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The Arizona heat bore down on Caleb Stone with a ferocity he had never experienced in his eight years of life. Heat shimmered off the blacktop of the playground like sequins glittering on his mother’s fanciest dress. He had heard folks say it was so hot one could fry an egg on the sidewalk. He’d never heard that expression before now, but then again he had never lived in a warm climate in his life. Folks were saying that it was the hottest October on record here in the Grand Canyon State. Just his dumb luck!


“It’s an inferno out here,” Caleb muttered to himself. “No one told me we were moving to Death Valley.” So far Arizona wasn’t anything his mother had promised it would be. Instead of Arizona being awesome, all he’d experienced were scorching temperatures and stupid kids. Moving from Alaska had been a total fail.


None of the boys in his class who were shooting hoops during recess wanted to give him the time of day. Caleb was the new kid at school, transplanted from Moose Falls, Alaska, after his parents split up. Did he smell or something? Did they think he had cooties? He hadn’t been asked to join in even once.


His older brother, Xavier, didn’t have a problem making friends. He was already on the football team and making a name for himself. Everyone loved him. Back home in Alaska Caleb had also been popular. As far as he was concerned, Arizonans had no taste whatsoever. Didn’t they appreciate charm, pee-your-pants jokes, and handsome good looks?


Landon, his younger brother, had found a group of nerdballs like himself to hang out with. They did dorky things like work with microscopes and specimens. Landon had found his tribe, even if they were dweebs. Birds of a feather flocked together, he supposed. But where was his posse of like-minded kids? Ones who were cool and funny and liked to play jokes. It wasn’t fair that he was the odd person out. What had he done to deserve this? Not a bleepity-bleep thing. He was so mad he wanted to cuss, but the thought of it getting back to his mother stopped him. She was already going through enough heartache. Caleb hated seeing her with red-rimmed eyes in the morning after crying herself to sleep.


He never wanted to make anyone hurt the way his dad had made his mom ache. Caleb wanted girls to like him, but he wasn’t sure about the love part. As far as he could tell, it was a lot of trouble.


The girls here in Arizona were different from back in Moose Falls. They liked him. A lot.


In class they kept passing him notes filled with red hearts and smiley faces. They would write down their phone numbers and ask him to call them. So far he hadn’t called a single one. He was only eight years old, and he didn’t need or want a girlfriend. Plus, he didn’t have a cell phone. His mom and dad thought he was too young for one.


He felt a sharp pain in his chest at the thought of his dad. He was back home in Alaska probably wishing they hadn’t left. Things had been bad at home for a long time with lots of shouting and slamming doors. He’d hated his father at times, even though he really loved him. He kept that love way down deep where no one could see it. He didn’t want Xavier to be mad at him for still loving their dad, not when he’d done so much to hurt their mom.


Sometimes it just made his head hurt. Why couldn’t he just have a normal family? That way he wouldn’t have had to leave Moose Falls in the first place.


“You’re special, Caleb. And don’t you ever forget it.”


His grandmother Hattie had whispered those words in his ear before they’d left Moose Falls. Just thinking about it made his eyes fill with tears. Don’t cry, he told himself. If the fellas saw him crying, they would probably think he was a baby and call him names. He needed to be strong like Xavier. He never cried.


“Hey, Caleb. Do you want to push me on the swing?” Denise Hall was standing next to him fluttering her eyelashes. She was pretty, he supposed, with long, curly hair and a nice smile.


Caleb shrugged. Honestly, he’d rather be playing hoops with the boys. He didn’t understand girls or what they wanted from him. But for some reason they were drawn to him like a magnet.


“I was going to ask Caleb to play jacks with me.” Another girl—Samantha, maybe—stepped in between him and Denise. “So, do you wanna?” she asked, pressing the point.


Suddenly, he was surrounded by five girls, all of them pestering him with requests.


“You’re the nicest-looking boy in the whole school,” Shayna Lockett whispered in his ear. “I have a crush on you.”


He felt his cheeks getting flushed. The girls swarmed around him, all trying to get his attention. He felt like a member of a famous boy band. Caleb wasn’t sure what to do in the situation. There was only one person on the planet who could handle this.


He channeled his father, Red, the coolest dude in the universe.


Caleb held up his hands. “Ladies, I appreciate the warm welcome, but if you could give me a little space I’d appreciate it.”


With smiles and apologies, the girls backed away from him and headed over to the swings, giving him exactly what he had requested. It was as if he had special powers or something.


“I could get used to this,” he murmured. He could feel a huge grin stretching from ear to ear.


“Hey, Alaska.”


Caleb rolled his eyes and turned toward the squeaky voice coming from behind him. Hal Tanner was standing there gawking at him. With a head of red hair, round cheeks, and a face full of freckles, Hal looked like a Cabbage Patch Kid. Hal was in Caleb’s class, and he seemed to think him being from Alaska was hilarious. He kept making jokes about Caleb living in an igloo and eating raw fish for dinner. He was incredibly lame, but for some reason he was popular.


Clearly, he didn’t know the first thing about Alaska or how cool it was to live there.


A powerful wave of homesickness washed over him. He missed Moose Falls and the huge mountains he could see from his bedroom window. He missed wearing cable-knit sweaters and going tobogganing with his brothers. And he missed having a best friend.


“Yeah. What do you want?” Caleb asked Hal. He was tired of trying to make inroads with him and the rest of the guys. If necessary, he would simply be a lone wolf and go his own way. He could make it on his own, especially since he could still hang out with Xavier and Landon. He would never be alone.


“How do you get all the girls to pay attention to you?” Hal asked with his head cocked to the side. “You draw ’em in like bees to honey.”


Caleb jutted out his chin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” It felt nice to get some of his mojo back.


Hal stepped toward him and grinned. “I would like to know. I’ve had a crush on Denise since first grade. She won’t give me the time of day.”


“Maybe your breath stinks,” Caleb quipped. Why should he be nice to Hal after he’d given him so much crap about Alaska? He had to show him he wasn’t a pushover.


Hal sucked his teeth. “It does not. I’ll have you know that I brush my teeth twice a day, and I use mouthwash. Scope, matter of fact,” he said, puffing out his chest.


“Your pits then,” Caleb said, enjoying the sight of Hal squirming. Caleb wanted to laugh out loud when Hal tugged at his shirt and sniffed his underarm.


“My pits are fine,” Hal said. “I don’t smell.”


“Whatever,” Caleb muttered.


“You want to come to my birthday party on Saturday?” Hal asked, causing shock waves to wash over Caleb.


“You’re inviting me?” Caleb asked. “I don’t get it. You don’t like me. You’ve made it pretty obvious.” Caleb stood his ground, folding his arms across his chest and sticking his chin out in mutinous fashion.


“You’re cool, Alaska,” he said with a nod. “If all the girls think so, then you must be all right.” It took Caleb a few moments to process what Hal was telling him. On his own he was a weirdo from Alaska, but when surrounded by a flock of girls, he was suddenly a hot commodity.


Because where he went, the girls followed. And it gave him street cred with the boys at school. Suddenly, he had value. Caleb puffed out his chest. He was a chick magnet. He was somebody!


Caleb might not be athletic like Xavier or a smarty-pants like Landon, but he was pure gold in the getting-girls-to-like-him department. All this time he’d been clueless about his own superpower, and here it was. It had fallen right into his lap, right out of the blue. And now that he’d discovered it, he was going to work it to his advantage for as long as he could.
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“Are you really going to marry this guy?” Caleb asked his future sister-in-law, his voice sounding incredulous as he posed the million-dollar question. He was far from serious. He was punking his older brother, Xavier, and trying to get a reaction out of him. Although he was teasing Xavier, the truth was that his big brother getting married hadn’t been on his Alaska bingo card. When they had arrived in Moose Falls four months ago, Xavier had been wary of all women and any romantic entanglements because of being betrayed by his ex-fiancée. Honestly, he could relate due to his own experiences. Now, Caleb had fully accepted that Xavier had found love everlasting with True. They were endgame.


The Stone family was moments away from celebrating the happy couple, along with a host of friends, at their engagement party. He was playing with Xavier, but pushing his brother’s buttons was a habit he couldn’t quit. Doing so had been a way of life in their household growing up. Why would he stop now?


Xavier let out a sigh. “Yep, she’s marrying me. Unless you know something I don’t.”


“We’re definitely getting married,” True said, correcting him.


Xavier leaned over and brushed a kiss on her lips. “That’s right, baby. We’re getting hitched.”


“As in walking down the aisle married?” Landon asked, adjusting his glasses as he spoke. “With an actual official marriage license and everything?” Landon looked over at Caleb and smirked. They were tag-teaming Xavier, who remained oblivious to their joke.


True made a face. “You two are making me nervous. Why the shocked reaction? You’ve had weeks to get used to the news.” She leaned forward and whispered, “Is there something you’re not telling me? Blink twice if the answer is yes.”


Xavier stood up from the couch, throwing his hands in the air. “Okay, guys, I understand you might be surprised by this turn of events, but you’ve been grilling us for the last twenty minutes at our very own engagement party. The answer isn’t changing. True and I are getting married.”


“And I for one couldn’t be happier.” The sound of their grandmother’s voice caused all three Stone brothers to turn toward the dining room threshold. Looking resplendent in a gold ensemble and with her gray hair styled in a fancy updo, Hattie Stone always knew how to make a grand entrance.


She had a habit of appearing without making a sound. These days it was a little harder for her to pull it off due to her electric scooter, but at the moment she was walking under her own steam with the help of a fancy cane. Due to a terminal diagnosis, Hattie was “living with an expiration date,” as she liked to say.


Caleb quickly got to his feet and went to her side. He took Hattie’s arm and led her over to a velvet love seat. After she was seated, he lifted her hand and kissed it. “You look stunning tonight, Grandmother,” he drawled.


Hattie nodded her head slightly in his direction. “Thank you, my sweet charmer. It’s not every day that my oldest grandson gets engaged.” Caleb sat back down in his seat and looked over at the happy couple. Xavier and True were now snuggled up on the couch, whispering to each other and tightly holding hands.


Caleb and his two brothers, Landon and Xavier, had returned to Moose Falls four months ago after a nearly twenty-year absence. Granny Hattie was dying, and she wanted to make sure her company, Yukon Cider, was inherited by her grandsons. The catch was, they had a year to decide whether to keep the company and stick around Moose Falls or sell it to the highest bidder. The decision had to be unanimous or they would forfeit their inheritance.


Xavier had always been skeptical of staying in Alaska, but now that he was engaged to True, all bets were off. Since the three brothers had to be in agreement on the decision, he and Landon had some sway in the situation. Caleb could still go to Hollywood and pursue his dreams. Caleb knew there had to be a way to make casting agents forget about his disastrous appearance on the reality show Love Him or Leave Him. He wasn’t ready to give up on his dream. Not by a long shot. He was down, but not broken.


Caleb and Landon burst into laughter at the irritated expression etched on Xavier’s face. Seconds later Xavier caught on. “You two are messing with me, aren’t you?”


“Of course we are. For old times’ sake,” Caleb said, grinning.


“Call it an engagement present,” Landon told him.


Xavier shook his head. “Two knuckleheads.” The corners of his mouth were twitching with amusement.


“Enough of this nonsense. It’s almost time for the guests to arrive,” Hattie announced, clapping her hands together in a gleeful gesture. “Look alive, boys,” she barked, tapping Caleb’s foot with her cane.


“Yes, ma’am,” Caleb said, sitting up straight. His brothers hid their laughter behind their hands. They all had the habit of reacting to Hattie’s reprimands. At this point it didn’t bother Caleb. He knew Hattie was old-school and meant no harm whatsoever.


“Has anyone seen Jacques?” Hattie asked, looking around the room as if her man were going to pop up out of thin air.


A chorus of nos ensued.


Jacques was Hattie’s boyfriend, or paramour, as she liked to say. He was also her chauffeur and majordomo. A jack-of-all-trades, so to speak. He was a good man who was in love with Hattie and treated her well. Caleb’s own parents’ divorce had been traumatic and life-altering as an eight-year-old. Nothing in his life so far had shown him that true love was attainable. At least not for him. So why not focus on becoming the next Idris Elba?


Suddenly, Jacques was standing in the entryway, looking dapper in a black tuxedo, a red cummerbund, and a crisp white shirt. Hattie let out a sharp whistle of approval at the sight of him, which caused a huge grin to overtake Jacques’s face. He made a beeline to Hattie, leaning down to press a lingering kiss on her lips. Their love story was opening up Caleb’s eyes about the meaning of love and relationships.


“Get a room,” Landon muttered, looking away from the couple and wrinkling his nose.


“Jealous?” Caleb asked, jabbing his little brother in the side. He tended to tease Landon about being perpetually single, since he’d never had a significant other. Maybe Landon wasn’t finding the ribbing so funny these days, judging by the fierce expression on his face.


Landon glared at him and rammed his elbow into Caleb’s side, causing him to let out a grunt of pain.


“That hurt,” Caleb said. When had Landon gotten so buff? He must be lifting weights in his spare time.


“Good to know,” Landon said, a smile of satisfaction spreading over his face.


“Come on, boys,” Hattie said, her tone full of disapproval. “I expect you to be on your best behavior tonight in the happy couple’s honor. After all, you’re representing the Stone family.”


Representing the Stone family was of the utmost importance to Hattie. Ever since arriving in Moose Falls, he’d felt the weight of her expectations on their shoulders.


The doorbell pealed, heralding the arrival of the first guest. Within seconds servers were in place, holding trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres. A harpist was gently playing in a spot next to the fireplace. Caleb stood up from the couch and moved toward the entryway, ready to greet their guests as they trickled in to the great room. He loved the rush of excitement pulsing in the air. Caleb thoroughly enjoyed working a room and socializing. Moments like this allowed him to shine. Schmoozing was good practice for his future in Hollywood. He was more determined than ever to make a big splash as a professional actor.


Caleb reached for a bacon-wrapped scallop from one of the serving trays and popped it into his mouth. He had the feeling this was going to be a long night. As the rooms began to fill up, Caleb found himself feeling a bit out of sorts, which was unusual for him, since he loved parties and being in the spotlight.


With Xavier getting hitched, nothing in their lives would ever be the same again. He felt it acutely. True was the perfect woman for his brother, and Caleb thought they made a great pair, but at the same time it felt as if he was losing something. He and his two brothers had always been the Three Musketeers—all for one and one for all. That dynamic would shift now with Xavier becoming a husband and a surrogate father to True’s younger brother, Jaylen.


Suck it up, buttercup, a voice buzzed in his ear. This is life. He’s your brother, and he also happens to be your best friend. Be supportive. Stop acting as if the sky is falling in.


Caleb looked around the room, determined to distract himself from his feelings, and caught sight of a flash of red—all curves and hips—snapping photos with a professional-looking camera. Her vibe was intense as she zeroed in on the guests to take their pictures. She looked vaguely familiar but he couldn’t immediately place her. She was walking on the highest heels he had ever seen, and for a moment he held his breath as she appeared a bit unsteady on her feet.


Why did women put themselves through such torture? Especially at the risk of falling on their butts. But she was defying the odds by staying upright. He couldn’t look away from her. The woman was smoking hot with a curvy figure and long auburn hair. Her skin was the color of mocha. She was radiant.


Easy there. Remember your vow.


Women were off the agenda, especially while he was here in Moose Falls. He still wasn’t over the public humiliation of being branded “the Love Rat” on a reality television show. Caleb had believed that starring on the show would give him a leg up in Hollywood. Instead, he had been caught in a love triangle and had his dirty laundry aired for all the world to see. Or at least the show’s seven million viewers. His version of events had never made it on-air, and he’d been left to twist in the wind by the woman he’d fallen in love with. That betrayal still burned, and he couldn’t even fathom the idea of pursuing another relationship.


But there’s no harm in looking. Surely that couldn’t get him in any trouble, could it?


He was in Moose Falls for about another eight months, and working at Yukon Cider without any extracurricular activities was getting old. All work and no play made Caleb a very dull boy. He smiled directly at her, giving her his million-dollar grin. Caleb then raised his champagne glass to her. It was his go-to move at social gatherings, and usually women responded quite well to his flirty vibe. He wasn’t used to being subtle when it came to women. And if history was any indication, they loved his swagger.


Wait for it, he told himself. She would be swarming him at any moment now. Ten, nine, eight, seven…


She gave him an icy look followed by an eye roll. She then turned her back on him and faced a completely different direction. Ouch!


Shock washed over him like a bucket of ice-cold water. He wasn’t used to a woman responding to him with no interest. This had to be a first. Had he lost his touch?
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Why did the Stone brothers have to be so freakin’ hot? Sophia Brand asked herself for the tenth time that evening as she walked around taking pictures of the guests. Especially the middle brother, Caleb. Things would be so much easier if he were cross-eyed and homely instead of looking like Webster’s definition of the word “fine.” Super fine, in fact. Honestly, jaws in Moose Falls had dropped the moment these three men arrived in town.


No wonder Caleb had made hearts melt all over the country during his stint on reality television. Thankfully, she knew enough about him from watching Love Him or Leave Him to never see him as anything other than a complete jackass. That had made it easy for her to resist his come-hither look from across the room. She wasn’t going down that road with him… or anyone else, for that matter.


The Love Rat. She stifled a snort. And, boy, had Caleb earned the nickname by hooking up with the twin sister of the woman who had selected him as her final pick. What a disaster! He had cemented his bad boy reputation in reality show history with his antics. She almost felt bad for him. Even at his brother’s engagement party, Caleb was trying to flirt up a storm.


This wasn’t her first time seeing Caleb Stone in action. About a month ago he’d winked at her from across the room at Northern Exposure when she was talking to True. The gesture had been overly flirtatious and downright cheesy. Maybe if he’d walked over to her and introduced himself, she might have been receptive, rather than getting the ick. Maybe she hadn’t been fair in her assessment of him. After all, as a huge reality TV junkie, Sophia had known all about Caleb before he’d ever stepped foot in Moose Falls.


Clearly, he was the type who thrived in social environments.


Sophia didn’t enjoy going out, even though she loved her hometown of Moose Falls, Alaska, and the townsfolk. She didn’t normally attend social functions on weeknights. Or actually on any nights of the week, if she was being honest. Not that Moose Falls had a hopping night life to speak of, but in the last few years she had been a bit of a homebody. Having a child did that to a person, not to mention being drop-kicked by her baby’s daddy.


Do not think of him. Don’t even breathe his name.


Donny. Ugh. His name popped into her head before she could stop herself from conjuring it. Well, it wasn’t as if she could pretend he didn’t exist, even though it would be nice if he went up in a puff of smoke or fell into a mine shaft. She still had to deal with him until Lily turned eighteen. Since her daughter was only four, it felt like a life sentence.


Tonight she was celebrating her friend True Everett’s engagement to one of the gorgeous Stone brothers. She was marrying Xavier, a former NFL player who seemed super sweet and perfect for True. A small part of her acknowledged that happily-ever-afters did exist, even if they were few and far between. She didn’t believe that one was in the cards for her, which was okay, since she had her sweet Lily. Her daughter was her happy ending. It was difficult being away from her, but this evening was about work.


As a professional photographer she needed to grab jobs as they came her way. She was barely getting by as it was. Due to Moose Falls being a small Alaskan town, Sophia had to hunt down assignments, which tended to be frustrating and very competitive. So when the inimitable Hattie Stone had asked Sophia to take pictures at her grandson’s engagement party, Sophia’s answer had been an enthusiastic yes. Hattie was an icon here in Moose Falls, not only due to her company, Yukon Cider, but also thanks to her lively personality and her philanthropy.


“Sophia, it’s time for you to take a break.” Hattie’s voice came from directly behind her. Sophia whirled around and greeted Hattie with a kiss on the cheek. “You’ve been a whirl of activity since the party started.”


“That’s how I like it,” Sophia admitted. “Once I get in the groove, it’s hard to get out of the groove.”


“Well, grab a glass of champagne and some of those crab bites.” Her face lit up. “Oh, and don’t let me forget the camera in the attic. I’ve been meaning to give it to you for ages now.”


Hattie had told her about a vintage camera that was simply gathering dust in her attic, and she’d offered the camera to Sophia. She could barely hold back her excitement at the idea of acquiring such a rare item.


“Since I’m taking a champagne break, I can run upstairs and get it now,” Sophia suggested. She could use a little pause from the action. Maybe she could even sneak in a phone call to Patience and find out how Lily was doing. She was missing her little girl, even though she knew that her daughter was in great hands.


“I can send one of my grandsons,” Hattie said, looking around the room. “One of them must be nearby.”


“It’s not necessary,” Sophia assured her with a pat on the shoulder. “I’ve got muscles too, you know.” She winked.


“Well, the box is right by the door, so it won’t be hard to find.” Hattie looked down at Sophia’s heels. “Are you sure that you won’t twist an ankle in those clodhoppers?”


Sophia chuckled. “At this point I’m a pro,” she said. She turned away from Hattie and made her way toward the grand staircase. She grabbed the hem of her dress and pulled it up so it wouldn’t be a tripping hazard. Maybe Hattie had been right about the shoes. When she reached the top of the stairs, she took off her heels and placed them to the side before proceeding up the last flight toward the attic.


She huffed out a relieved breath when she reached the final three steps.


“I should have listened to Hattie,” she muttered. Why was she always so stubborn? It was a terrible trait that always seemed to land her in trouble. She could be sipping champagne right now instead of getting a workout and a run in her pantyhose.


Sophia fumbled with the doorknob that didn’t want to budge.


“Hey there. Let me get that for you,” a deep voice said from behind her.


Sophia didn’t need to turn around to know who was standing there. She had listened to him for months on Love Him or Leave Him. The tone of his voice was rich and silky, perfect for charming the panties off unsuspecting ladies.


Little did he know, she was not one. Sophia wasn’t buying anything Caleb Stone was selling. Been there, done that.


“Thanks, but I’ve got it,” she said without turning around, just as the door gave way. She stumbled a bit over the threshold due to the long hem of her gown, propelling her forward.


“Easy there,” Caleb called out, reaching for her elbow to steady her. Feeling a bit foolish, she shrugged off his hand and walked into the attic, making sure not to shut the door behind her. Her fear of small spaces wouldn’t allow her to relax if she was closed in.


He followed behind her, his shoes making a tapping sound against the wood flooring.


“Don’t let the door close,” Sophia said in a raised voice, whirling around to face him.


“Why not?” he asked with a grin. “Don’t worry about being alone with me. I don’t bite.”


Sophia had to stop herself from rolling her eyes. This man made even an innocent comment seem suggestive.


The door slammed shut with an ominous thud.


“I heard a clicking sound,” Sophia said as her heart began to thunder wildly in her chest.


You’re okay. You’re safe. Nothing’s going to happen.


“It was probably just the knob rattling. It’s an old door,” Caleb said. He sounded so matter-of-fact she wanted to scream at the top of her lungs. She knew what she’d heard.


Sophia walked over and tugged at the door handle. Nothing. She tugged again, feeling frantic. It wasn’t budging. They were locked inside the attic. Panic began to rise up in her throat. How long would it be before they ran out of oxygen? Her throat felt as dry as sandpaper.


Just breathe, she reminded herself. You’re not in any danger.


“Y-you locked us in,” she said in a shaky voice.


Caleb reached past her, his arm brushing against hers as he jiggled the doorknob, to no avail. He let out a grunt as he continued to pull at the door handle without it budging.


“Oh, wow. My bad. You’re right,” Caleb said, turning around to look at her. “We’re stuck.”


“Of course I’m right,” she seethed. “I don’t know why you couldn’t just listen to me and accept that I didn’t need your help.” She wasn’t certain about it, but Sophia suspected steam might be coming out of her ears.


“I was trying to be chivalrous.”


“That ship sailed a long time ago,” she muttered.


Ugh. She really shouldn’t have said that. She could only blame it on her fear of small spaces and her annoyance at the situation she had found herself in. But still. Her words were harsh.


His features instantly hardened. Caleb let out a ragged sigh. “You watched Love Him or Leave Him, didn’t you?”


Sophia shrugged. “I may have watched a few episodes,” she sheepishly admitted. “It was mildly entertaining.”


Caleb’s jaw clenched. Up close he was incredibly handsome. Russet-colored skin. Striking features. Big brown eyes framed by jet-black lashes. And he was sexy in his suit and tie. He looked even better in person than he did on the small screen. How was it possible that he didn’t possess a single flaw? His hotness factor was off the charts.


“What’s a few?” he asked, arching his brow.


By a few she meant dozens. Reality television was her secret addiction, and she was hooked. Born to Wed. 365 Days to Love. Train to Love. Marry Me or Else. She’d devoured them all like boxes of Godiva chocolates. Caleb’s show had been one of the most popular reality shows of all time. He had become a breakout star over the course of the inaugural season. By the conclusion of the series, the audience had turned against him. She herself had loved to hate him. Perhaps it was her own dismal love life that had turned her into a reality show junkie.


“I saw enough to get the gist,” she told him, making a face. “You were quite the charmer. Not many people could get two sisters to fall in love with them.” She would never admit it to Caleb, but she’d been rooting for a happy ending for him and Gillian. Until he’d blown everything up by romancing her twin sister and turning viewers against him.


He placed a hand over his heart. “All I ask is that you don’t judge me by the producer’s edit. A lot of things were left on the cutting room floor. I only went on the show to boost my acting career, but I was in way over my head.”


“Really?” she asked him. “You seemed to be in the driver’s seat the whole time.” Could she have been so wrong about what she’d seen on her television screen?


“Not by a long shot,” Caleb answered. “Believe it or not, I was the one walking around in the dark with a blindfold on. The audience only saw half of the story.”


Oh, he was good. Mr. Hollywood. Smooth. Suave. And somewhat convincing. “Frankly, it’s none of my business. Can we use your cell phone to get someone to rescue us?” Being trapped up here was making her jittery.


“Cell phone?” Caleb asked, patting down his suit jacket and throwing up his hands when he came up empty. “I don’t have it with me.”


“What?” she shouted. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”


“What about you? Where’s your cell phone?” Caleb asked, sounding curt.


She supposed he had a point, but she was still annoyed at him for inadvertently closing the door behind them.


She placed her hands on her hips. “Does this dress look like it has pockets?”


Caleb skimmed the length of her in a leisurely fashion, his soulful brown eyes full of male appreciation. Her cheeks warmed at the scrutiny. This was the last thing she needed. Men—especially charmers like Caleb—were off-limits. She was still reeling from her relationship with her ex and not looking for trouble in the form of Caleb Stone.


“You have me at a disadvantage, since you already know my name. And you are?” he asked.


She folded her arms across her chest. “Sophia Brand. A woman who is very eager to get out of here and back to work.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Work?”


“Your grandmother hired me to take pictures of tonight’s event, and I really don’t want to have to give back her check,” Sophia explained. She didn’t want to tell Caleb, but she needed the money. Badly. Donny’s child support payments were sporadic at best. So far her pride had stopped her from taking any legal action against him, but time was running out for him to come correct. The idea of having to hire an attorney to resolve the matter was as appealing as skinny-dipping in Alaska in the dead of winter.


How was this man managing to stay so calm? Caleb didn’t seem bothered one bit by their predicament. As the seconds ticked by, she was beginning to feel like the walls were closing in around her. Her throat was beginning to feel tight.


“I’m sure someone is going to come to find us. Maybe we should start yelling at the top of our lungs,” he suggested. He let out a series of screams.


“These walls are insulated,” Sophia said, looking around at the pink cottony-looking material. “Maybe banging on the door would be better.” Surely someone would hear them and come to their rescue.


“Okay, here goes.” Caleb banged on the door with his fists. She had to admit, he seemed to be giving it his all. Over and over again he pounded on the door until he seemed spent. She was praying someone would hear the racket and open the door for them.


“I’m not sure this is working. We might just have to ride this thing out.” Appearing exhausted, he sank down onto a crate.


“Let me give it a try,” Sophia said, standing by the door and copying Caleb’s actions. Within a matter of minutes her arms felt heavy from the effort. She made a mental reminder to get back in the gym for her strength training class. This was a pathetic showing.


“I can’t be stuck in here with you,” she wailed. Seriously, how long would it take before they were out of oxygen? Her head was pounding just thinking about it. Pretty soon she would be gasping for air.


“Well, thank you very much, but you’re not exactly winning any Miss Congeniality contests yourself,” Caleb cracked.


Sophia sat down on another crate. “That wasn’t a dig at you,” she explained. “I need to get home.”


Their gazes locked. Curiosity radiated from his eyes. “What’s waiting for you there?”


“My daughter. And we’ve never been apart a single night. Not ever.” Due to her frazzled state of mind, the words simply slipped out of her mouth. She could barely think straight due to a rising sense of panic.


Sophia then did the unthinkable. She burst into huge, chest-heaving sobs.















CHAPTER TWO
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There wasn’t anything in the world that Caleb dreaded more than a woman crying. Just seeing Sophia break down made him feel powerless. He knew exactly why tears were his kryptonite. He could trace it directly back to his childhood.


Back when his mother, Daisy, had left Moose Falls and taken him and his brothers with her, she had cried herself to sleep every night for months. Leaving their father and filing for divorce had been brutal. He winced just thinking about the D word. Even as a little kid he’d known that she had continued to love her husband despite her desire to cut him out of her life. He, Landon, and Xavier had taken turns consoling her. She had smiled through her tears, never really managing to convince them that she was all right. She’d just held on for their sakes.


“Your daughter?” Caleb asked, bringing his thoughts back to the present.


“Yes,” she answered in a small voice. “Lily. She’s four.”


Aww. She was little.


“That’s a pretty name. Is someone watching her for you?” he asked.


“Yes,” she said, sniffling. “My sister, Patience.”


“So she’s safe?” he asked her.


“Of course,” she said, sounding slightly indignant.


“And your sister isn’t going to leave her, right?” he pressed.


“She would never,” Sophia said staunchly. “She’s the world’s best auntie, bar none.”


Already he could see her calming down.


“So despite the inconvenience of being trapped with yours truly, there isn’t really a problem affecting your daughter, right?”


“Right,” Sophia said, drawing out the word as if she was pondering the matter. “But I’m a single mother, so I always have to think of her before myself.”


“I’m sure the two of you are super close, but remember, this is just a moment in time. Before you know it, you’ll be back home with her, and this will be nothing more than a memory.”


“I don’t like small spaces. They give me a panicky feeling.” Her voice sounded really small. Right before his eyes Sophia appeared to have shrunk down inside herself, reminding him of a scared little kid.


Caleb looked around the attic. “It’s actually pretty spacious. When we were kids, my brothers and I used to hide up here as part of hide-and-seek.”


Sophia shivered. “When I was a kid, my stepfather locked me in our small attic and forgot I was in there. Or so he said.”


Caleb didn’t react at first. He wasn’t sure if she was kidding, although that would be one messed up joke. One look at her face and he knew she spoke the truth.


“Th-that’s awful,” Caleb said, shocked at her admission. No matter how traumatic his childhood had been due to his parents’ divorce, he had never experienced anything like what she’d gone through. He had been well loved and taken care of.


“Sadly, my mother didn’t find me for hours.” She wrinkled her nose. “It was quite traumatic for an eight-year-old, who became afraid of the dark and small spaces as a result.”


Bam! Now his insides were oozing soft, gooey stuff. A few minutes ago he had been certain that this woman was a sharp-tongued ice queen, but now his heart was breaking for the pint-size Sophia. He had the feeling she talked a good game but wasn’t half as tough as she pretended.


Caleb swallowed past the huge lump in his throat. “That would do it,” he said. “Why don’t you try to focus on something other than your past experience? What did you come up here for anyway?”


“An old camera Hattie’s been wanting to give me. It’s around here somewhere. I think she said by the door,” she explained. “I almost forgot about it, what with being locked in and all.”


“Why don’t we poke around a little bit and see if we can find it?” Caleb figured looking for the camera would be a great distraction from her fear of being locked in the attic.


He stood up and began rummaging through some boxes by the door. After a few minutes Sophia joined him. Thankfully, there wasn’t a whole lot of dust up here, and everything seemed to be well organized. He pulled out a few photo albums and tucked them under his arm.


Suddenly, Sophia let out a gasp. “I hit pay dirt. Look at this beauty.”


Her face lit up like sunshine as she took the camera out of its case and held it in her hands. She turned it all around, upside down and sideways, her gaze full of admiration. Her movements were almost sensual as she caressed the camera.


“That definitely looks old-school,” Caleb said, noticing that it was in pristine condition.


Sophia’s eyes were sparkling in a way that made her look even more beautiful than before. He wished he’d been the one to make her glow instead of an old camera in Hattie’s attic.


“It’s a Leica thirty-five-millimeter rangefinder.” She let out a low whistle. “These are hard to find and pretty pricey.” She chewed her lip. “She said it belonged to your grandfather.”


“She must think a lot of you to part with it.” Caleb knew his grandmother had shared a grand love affair with Jack Stone, who had tragically died while mountain climbing. His own father, Red, had witnessed his father’s deadly fall. Being back in Moose Falls had revealed a lot of family secrets he’d never known about. So far, Alaska had been eye opening.


“I-I can’t believe she would give me something so precious.” Sophia ran her hand lovingly over the camera. “And to be honest, I’m not sure I should accept it.”


“Have you met my grandmother?” he asked with a snort. “She’s not the type who handles hearing the word ‘no’ very well.” It was one of the reasons he and his brothers had relocated to Moose Falls. Hattie had sold them on their inheritance, Yukon Cider, and wanting her dying wishes to be upheld. “When I turned eight, Hattie ordered a snow-making machine for my party. My birthday is in June!”


Sophia began to chuckle. He liked seeing her this way, carefree and light. The graceful slope of her neck made her look even more visually appealing. She was one beautiful and complex woman. He had the feeling that if he scratched her surface, there would be so many more facets to Sophia. But the truth was, he wasn’t looking for a relationship, and he didn’t even know how long he would last in Moose Falls. Four months down and eight more to go in order to comply with the contract they’d signed with their grandmother.


“You’ve got that right,” Sophia said. “Hattie is no joke.”


“If she wants you to have the camera, it’s yours,” Caleb said. “That’s how it works with Hattie. You’re going to have a fight on your hands if you resist.” Caleb chuckled just thinking about Hattie’s feisty nature, and he was grateful she hadn’t lost her lively temperament with her terminal diagnosis. Despite being in renal failure from kidney disease, Hattie was a firecracker.


She shrugged. “I just figured that your dad might want it for sentimental reasons.”


Caleb scoffed. “Doubtful. Red’s not the nostalgic type. Honestly, I wouldn’t know. He was pretty much a ghost in our childhoods.” He let out a brittle laugh. “Not exactly father of the year if you know what I mean.”


“I’m sorry,” Sophia murmured.


“At this point it is what it is,” Caleb said. He wasn’t looking for pity.


Sophia lifted the camera to her lips and placed a kiss on it. “I’m going to treasure it always. I can’t wait to test it out.”


Caleb’s gaze was trained on Sophia’s lush, beautiful lips. It had been a long time since he’d been tempted to kiss a woman. Being burned by Abby and Gillian had done a number on him and his desire to get close to anyone, and this was the longest he’d ever gone without female companionship. He wasn’t here in Moose Falls to establish a romantic connection. Being here was purely a business move to enable him to truly pursue a career in acting. If they sold Yukon Cider, he could use his share to bankroll his life as an aspiring actor in Los Angeles.


He tried to distract himself with something else other than Sophia’s lips, but there was nothing up here but boxes and boxes of stuff. A light floral aroma rose to his nostrils. His chest tightened at the feminine scent that hovered in the air.


Was it getting hot in here or what? Or was it Sophia’s close proximity that was heating up the room? Caleb loosened the top few buttons of his long-sleeved dress shirt, then rolled up the sleeves.


“Wh-what are you doing?” Sophia asked with wide eyes.


Caleb smirked. “Don’t worry. I’m not taking my clothes off.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “It’s getting a little stuffy in here, isn’t it? I figured that I might as well get comfortable.” He sat down on one of the sturdy containers.


Sophia nodded. “Of course.” She jerked her head in the direction of the photo albums he’d placed next to him. “What do you have there?”


He picked up one of the albums and opened it. “A few old photo books. I’m hoping to find a few pics of me and my brothers. We don’t have a whole lot of photos from when we lived here.”


It was understandable, he thought. Daisy Stone had picked up and left Moose Falls with her three boys in tow. They had relocated to Arizona, where they’d lived with their maternal grandfather. Clearly, his mother hadn’t had time to sort through pictures on her way out of town. Once she had decided to leave her husband and Moose Falls in her rearview mirror, it had all happened fast and furiously. As an adult, Caleb realized that everything had occurred at such lightning speed that his mother hadn’t been fully prepared for their new life. For Daisy it must have felt like massive grief. She had been forced to mourn the life she’d left behind, all while raising three spirited children.


There was a reason Daisy Stone was his shero.


The very first picture in the album jumped out at Caleb. Staring back at him were his parents on their wedding day. In his entire life he had never seen any of these photos. Not a single one. And now he was seeing Daisy and Red in all their glory. His mother was wearing a romantic long-sleeved wedding gown that swept all the way down to the ground. His dad was also dressed all in white with a pink bow tie and dark sunglasses. Judging by the lack of snow on the ground, it was spring or summer. They both looked effortlessly cool, as if they had stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. They also looked as if they were madly in love with each other. His heart lurched a little bit at the realization.


“What? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Sophia said, leaning forward so she could get a peek at the book.


“That’s exactly what I feel like,” he said, feeling a bit numb as he turned the pages. “It’s like I’m seeing my parents for the first time. They were young… and together. I don’t have a lot of memories of them being happy together.”


Sophia scooted closer to him, clearly wanting to view the photos. Caleb didn’t mind Sophia’s close proximity. She smelled nice, and her attitude seemed to have settled down in the last few minutes. She was being way less snarky.


“Is that Hattie?” Sophia asked, pointing to a black-and-white photo of an attractive woman. Caleb did a double take.


“Whoa. It is her.” He let out a whistle. “This picture must be more than fifty years old.”


“Hattie was a babe,” Sophia gushed. “And your father was Alaskan eye candy.”


Caleb looked over at her and made a face. “Easy there. Those are my family members you’re talking about.”


Sophia rolled her eyes and reached out to turn the page. She let out a tutting sound. “Oh my goodness, this is adorable.”


The photo was of him and his brothers with their parents. Landon couldn’t have been more than two years old at the time. They were all smiling and happy. For a moment he had the oddest sensation, as if someone had reached into his chest cavity and was squeezing his heart. Because of his parents’ divorce, Caleb had somehow pushed a lot of the good times from his memory. But here was proof right in front of him that they’d experienced joy as a family unit.


Raw emotion threatened to swallow him whole. The photo showcased his family before they were fractured by divorce and their rapid exit from Moose Falls. None of them had known what was coming when they posed for the picture. Even to this day he hated saying the D word out loud.


He cleared his throat. “This is proof that I was always good-looking,” he said in a teasing voice.


“Indeed,” Sophia said, her eyes radiating understanding. Even though he had a habit of making jokes when things got too emotional, he didn’t think that he’d fooled Sophia.


“I get it,” she said. “My parents split up when I was a kid, so I understand. I would probably think I was hallucinating if I came across a photo like this of my family.”


He reached out and ran his hand across the image. “It’s kind of mind-blowing to see these pictures and know that this was my life, even though my memories of all of us together are sort of fuzzy.”


“Yes, but these photos prove that you came from love, and that’s important to know.” She shrugged. “Or at least it was for me. My dad used to always tell me that no matter what went down between my mom and him, they’d once loved each other. And that my sister and I came from that love.”


“That’s nice,” Caleb said, wishing that his own parents had given him that reassurance. But his parents’ divorce had been ugly, and Red hadn’t been present in their lives. There had been a big gaping hole where his father should have been. And it had shaped his life in ways he still was trying to wrap his head around. Being back in Alaska was causing old wounds to reopen.


A grumbling sound emanated from Sophia’s direction.


Caleb turned toward her. “Was that you?”


She nodded. “My stomach is rumbling. I’m starving.” She let out a groan. “Hattie told me to get something to eat, but I decided to venture up here to find the camera first.”


Caleb shook his head. “Never put food on the back burner. That was the motto of the Stone brothers growing up.”


She rubbed her stomach. “I bitterly regret not eating, although the camera is pretty epic.”


“Not to rub it in, but the lobster tails and crab bites are out of this world. Chef’s kiss,” he said, making a gesture by pinching his lips with his fingers and then raising them in the air.


“Thanks for not rubbing it in,” Sophia said, her stomach rumbling even louder. He imagined visions of lobster tails were now dancing in her head and taunting her. “I’ve been meaning to lose weight, but not by being stuck in an attic with no food.”


Caleb’s gaze swung back in her direction. “Lose weight?” His eyes took in her snatched waist and curvy hips. She filled out her dress as if it had been made only for her. The fabric clung to her body in all the right ways. As far as he was concerned, Sophia was flawless.


“You don’t need to lose a single inch,” he told her. “Trust me on that.”


Sophia regarded him with a bewildered expression. She seemed to be speechless for the first time since they’d been up here.


Didn’t she believe him? He would give a million dollars to know what she was thinking at this exact moment. She was choosing to keep her thoughts to herself, which was fine. They’d already shared a few secrets between them. He wondered if Sophia already regretted her candor. There was something about being stuck in this attic that made the space feel like a confessional. He barely knew Sophia, but it didn’t feel like that. Strangely, he felt a connection to her, which was baffling and a bit alarming.


“There’s an old trick I learned to distract myself from being hungry. Want to know what it is?” Caleb asked.


Sophia eyed him with skepticism. “Sure. Why not?”


He reached over and took her hand and folded her fingers into her palm. “Make a fist,” he told her. His hand lay over hers, and although he was only trying to show her a technique, his skin tingled at the contact.


“A fist?” she asked, knitting her brows together. “That’s supposed to make me forget about lobster?”


“I know it might sound strange, but it’s all about focusing your energy elsewhere,” he explained. “If you clench your fist, your mind focuses on that and not on your hunger.” He still had his hand over hers. She looked up at him, and for a few moments they were gazing into each other’s eyes. All of a sudden, the vibe between them was intimate. He saw the look of recognition pass over Sophia’s face. She felt it too.


“Okay, maybe we should try to bang and shout again.” She took a quick look at her watch and stood up. “I’m guessing we’ve been up here for roughly thirty-five minutes with no sign of rescue in sight.”
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