shaped face. Her tawny skin was complemented by big hazel-brown eyes. Her soulful eyes were hard to look away from. She was no more than five foot four with a curvy figure.


Maybe he wouldn’t be bored to death in this little town after all.


Tiny freckles dotted the bridge of her nose, and a small scar rested above her right eye. The slight imperfection did nothing to dim her beauty. How, he wondered, had she gotten that keepsake? Had she broken up a bar fight? Fallen out of a tree as a kid? Been cut by a piece of glass?


Suddenly she was leaning toward him and perusing his face. “I can tell you with absolute certainty that your lips are still attached to your face.” The sides of her mouth twitched with mirth.


If she hadn’t been standing next to him, he might have let out a howl of pain. But he didn’t want True to view him as a wuss, even if he felt like one. Xavier imagined that this was what it felt like to drink gasoline.


Suck it up, buttercup. As a professional athlete, he had endured way worse pain than this. That’s why he was back here in Moose Falls after a twenty-year absence. A tough hit in a championship game had given him a severe concussion and loss of peripheral vision in his left eye. As a result, his stellar NFL career had crashed and burned in a single instant. He’d lost everything, including his fiancée, Heather Denton, who’d replaced him in her affections with one of Xavier’s teammates. A friend, no less. He couldn’t be certain when the cheating had begun, but finding out about the affair after his injury had been gut wrenching.


“You’re a good sport,” True said, patting him on the shoulder.


“W-what was in the sauce? Molten lava?” he asked, panting. He took another swig of milk, then filled his glass up again.


True shifted from one foot to the other, then chewed her lip. “Hot peppers.”


“I’ve had hot peppers before. Do they grow them differently here in Alaska?”


She mumbled something he couldn’t quite hear.


“What was that?” he asked.


“Ghost peppers. They’re ghost pepper wings.”


Xavier’s jaw dropped. “And you’re just telling me that now?”


“Hey, you were pretty insistent about taking on the challenge.” She smiled at him brightly. “Congratulations. You won a Northern Exposure T-shirt.”


He scowled at her. “And bragging rights,” he said dryly.


“Exactly,” True said. “Let me know if you need any more milk. The rest of your food will be out shortly.”


Once she’d stepped away, Xavier let out a grunt. As if he could eat anything else after consuming those death-defying wings. He could barely remember what he’d originally ordered. Maybe the wings had fried his brain in addition to every other part of his body.


What a wild day this had been. Due to her terminal illness, his long-lost grandmother, Hattie Stone, had invited Xavier and his younger brothers, Caleb and Landon, to come back to Moose Falls to take over Yukon Cider. Because he had nothing to lose and everything to gain, Xavier had jumped at the opportunity. Basically, he and his brothers had a year to decide whether to run the company or sell it. The decision had to be unanimous, or they would forfeit the company. Although he couldn’t imagine relocating permanently to this remote Alaskan town, he’d agreed to keep an open mind.


He felt guilty admitting it even to himself, but despite his curiosity about the lucrative hard cider company, Xavier was simply biding his time in Moose Falls. If the Stone brothers stuck it out in Alaska for three hundred and sixty-five days per their grandmother’s request, they could sell Yukon Cider and hit the proverbial jackpot. He didn’t want to be mercenary, but Xavier desperately needed the cash. If his career hadn’t imploded after his injuries, he wouldn’t be in this precarious position. For the last year, bill collectors had been blowing up his phone and sending him threatening demand letters. He had received so much correspondence with FINAL ATTEMPT stamped in red ink, he was beginning to sweat every time the postman made a delivery.


After all he’d been through in the last few years, he deserved something good to come his way. He was tired of playing by the rules. All it had ever given him was heartache. No more Mr. Nice Guy.















CHAPTER TWO
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True dragged her gaze away from Hattie’s grandson and focused her attention on another customer. “Hey, Roy. What can I get you?” she asked, trying to appear calm, cool, and collected as she interacted with her clientele.


Her cheeks were practically on fire. Hotshot! The word had sounded foolish coming out of her mouth, like she was starring in a rom-com from the eighties. She didn’t know why she’d called him that, but his jaw had dropped in response to the nickname. Ugh! This man had her out here looking foolish. Maybe she’d called him that because her nerves were on edge, and seeing Xavier in the flesh had caused her stomach to churn with anxiety.


Xavier Stone happened to be drop-dead gorgeous, which served no purpose other than to make her more annoyed at the situation. Why couldn’t he be homely and awkward? He’d glided into Northern Exposure with the grace of a GQ model strutting on a runway. He radiated confidence and a certain type of swagger that boggled the mind. Or was it arrogance? she wondered.


True let out a snort. The Stone brothers. Frankly she was sick and tired of hearing about them. The grandsons were all Hattie talked about anymore. She was surprised Xavier hadn’t floated in on a cloud with a halo over his head. She wished that she could be happy for Hattie being reunited with her family, but the whole situation annoyed her to no end. A feeling of resentment rose inside of her. Where had they been all this time when Hattie had needed them? Xavier had been chasing NFL glory and supermodels, while Caleb had been making a fool of himself on reality television. And Landon had been spending his days in a laboratory trying to be the next Albert Einstein. As if!


She’d done her research! All three of Hattie’s grandsons were selfish to the bone, only thinking of themselves. Now that their lives and careers had hit rock bottom, they were running home to Moose Falls with their tails between their legs.


Hattie was like her very own fairy godmother, as well as her boss, so it hurt a little to know that these virtual strangers meant the world to Hattie. They would be her heirs, while True would be nothing more than the tavern’s manager. She wasn’t jealous or anything. Yukon Cider had never been on her radar very much, but Northern Exposure was her baby, an establishment she’d nurtured for the last seven years. She’d begun working here as soon as she was of legal drinking age, right after the death of her parents. In record time True had worked her way up to the role of manager. She had been hungry to support herself and Jaylen.


True loved this place. Northern Exposure was her pride and joy. Hers! Even though she didn’t own the tavern, she had shed blood, sweat, and tears to whip it into shape over the years. All her hard work had paid off, and now it was a top-notch venue in this part of Alaska. She had brought on an amazing chef, Laurie Ito, who had brought her culinary skills and creativity to the tavern. Anyone who thought it was just a bar was dead wrong!


Maybe she shouldn’t feel a certain type of way toward Xavier and his brothers. She didn’t even know them, but it sucked big time that they would be in control of her destiny.


What did they know about Moose Falls or running this unique establishment? Absolutely nothing, she would wager. But because the tavern owner’s blood flowed in their veins and due to Hattie feeling nostalgic about “the boys,” they were poised to inherit it all. And, if they didn’t want the businesses, they could sell the entire lot a year from now.


What would happen to True when the Stone brothers owned Northern Exposure lock, stock, and barrel? Would she still have a job? She’d seen new owners completely turn establishments upside down after acquiring them. She needed this position at Northern Exposure. How else would she continue to support her nine-year-old little brother? In terms of family, they were all each other had in the world since the accident that had ripped their lives apart.


Tears of frustration mixed with fear stung her eyes, and she headed to the back office to gather her composure. She hated being afraid. In many ways Xavier could determine her future. And she couldn’t help but hate him for it.
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Xavier swept his gaze around the establishment, marveling at the setup. The interior of Northern Exposure was rustic and full of charm. The flooring was hardwood and slightly scuffed, as if many a patron had trod all over it. Pictures of Alaskan wildlife graced the walls—bears, moose, foxes, caribou—lending the place a rugged vibe. Large flat-screen televisions hung from various vantage points around the bar and dining area. All the counters were gleaming as if they’d been polished just this morning. A cedar smell drifted in the air along with another sweeter aroma.


The waitress who’d introduced herself as Bonnie brought over his salmon burger and fries. The scent of the food was incredible, and his hunger kicked up a little in response. She sent him a sympathetic look. “I took the liberty of bringing you another cider in case you wanted to try another flavor. This one is black cherry, a bestseller in these parts.”


“I really appreciate that, Bonnie.”


She favored him with a wide grin. “Please let me know if you need anything. Any kin of Hattie’s is tops in my book,” Bonnie said enthusiastically.


“That’s really nice to hear,” Xavier said, slightly startled that she also knew his identity. Had Hattie announced to all of Moose Falls that her grandsons were coming to town and inheriting her business? Or had True clued her co-worker in?


As soon as Bonnie walked off toward another customer, he cracked open the tab and took a hearty sip of the drink. The flavors crackled on his tongue as he took a swig, providing a soothing distraction from the lingering effects of the chicken wings. Whereas the apple cider had been like a crisp walk in fall, the black cherry was explosive, packing quite a punch.


“Very nice,” he said aloud before taking another sip. So far he was discovering that Yukon Cider’s products were amazing. He now knew why his grandmother’s company was thriving. So far, each cider had a different personality and distinct flavor. Hattie produced a fantastic product. Yukon Cider. From what he’d found out, the hard cider company was an extremely lucrative enterprise. According to his research, Yukon Cider was a household name in Alaska and the Pacific Northwest. The company was valued at several million dollars.


Thoughts of his grandmother flitted through his mind. Xavier dug into his pocket and retrieved the letter he’d received from her roughly six weeks ago. He smoothed out the wrinkles and began to read it to himself, even though he practically knew it by heart. The delicate cursive scrawl tugged at his heart.






Dear Xavier,





Oh precious one. It’s been too many years since I’ve looked into those deep brown eyes of yours and held you in my arms. My sweet little X. Before I get down to business, it’s important that you know I’ve never stopped loving you for a single second. I’ve thought of you each and every day since you and your brothers left Moose Falls. I want you to remember that the things that separated us won’t ever be as important as the ones binding us together.


My doctor tells me my time on earth is coming to an end. I’m in late-stage renal failure after many years of treatment. As a result, I think it’s pertinent to get my affairs in order. So, here goes. After one year of residing in Moose Falls, you and your brothers are to receive one hundred percent ownership of Yukon Cider. At the end of one year, you may decide to keep or sell the company. The decision is yours. It has always been my intention to make the three of you my heirs. I’ve built up Yukon Cider so that you three could carry on its legacy and learn the craft of making cider. I truly believe love is always the answer, no matter what the question is.




Love always,


Granny








His throat tightened with emotion as the words washed over him. He must have reread the letter a dozen times in the last few weeks. It was still hard to believe he, along with Caleb and Landon, was set to inherit a hard cider company from a grandmother none of them had seen in two decades. And now here he was in the wilds of Alaska, on the brink of reconnecting with his long-lost granny and their roots.


His mother, Daisy Stone, hadn’t been too thrilled about the fact that her three sons were returning to Moose Falls. For her it was a complicated issue. He had always been in awe of the way she’d packed up and left an unhealthy marriage with her three sons in tow. She’d raised them as a single mother with zero help from their dad. Surely his mother wouldn’t hold it against her sons that they were reaching out for the brass ring once she recovered from the shocking news. It wasn’t as if they were going to have anything to do with their father. He let out a snort. Calling him father was an act of generosity since Paul Stone hadn’t done a single thing to earn the title.


Xavier let out a shout as soon as he spotted Landon and Caleb walking into the tavern. His brothers were supposed to have beaten him to Moose Falls by an hour or so, but due to mechanical issues with their plane, they had missed their connecting flight.


Caleb’s personality was always on full display with his wide smile, matching set of dimples, russet-colored skin, and the movie-star good looks that had earned him the nickname “Hollywood” back in high school. Landon was also a good-looking guy with a lean, athletic physique, fine features, and warm-brown skin. He tended to put himself under the radar and didn’t usually engage in social situations. Spending most of his time locked away in a laboratory hadn’t done him any favors in the getting-himself-out-there department. He was definitely an introvert.


His brothers rushed over to his table, and Xavier wasted no time sweeping them up in a tight bear hug. Words couldn’t express how good it was to be a threesome once again. Due to his living in a different state than both of them, he hadn’t seen them in person for at least three months.


“It’s great to see you guys,” Xavier said as he finally let go of them. He felt his shoulders relax. Now he wouldn’t have to go it alone in a town he wasn’t familiar with. Things would be so much better with his brothers by his side. Although they were nothing alike, the three of them couldn’t be closer. As strange as this situation was regarding their return to Moose Falls, Xavier knew he could handle any potential challenges with these two by his side. The Three Musketeers had nothing on them!


“It’s been a day of travel headaches, so we’re really glad to be here,” Caleb said, sounding exhausted. He sank into a seat, mirrored by Landon, who appeared just as weary. All three of them needed to get a good night’s sleep as soon as they met Hattie and settled in.


Within minutes they’d put in an order with Bonnie for nachos and queso to share between them since they’d grabbed something to eat earlier. Xavier put in an order for more ciders so his brothers could sample Hattie’s amazing product.


“Who’s that?” Caleb asked, his gaze focused on True. Leave it to Caleb to notice the gorgeous woman behind the bar. Of the three of them, Caleb was the one most likely to find female companionship in Moose Falls even though he’d sworn off women. Xavier didn’t buy it for one second. Caleb and women went together like a Super Bowl party and nachos.


Xavier’s gaze lingered on True. “That’s True Everett. She runs the place.” He splayed his hand on the table. “I’m pretty sure she knows all about us and why we’re in Moose Falls.”


Landon pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. “Seriously? I guess word gets out fast in small towns.”


Xavier bit down on the inside of his cheeks. His mouth was still fiery. “Don’t let her sweet façade fool you. She set me up to eat some ghost pepper chicken wings that practically obliterated my esophagus. I can’t put my finger on it, but she’s sending out some strange vibes… like maybe we’re not wanted here. At least by her.”


Caleb let out a throaty chuckle. “And here I thought this town was going to be a snooze fest.” He rubbed his hands together. “Sounds like the drama is just getting started.”


Landon bristled. “Why would she have any negative feelings about us being here? She doesn’t even know us.”


Xavier shrugged. “Maybe she’s close to Hattie and wants to shield her from the big bad wolves.”


Landon’s expression radiated confusion. Caleb leaned over and gripped his shoulder. “He means the three of us,” Caleb informed him. “We’re the big bad wolves.”


“That’s ridiculous! Personally speaking, I’ve never hurt a woman in my life.” Landon quirked his mouth. “Most women consider me a gentleman. I open car doors. I call or text after a first date. I never ask a woman to split the check at a restaurant.” Landon seemed mighty pleased with himself, Xavier noticed. To listen to him talk, one might think he had a prolific dating history. In reality, Xavier couldn’t remember Landon ever having a girlfriend.


Caleb leaned in and peered closely at Landon’s chest as if examining the fabric.


Landon frowned. “What are you looking for?” he asked, swatting him away.


Caleb’s lips twitched. “Your Boy Scout badge. From the sound of it, you’re still a proud card-carrying member,” Caleb drawled.


“Very funny,” Landon said, jabbing him in the side. “Laugh all you want, but I’m proud to have learned so much from the Scouts. It made me into the man I am today.”


Xavier stifled a laugh. Caleb was right on the money about their younger brother. Landon meant well, but he tended to act a bit superior at times. He had a case of the Goody Two-Shoes. Perhaps it had something to do with him being a brainiac and a member of Mensa with an IQ of 150. He needed to let loose a little bit, in Xavier’s opinion. Maybe even take a walk on the wild side. Just the thought of Landon doing so caused Xavier to burst into a chuckle.


Both Caleb and Landon glanced over at him with curious gazes. Before they could even ask, Xavier held up his hand and said, “Inside joke. I was just remembering something.”


Caleb smirked at him but said nothing further. Xavier felt bad for a moment. Their younger brother was often the butt of their jokes. Although he had always chalked it up to the fact that Landon was the youngest, Xavier also suspected he and Caleb poked fun at Landon due to his being a scientist and very different from the two of them. Xavier was beginning to sense the ribbing was getting old for Landon, especially with everything going on. He’d had such a tough time of it after being fired from his coveted lab position and being accused of falsifying lab results. Nothing could be further from the truth. Xavier would stake his life on it.


“So, do you think we’ll see… Dad?” Landon asked, mentioning the one topic they tended to avoid like the plague. Paul Stone, otherwise known as Red, names none of them ever brought up due to their long-term estrangement. On occasion they referred to him as the invisible man based on his absence in their lives. Hattie had given him the nickname Red due to the light coloring of his hair as a child.


Landon tripped over the D word, clearly uncomfortable with it. As they all knew, Red had never been a father to them. Once they had left Alaska, he’d made only a few feeble attempts to contact them. Just thinking about the man caused Xavier to feel uncomfortable, as if a heavy weight had landed on his shoulders. They’d all learned to navigate life without a father.


A hissing sound escaped Caleb’s lips. “Let’s hope not,” he muttered. “Mom said he hasn’t lived in Moose Falls for years,” he added with a shrug.


Xavier twisted his mouth. “Well, Papa was a rolling stone.”


All three of them laughed at the pun, although Xavier knew deep down that the joke wasn’t all that funny. They had lost out on a lot of moments through the years due to their father’s inability to be present in their lives. It was hard to really find humor in being left by your father. Although it wasn’t something they had openly delved into among themselves, their bottled-up feelings had risen to the surface on a few occasions. As the oldest, Xavier hated to see his brothers in pain. So, over time they’d all learned to stuff down any memories of their father and pretend that not having him around hadn’t gutted them. Xavier had grown up watching all the other kids have their fathers at every single football game while his own dad hadn’t seen a single one of his. That had left a huge, gaping hole in his heart.


There’s nothing you can do to change the past, but the future is yours! he reminded himself. Xavier had the power to shape his own destiny. Wallowing in past hurts wouldn’t do him any good. All it ever accomplished was to make him doubt himself. He couldn’t afford to wallow at the moment. Being in Moose Falls signified a huge reversal in all their fortunes.


Xavier clapped his hands together. “All right, bros. It’s time to rock and roll. Let’s go meet our long-lost granny.” He took out some cash from his wallet and plopped it down next to the bill Bonnie had left on their table. He left a little extra than his normal tip amount, which might not have been the smartest move considering his current financial woes. Living beyond his means and trying to keep Heather happy with lavish gifts had backfired. Xavier hadn’t listened to his financial advisor until the situation was dire. He wasn’t going to dwell on his dwindling bank balance at the moment. Bonnie was a sweetheart, and she’d shown him nothing but kindness. He was currently living a more frugal life, and by living here in Moose Falls he was saving money. He had even taken the drastic move of listing his house in Arizona for sale.


He and his brothers stood from the table and began moving toward the exit.


“Hey! Stone!” A raised voice called out after them. Xavier, Landon, and Caleb all turned around at the sound of their last name. True was standing a few feet away with a wad of cash in her hand.


“Your money’s no good here,” True said, her gaze locking with Xavier’s own as she held out the money. Raw emotion flickered in her pretty brown eyes. He had no idea what she was talking about. What was wrong with his cash?


“What do you mean?” he asked, sputtering with confusion. Had he done something to make her angry? He took a step closer, closing the distance between them. There was no way he was taking his money back. “What’s the problem?” Maybe this was some sort of prank for outsiders? Xavier folded his arms across his chest. “Am I being blackballed? Is this because of the hot wings challenge?”


Xavier swore the corners of her mouth twitched a little before straightening back into a straight line. She blew out a huff of air. “I can’t take your money because Hattie wouldn’t like it,” she said. Her lush, full lips pursed, distracting him for a moment from the matter at hand. If things were different, he would really enjoy kissing those perfect ruby lips. He wasn’t sure True was into him like that. But he was curious to find out.


Xavier frowned. “What do you mean? What does my grandmother have to do with this?”


Now she was definitely smirking. “She owns the place, Stone. So, you see, your money is literally no good here.” She advanced toward him and stuffed the cash in his jacket pocket. “I kept the tip portion for Bonnie. She deserves it.”


“She sure does. And by the way, feel free to call me Xavier,” he said. Try as he might, he couldn’t stop himself from grinning at her.


“Got it,” she said. “See ya around, Xavier.”


I sure hope so. The thought popped into his mind as she turned away from him. True was growing on him by the minute. She was stunning and hardworking with a sly sense of humor. Once he’d fully recovered from the ghost pepper wings, he might even view it as slightly humorous.


When he turned around to face his brothers, Xavier was greeted with near-identical grins. They had clearly been enjoying the show. Neither of them had the sense to try to pretend that they weren’t all in his business.


“I think you were wrong about the manager. She’s truly into you,” Caleb said with a snicker. He jabbed Landon in the side as if he’d just cracked the funniest joke ever.


“Ain’t that the truth,” Landon added, chuckling along with Caleb. “The two of you were setting off more smoke than those hot wings you ate.”


His brothers were laughing so hard, they had to hold on to each other for support. Clearly they had both forgotten that he had sworn off women courtesy of his ex-fiancée.


“Very funny,” Xavier said. “Let’s get outta here before she hears you. We’ve got things to do, places to go, and a long-lost grandmother to meet.”


Jacques Chaplin, their grandmother’s driver, was waiting for them outside Northern Exposure. The older man jumped out of the cream-colored Cadillac El Dorado at the sight of them, opening the back door with a flourish. With his cap of gray hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and handlebar mustache, Jacques resembled someone who had time traveled from the late 1800s. With a complexion the color of sand, he resembled the actor Sam Elliott. So far, he was proving himself to be a cool dude as far as Xavier was concerned. Jacques had picked Xavier up earlier from the marina and transported him to the tavern so he could get something to eat while he waited for his brothers to arrive.


Xavier took a quick glance behind him before sliding into the vehicle. Through the window he could just make out the sight of True. She was different from most women in his orbit, leaving him with a desire to know more about her.


The woman had given him mixed vibes, but he couldn’t ignore the sparks flying between them. At first she’d seemed a bit wary of him. If he didn’t know any better, he might think she was one of the many women he’d hooked up with during his early days in the league. Xavier had been a bit of a player back then, emboldened by his NFL status and feeling like a man on a mission to pursue every attractive woman in his path. Then he’d met Heather, and everything had changed. He had been so smitten with the stunning model that he’d never looked elsewhere. What a cliché. The football player and the model. Yet he’d never felt a false note about their relationship until she’d blindsided him and trampled over his heart.


So much for his killer instincts!


True was the very first woman who’d given him butterflies since his ex-fiancée walked out of his life and left him for dead. This feeling fluttering around inside of him wasn’t one he’d expected to experience on his first day in town, but he couldn’t deny that it gave him a little spring in his step. At the moment he felt more alive than he had in a very long time.
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