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			They said goodbye years ago, but wedding bells just might remind these ex-lovers that their relationship was never really over...

			When they were high school sweethearts, Aurora Klein and Tyler Forrester imagined they would spend their entire lives together. Though Aurora’s dreams of going to college went beyond Wild River, Alaska, she would’ve chosen to compromise if it meant staying close to Tyler. Instead, he ended their relationship after graduation. With a broken heart, Aurora moved to California and never planned on looking back.

			And yet, six years later, Aurora finds herself back in Wild River to serve as maid of honor at her best friend’s wedding. There’s only one problem: Tyler is the best man. Aurora expects an awkward reunion, but she doesn’t count on rekindling the flame that still burns between them...or having to team up with him to search for the runaway bride!
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			One

			This venue could not have been Leah’s idea.

			The Wild River Resort Hotel was posh and chic, and her best friend was more... Urban woodsy. Aurora Klein had once heard Leah say that if she could get married anywhere in the world, it would be on the top of Snowcrest Peak with two witnesses and a justice of the peace. Maybe a photographer to capture the special moment. Leah believed that weddings were about the bride and groom and should be intimate and personal.

			Somehow, Leah must have been outvoted.

			Aurora would guess it was the combined efforts of the mothers of the newly engaged couple that had convinced the bride that she wanted the elaborate wedding with two hundred guests, a sit-down catered menu, lavish flowers, an expensive dress she’d only wear once, a DJ that was stuck in the eighties and a four-layer cake that she wouldn’t get a chance to eat.

			Unless her best friend had suddenly developed a flair for over-the-top and overdone, Aurora suspected that Leah was absolutely miserable by now.

			Being so far away at university in Stanford, Aurora hadn’t had much to do with her best friend’s wedding planning. Leah had told her she was getting married five months ago, the same day she asked/assumed Aurora would be her maid of honor. She’d been dating Rick less than three months at that point, and Aurora thought they were moving crazy fast. But how could she be honest with her friend when she was so obviously head over heels in love?

			She might not have been feeling as queasy about the whole thing if Leah wasn’t marrying the brother of the man who broke Aurora’s own heart years before.

			And just her luck, the best man at this wedding.

			“Best man, right,” she scoffed. “More like mediocre man.” Aurora straightened her skirt and entered the dining room at the resort for the rehearsal dinner.

			“Are you referring to me?”

			Aurora whipped around at the sound of Tyler Forrester’s voice. Dressed in a charcoal suit with a light blue button-down shirt opened at the collar, his hair spiked in his usual fauxhawk and his five o’clock stubble adding to his casual sexiness, the sight of him had her pulse going crazy, as usual. Would she ever see her ex-boyfriend and not want to fall straight into the arms that had pushed her away? Why did he still have this effect on her? Although they had dated for most of their teenage life, it had been almost six years since he dumped her—right after her high school graduation.

			She’d tried to move on when she left weeks later for university to pursue her degree in Engineering, but despite time and distance and every last ounce of effort, Tyler still held her heart.

			“Um, no?”

			“Are you asking me whether or not you were just insulting me?” His grin was too much.

			“Well, if you see yourself in the comment...” Her voice trailed off.

			Change. Subject. Now.

			“Have you seen Leah?” She looked around—at everything but him. She couldn’t breathe all of a sudden, like someone had a vise around her airways, squeezing tight. The large dining room seemed to shrink, the walls closing around the two of them.

			“I think she’s with her mother and my mother. They were in the kitchen making sure everything was under control with the dinner arrangements,” Tyler said, staring straight at her.

			Her cheeks burned under his intense gaze.

			How the hell could he act so calm and unfazed? They’d only seen one another three or four times since they split up. Mostly when Aurora was home for the holidays or summer break, and usually it was at The Drunk Tank surrounded by hundreds of locals and tourists, so they never really had time to talk.

			Correction: She avoided any opportunity to talk. It was a self-preservation thing.

			But now, being the only two to show up so far for the rehearsal dinner put them in the super uncomfortable position of being alone.

			Super uncomfortable for Aurora at least.

			Tyler seemed completely at ease as he shoved his hands into his pants pockets and rocked back and forth on his heels. “Should we take our seats?” he asked. “Get into the wine a little early?”

			Seats? Oh no. Of course they’d be seated at the same table. She’d been trying to get up the nerve to make it through the next day glued to Tyler for the walk down the aisle and the countless photos and the dinner and the dancing. Now she had to make it through that evening with him close by as well. At least until the engaged couple parted ways for their prewedding bachelor and bachelorette parties.

			But the wine part sounded good. She’d be needing more than one glass to survive the next two days. “Sure,” she said.

			He motioned for her to walk ahead, and she tensed feeling his hand on her lower back. So natural. So familiar. Too familiar. The smallest touch from him brought back unwelcome memories of soft caresses, lingering kisses, days and nights spent together camping and hiking in the Alaskan wilderness, connecting on a deeper level than just friendship. She knew their love had been the real thing.

			Yet, he’d tossed those years away like they’d meant absolutely nothing to him.

			Tossed her away.

			She walked faster, breaking the too-intimate contact. How was she going to survive the next forty-eight hours?

			At the table, he held out a chair for her and she reluctantly sat.

			He removed his sports coat and draped it over the back of his own chair, then rolled the sleeves of his dress shirt before reaching for the bottle of wine on the table. His shirt lifted over his sculpted forearms, and the sight of his aurora borealis watercolor tattoo made her chest tighten even more.

			The tattoo had been for her.

			She’d been named after the breathtaking northern lights, and Tyler had gotten the tat the minute he’d turned eighteen. It had meant everything to her. She’d believed the tattoo signified that she’d meant everything to him. How wrong she’d been.

			Did he regret the tattoo now?

			Unfortunately, no matter how much his rejection had hurt, she couldn’t regret their time together.

			All Aurora regretted was that it had ended.

			* * *

			Tyler had known Aurora was coming to the wedding. He’d known he would be paired with her in the wedding party. He’d also known that there would be pictures and dancing and dinners together. What he hadn’t known was that the sight of her would stop his heart. Six years should be plenty of time for a heartache to heal, so why the hell was his taking its sweet time?

			He took a bigger sip of wine than he intended and nearly choked on the dry flavor on his tongue. Since she’d left for California, he’d only seen Aurora a few times when she returned on school breaks, and each time had been torture. He’d been able to avoid her as much as possible on those previous visits, but there would be no avoiding her now.

			Obviously, she was just as uncomfortable as he was. At least she only had to deal with the close proximity issue for the next two days. Tyler was uncomfortable with everything about this wedding. As much as he hoped his brother was making the right decision, he couldn’t completely get on board with the whole marriage thing and he was surprised that Rick could.

			Their parents had divorced when he was four and Rick was six. Both of their parents had remarried twice since then. It was hard to believe in an institution when both of his parents hadn’t been able to make any of their relationships work.

			He wasn’t sure he believed in forever.

			Since Aurora, he’d been living the single bachelor lifestyle here in the ski resort town of Wild River. Tourists made for the perfect casual flings. They were here for a short time, and Tyler was the guy who helped make their vacation more exciting. He didn’t sleep with them, but he had fun, distracted himself from how lonely he actually was for a little while. Then they left.

			Like Aurora had.

			“What time is this supposed to start?” Aurora asked, lifting her dark hair away from her neck. It cascaded like silk down her back, stealing his focus, and Tyler fought the urge to tangle his fingers in it. The smell of her familiar lavender-scented shampoo hit him like a wave of nostalgia. So many hours spent, holding her, breathing her in...

			“Tyler?” She waved a hand in front of his face.

			“Oh...um, I was told five o’clock,” he said checking his watch. It was already five fifteen and no one else had shown up yet.

			“Me too,” she mumbled.

			“Think we were set up?”

			She sighed. “Looks that way.”

			And she didn’t seem all that impressed by it. Obviously spending time alone with him wasn’t something she was eager to do. His brother was getting an earful when he saw him. He didn’t know what Rick was trying to achieve, but whatever it was, it was failing miserably. This was just awkward and tense.

			Still, he’d try to make the best of it. He cleared his throat. “So, how’s school?”

			She stared into her wineglass. “Good...busy.”

			So busy that the minute she’d left Wild River, she’d forgotten all about him. No calls or texts...hell, he was still waiting for her to accept his Facebook friend request. Seemed when she left him behind, it was for good. “Your mom said you made the dean’s list—impressive,” he said.

			She swung toward him. Her dark chocolate–colored eyes with the fire-orange starburst around the center burned into his. “You talked to my mom?”

			He fought to hide his embarrassment. Truth was, he kept in contact with her entire family—her mom, her dad, her brother—he’d basically grown up at their house. In the years that they’d dated, Tyler had adopted Aurora’s family as his own. As the one he wished he had. Her parents were still married, and their relationship had been something Tyler only saw on television sitcoms. Her mother stayed at home and baked cookies as an after-school treat, drove the kids to all their sports and extracurricular activities and had dinner on the table by six when Aurora’s father got home from work. Old-fashioned maybe, but Tyler had craved that kind of security and routine.

			His home life couldn’t have been more different. Switching back and forth between his parents’ separate homes with their current spouses each week, he’d never felt settled. The only place that had truly felt like home was Aurora’s house, and he hadn’t been willing to let go of that even after he’d been forced to let go of her.

			“I see her around town all the time,” he said, noncommittal. And he was regularly invited to dinner. He’d assumed Aurora knew that, but obviously not. She must think he’d completely forgotten about her the moment she boarded that plane to California. Nothing could be further from the truth. He thought about her all the time, especially when the northern lights lit up the sky or he caught a glimpse of his forearm tattoo.

			Basically all the time.

			“How’s the search for a firefighter opportunity?” she asked.

			At least she remembered that passion of his. “Slow. There aren’t too many opportunities here in Alaska. I’m still volunteering with S & R and working with Dad’s construction company.” He didn’t admit to her that he also searched for firefighting opportunities in Stanford and L.A. and a dozen other Californian cities closer to her. He always stopped himself before he could apply. Alaska was his home. He might be a snowboarding playboy here in the snowcapped mountain region, but he’d be useless on a surfboard, trying to survive the sweltering heat and humidity and city traffic. “I imagine life on campus is exciting,” he said.

			Translation: Was there a hot, blond, tanned surfer boy distracting her from her studies?

			He knew from Rick that she hadn’t RSVP’d a plus-one for the wedding... So neither had he. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t seeing someone.

			Unfortunately, she revealed nothing. “It’s definitely not boring,” she said, checking her cell phone.

			He nodded and a long silence followed.

			Right. Six years was a long time not to communicate. They barely knew one another well enough now to hold a conversation. How had they gone from being best friends, so crazy in love, to barely more than strangers?

			Unfortunately, that wasn’t true—not on his end at least. His heart still felt their connection as strong as ever. He had to say something. But what could he say? That he thought about her all the time? That he was sorry for the way things ended? For hurting her?

			He took a deep breath, but she spoke first. “I’m going to text Leah and see what time this dinner actually starts.”

			Wow. She really did not want to be alone with him. Any courage he was summoning to be honest with her, to tell her how he still cared about her—more than anything—vanished. “Yeah, good idea,” he said, as casually as possible.

			While she texted the bride, Tyler scanned the rehearsal dinner setup. The following day the same room would be used for the wedding ceremony, then pictures, then the reception. The entire event was stressing him out, but pictures were probably what was terrifying him the most. How was he supposed to smile and stand next to Aurora without looking either heartbroken or still in love with a woman he couldn’t have?

		
	
		
			Two

			“Oh my God, get me out of this thing, quick!” The minute they were alone in her bridal suite after the rehearsal dinner, Leah turned and lifted her long dark hair so Aurora could quickly unzip the tight-bodice-corset-thing she wore with a ballerina-style tutu skirt. Leah immediately released a deep exhale as though she’d been holding her breath all evening.

			Aurora knew the feeling. She’d been holding her own breath but for completely different reasons. The familiar scent of Tyler’s cologne had plagued her the entire evening. And his handsome smile had her stomach fluttering so badly, it had been impossible to eat the fifty-dollar-a-plate dinner. “I should have left you trapped in there after that setup,” she said.

			Leah’s fake look of innocence almost made her laugh, but her friend wasn’t off the hook that easily. “It was a simple mix-up with the time,” she said with a shrug, reaching for her plaid button-down and ripped jeans.

			Aurora raised an eyebrow. “That somehow only Tyler and I received?”

			Leah sighed. “Look, Rick and I thought that maybe if you two had some time alone together before the actual wedding stuff started, you’d have time to...”

			“To what?” Kiss and make up? There had been countless opportunities for that over the years. When she’d been home before, Tyler basically ignored her. And he’d completely dismissed the idea of a long-distance relationship years before when she’d tearfully suggested one. She still cringed when she thought about the day they’d ended things and the way she’d practically begged him to reconsider.

			No, Aurora, I’m not interested in having a girlfriend thousands of miles away.

			His words had stung. They still did when she remembered them. And the crazy part was that she’d almost reconsidered going away for university until he’d also made it clear that he didn’t see things working out between them even if she stayed.

			She’d been devastated and torn, but her parents had forced her to see reason. If things were meant to be, they’d be... In time, at the right time, they’d said.

			Apparently, they weren’t meant to be.

			“You two can deny it all you want, but you’re both still crazy about one another,” Leah said, picking up the hotel phone and dialing room service.

			Since kindergarten, Aurora could never successfully lie to her best friend, so she didn’t even try to deny her feelings. “Don’t eat too much. You still have to squeeze into a dress tomorrow.” At least they’d both feel sick the next day, for different reasons.

			Leah picked up a pillow and threw it at her as she ordered chicken fingers, fries and a burger.

			While her friend ordered, Aurora took the opportunity to stare out the large bridal suite window at the breathtaking view of the mountains all around them. She loved her hometown of Wild River, nestled between the Chugach Mountains and Denali National Park. The ski resort town was the best combination of excitement during tourist seasons and quiet tranquility in the off-seasons. With its picturesque Main Street and outback experiences for all levels of adventure seekers, it really was the best place to live or visit. She hadn’t loved the idea of going away for university. She would have been happy to attend the university in Anchorage, a short one-hour train ride away, but her parents had insisted that she should not waste a full scholarship or her amazing brain by turning down the opportunity to study at one of the best engineering schools in the world. She’d worked hard to ensure she could go anywhere she wanted.

			And her parents were right.

			Letting a guy stand between her and her future goals would have been a dumb idea. Especially when that guy was Tyler. He was a Forrester after all, and while it was unfair to judge the kids by their parents, it wasn’t rocket science figuring out where Tyler’s fear of commitment and anti-marriage opinions came from.

			She’d have expected Rick to have the same affliction.

			It took all her energy not to confess her fears to Leah. The last thing she wanted was for her best friend to be heartbroken ex-wife number one if Rick turned out to have the same wandering eye as his father.

			Unfortunately, her friend was head over heels in love, even if this elaborate wedding wasn’t exactly what she wanted.

			Aurora just had to be supportive and then pick up the pieces of her friend’s heart if and when it all fell apart the way she predicted it would.

			“This resort is too much, isn’t it?” Leah asked, hanging up the phone and joining Aurora at the window.

			Aurora could hear the apprehension and nerves in her friend’s voice. Despite her efforts to hide it all evening, Leah was second-guessing her wedding choices. “No. It’s wonderful. The wedding will be absolutely gorgeous.” In twenty hours, Leah was planning to walk down the aisle. Now was not the time to freak her out about the fact that she was marrying into a family that struggled with commitment.

			“You are a terrible liar,” Leah said.

			“Okay, well, maybe it’s not exactly the wedding I’d ever thought you’d have,” Aurora said carefully. A spooked bride was not what she needed that evening, but she wanted to be as honest as possible.

			“You’re my best friend. You know this was the complete opposite of my idea of the perfect wedding.”

			“So why did you agree to all of this?”

			“That’s such a complicated question...” The bride-to-be looked at her hands.

			“Yet, the answer is simple, isn’t it?”

			Leah sighed, collapsing into the chair near the window. “The truth is, a part of me believes that if we go through all of this, all of this effort, Rick will be happier and the marriage will last.”

			Aurora secretly thought it would take more than a fancy, overpriced party for Rick to stay loyal to his vows, but she kept that level of honesty to herself.

			If there was ever a time to be convincing, it was now.

			She sat on the edge of the ottoman in front of her friend’s chair and took Leah’s hands in hers. “Hey, listen to me. Rick will be happy and this marriage will last,” she said.

			Leah studied her. “I really want to hear you right now, but your face speaks so loudly.”

			Damn. Would she ever learn how to hide her real thoughts and emotions? “What does it say?”

			“That I’m making a mistake. That I’m going to end up heartbroken like...” Leah’s lips pressed together.

			“Like me?”

			“I wasn’t going to say that.”

			Aurora forced a smile. “Yeah, well, your face is pretty loud too.” She took a deep breath. “Look, Rick is not Tyler, or his father, or his mother. Everything will be fine.”

			“Will it?”

			Her friend was looking for honesty, and unfortunately, Aurora was torn between giving it to her or giving her the reassurance she needed.

			Unfortunately, both answers weren’t the same.

			* * *

			Bachelor party or just another Friday night—it was hard to tell inside The Drunk Tank, Wild River’s most popular nighttime hot spot. It was low tourist season, being late March, so the bar was bustling with locals. Being a small town, everyone in the bar knew everyone else...and their business.

			If one more person asked him how he was handling Aurora being home, Tyler was going to lose it. He was handling it the same way he always did—by not handling it at all. He just needed to get through the next twenty hours without doing something dumb like confess he still had feelings for her.

			If the awkwardness earlier that day had been any indication, a confession of feelings would not be well received.

			Tyler lined up a shot at the pool table, going for the win with a clear image of the eight ball rolling right into the corner pocket, but unfortunately, a memory of Aurora’s cold shoulder that evening at the rehearsal dinner threw him off as he struck the cue ball. It went sailing in the opposite direction and straight into a side pocket.

			Rick and Wade—the opposing team—high-fived and Tyler’s father, Mitch, looked at him in disbelief. “What just happened?”

			Tyler shrugged. “I don’t know. Off night, I guess.”

			His father sent him a knowing look. “Awww, that’s right. Aurora’s in town. I thought I’d felt the earth shift off balance around you.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Only he knew exactly what his father meant. When she was away, his feelings weren’t out of sight, out of mind, but it was definitely easier to leave the past in the past. Whenever she was back in Wild River, it was impossible not to think about all the what-ifs. What if he hadn’t ended things? What if they’d at least tried to make the long-distance thing work? What if he’d gone with her?

			“Have you spoken to her yet?”

			“We spoke at the rehearsal dinner. You were there,” Tyler said.

			“All I saw was two people trying desperately to ignore one another, but sneaking glances whenever the other wasn’t looking,” Mitch said, taking a swig of his beer.

			Tyler shrugged, hanging up his pool stick on the wall. “We really don’t have much to say.” That was a lie. They had so much to say. At least he did, but he got the impression that she didn’t want to hear it.

			“You could tell her you still have feelings for her,” Mitch said, emptying the pockets and racking the balls.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He didn’t need or want relationship advice from the man who would have three of his ex-wives at the wedding the next day. His mother and two of his former stepmothers all wanted to be there to support Rick. How his father wasn’t sweating this event more, Tyler didn’t know. Spending the day with his one and only ex had Tyler hoping for a search and rescue call to avoid the event.

			“Oh come on, you haven’t been serious about a woman in years...since Aurora,” Mitch said.

			“Maybe I’m not the settling down type.” Keeping the hint of bitterness from his voice was a challenge. He loved his father. Despite his inability to stay in a marriage, Mitch had been a good father. But Tyler couldn’t help but blame him a little for his own hesitation regarding relationships and love and commitment.

			Mitch shrugged. “Okay. That I can understand.”

			Tyler reached for his beer.

			Empty. Wonderful. Probably for the best though. The next day was going to be challenge enough without being hungover.

			Hours later, after they shut down the bar for the evening, Tyler and Rick walked along Main Street back to the hotel. “So, last twelve hours of freedom,” he said to his brother.

			Rick laughed. “I’m so ready to be chained up.”

			Tyler shot a look at him. He really didn’t seem nervous about the wedding at all. “Really?”

			“One hundred percent.”

			“But the two of you haven’t been dating that long.” It was less than a year. That was fast.

			“But we’ve known one another for years.”

			“And yet you two only got together last year... Doesn’t that worry you?”

			“Nope. We were both in other relationships. The timing was never right before,” Rick said, zipping his coat higher as a cold breeze blew past.

			Timing. Tyler understood that, but he needed to ask. “How are you so sure Leah is the one?” Maybe it was the alcohol or the emotions swirling around inside of him for the last twenty-four hours, but he had to know how his brother could be so sure about this. They’d both been raised in the same house, with the same parents and stepparents. They’d both attended all of the weddings, then felt the pain of the divorces. So, how could his brother have such a different outlook on relationships?

			Rick stopped as they reached the front lobby doors of the hotel. “Because I love her, man.”

			Right... “But is that enough?” He’d loved Aurora for as long as he could remember, but he was hesitant to believe that things could last forever.

			“No. A marriage also takes mutual respect and honesty and compromise...”

			“And you can do all those things?”

			Rick nodded. “Yeah, bro. I can, and so could you, because neither of us are Dad.”

			Tyler breathed in the cool mountain air as he processed his brother’s words. He was right. They weren’t their father, but until Tyler could be sure he hadn’t inherited Mitch’s happy-for-now approach to relationships, how could he take another chance with the woman he loved?

		
	
		
			Three

			That couldn’t be the right time.

			Aurora sat straight up in her king-size bed in the resort hotel room and reached for her cell phone. Nine eighteen. She’d overslept.

			Or rather, after four hours of tossing and turning, she’d finally fallen asleep just after 4:00 a.m. The makeup artist would have her work cut out for her that day.

			She jumped out of bed, threw on a pair of yoga pants and a tank top, and grabbed her maid of honor dress and shoes from the closet. Then she left her room and hurried down the hall toward the bridal suite.

			She raised her hand to knock on the door, just as it swung open and Leah’s mother, Candace, stood there looking frantic. “Oh thank God, Aurora—where’s Leah? Is she with you?”

			Her stomach plummeted. “No. I left her here around midnight,” she said. “What’s going on?”

			Inside the room, Tyler’s mother paced, her cell phone to her ear. Three bridesmaids—hair in curlers, makeup already done—were chatting amongst themselves.

			Leah’s wedding dress was gone, off the hanger where it had been the night before, but she couldn’t see the bride in the room.

			“She’s not here,” Candace said, moving aside to allow Aurora to enter. “How was she when you left her last night?”

			Aurora bit her lip. Leah had been fine. It was Aurora who’d been on edge about the wedding that day. Oh no... Had Leah sensed her unease? Had it caused her to have her own doubts? “She was okay, I think. Has anyone been able to reach her?”

			“No,” Candace said, redialing Leah’s number on her phone.

			Tyler’s mother disconnected her call and turned to Aurora. “Hi, darling... Nice to see you,” she said, but the concern on her face couldn’t mask the slight look of suspicion.

			Since the breakup, Aurora hadn’t really spoken much to the other members of the Forrester family. It still felt slightly weird to be around them, especially under the circumstances.

			Damn, had she expressed her unease about that to Leah the night before? Had her tension with Tyler given Leah second thoughts somehow?

			She had to find her and talk to her.

			“I’ll be back,” she said, leaving the room and heading down the hall toward the room where the men were getting ready. She took a deep breath before knocking.

			Tyler answered, and it was hard to concentrate on the reason she was there as she took in his disheveled hair and sleepy-looking expression. She loved the way he looked in the morning: slightly grumpy until he had his coffee. Wearing only his tuxedo pants, his sculpted chest and abs and shoulders had her momentarily distracted.

			But when her gaze returned to his face, he looked as exhausted and stressed as she felt.

			Well, it was about to get worse.

			“Hey...” he said. “What are you doing here?”

			“Have any of you seen Leah this morning? Or last night?” Maybe the bride had broken the rule about staying away from the groom. Maybe Rick was gone too. Maybe they’d eloped and gone ahead with the wedding they really wanted.

			But, unfortunately, Tyler’s panicked expression was all the answer she needed. “Isn’t she getting ready?”

			From behind him, Aurora could see the other groomsmen and Rick getting dressed. She grabbed Tyler’s arm and dragged him out into the hall. “We can’t find her.”

			“What do you mean? Wasn’t she with you last night?”

			“Yes. We went to the spa with the other bridesmaids and then had a few drinks in the lobby bar. Then I left her safely in her room. But she’s not there now. No one’s heard from her. Her mother’s in a panic,” she said. Aurora was close to an anxiety attack as well. If she was somehow responsible for ruining her best friend’s wedding day, she’d never be able to live with herself. What had she said the night before? Why hadn’t she tried harder to be more supportive and encouraging of this wedding?

			“Where could she have gone?” Tyler asked.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, did she say anything last night about having cold feet? Doubts?”

			She hesitated.

			He placed his hands on his hips. “What did you say to her?”

			Annoyance rose in her chest. “Me? Why do you naturally assume this is my fault somehow?”

			“Because you were the last one to see her, and I know your opinion of me and my family isn’t exactly the best.”

			“And that’s my fault?”

			Tyler sighed, running a hand through his hair.

			Messy, spiky hair that, despite her irritation, tempted her to reach up and run her own hands through it. “Look, arguing isn’t going to help. What are we going to do?” As maid of honor and best man, making sure there was a bride at the wedding ceremony definitely fell into the category of their responsibilities.

			“Well obviously we need to find her,” he said over a yawn.

			She cocked her head to the side and gave him an exasperated look. “You think?”

			“What’s going on?” Rick asked, appearing in the doorway behind Tyler.

			Tyler’s panicked expression was a mirror image of her own. “Um...nothing.”

			Rick looked back and forth between them and zeroed in on her. “Aurora, do you want to try lying to me?”

			She sighed. The problem with having known the Forrester family for most of her life was that everyone could tell when she was trying to bend the truth. “We can’t find Leah,” she said, reluctantly.

			“But we’re going to find her,” Tyler said, reassuringly. “Just keep getting ready and—”

			Rick wasn’t listening. He went back inside the room, grabbed his keys, wallet and coat and appeared in the hall. “I know where she is.”

			He did?

			“Well, tell us and we’ll go get her,” Tyler said.

			“Yeah, Rick,” Aurora said. “Tyler and I can totally handle it.” She glanced at him as she said it. As long as he put a shirt on...

			Rick shook his head. “I appreciate the offer, but if anyone’s getting my fiancée back, it’s me.”

			“Well at least tell us where you’re going,” Tyler called after him down the hall.

			“Snowcrest Peak,” Rick said, disappearing inside the elevator.

			* * *

			This freak snowstorm had come out of nowhere. The weather forecast for that weekend had been sunny and mild. The blizzard suddenly hitting Wild River wasn’t ideal.

			The unpredictable terrain on the trails leading to the top of Snowcrest Peak, combined with the low visibility of the bride in this winter wonderland had resulted in Rick needing their help after all and calling in assistance from several other members of the Wild River Search and Rescue team as well.

			It didn’t escape Tyler that he’d been secretly hoping a mission would call him away from the wedding. But he hadn’t meant a search for the bride.

			“Let’s split up and take both trails—the north and south—up to the peak. She could be trying to make her way back down on either one.” Reed, his friend and the head of the crew, directed the group as they met at the base of the mountain.

			Tyler nodded. “Four with Reed, four with me.” His gaze settled on Aurora. Would she pick his team? Or would she want to avoid spending time with him and pick Reed’s? What did he want her to do? Having her with him could be a distraction, but he’d worry about her if she went with the others. She’d always been a volunteer member, but being away, she hadn’t gone on many missions. She hadn’t trained in a while... “Tank, Riley and Aurora—you three are with me,” he said, making the decision for her.

			She opened her mouth to protest maybe, but Reed quickly nodded and gathered his own team together.

			“Guess I don’t have a choice,” Aurora said through clenched teeth as he huddled his team together for a quick debrief on strategy. Not that there was much of one.

			“Okay here’s the plan. We hike along the south trail. Look for anything white,” he said.

			Aurora scoffed. “It’s snowing. Seeing Leah’s dress will be nearly impossible. Look for her long dark hair and her red high-top runners,” she told the others.

			Tyler nodded begrudgingly. “Yes. Right. Look for her hair and runners. Let’s go.”

			As they trudged along the deep snow quickly accumulating on the trail, Tyler fell into step next to her. He cleared his throat. Then cleared his throat again.

			“Something you want to say?” Aurora asked.

			“Yes... I apologize for blaming you for Leah running off.”

			She glanced at him, her expression slightly sheepish. “You may not have been completely wrong.”

			He knew it. Wow. Did she really have that low of an opinion of him that she’d warn Leah against marrying his brother? He wanted to be irritated, but he couldn’t deny the part he played in her assessment. Or his family’s history of breaking their share of hearts. “So...graduation is in three months?” he asked instead.

			“Mmm-hmm,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a hat. She tugged it on over her dark hair.

			“Any thoughts on what you plan to do afterward, jobwise?” She’d completed her bachelor’s degree in three years and had opted into the three-year master’s from the university. She’d have no trouble finding work.

			“I have a few offers from different companies already,” she said, sounding almost embarrassed about it.

			Of course she had offers. She was as brilliant as she was beautiful. “That’s incredible, Aurora. Where are they?” Did that sound casual? He’d meant it to sound casual, but it was difficult to sound nonchalant when she could be planning on taking a job thousands of miles away.

			“One is in California.” She paused. “And one is in Fairbanks.”

			He nearly tripped over a fallen branch on the snow-covered trail. Fairbanks. His heart soared. Not Wild River, but closer. Like a quick two-hour drive every day to see her closer. Like someplace he might find a firefighting position closer. He cleared his throat. “Well, obviously the California one would be better, right?” He was testing her. Did she want the job in California? Did she enjoy her life there? Did she plan to make a life in the sunny, beachside city?

			But his intentions backfired as she shook her head and her expression darkened with a look of hurt. “Unbelievable. Even Fairbanks is too close for you.”

			He stopped walking.

			She continued on.

			He reached out for her arm as she moved several feet ahead. “Wait. That’s what you think? That I don’t want you here?”

			She folded her arms across her chest as she turned around to face him. “Yes.”

			“Well, that’s not true.”

			“Isn’t it? You certainly seemed eager to get me out of Wild River six years ago.”

			Wow, she really had things wrong. “I didn’t want you to leave,” he said quietly. Riley and Tank had stopped farther ahead on the trail and turned back to see why they’d stopped. Tyler waved them on ahead.

			Aurora was staring at him in disbelief. “You broke up with me three weeks after I graduated high school and practically bought my plane ticket to California yourself.”

			“Because I knew you wanted to go...” He’d been trying to be supportive. He’d been trying not to be selfish and ask her to stay when he knew what she really wanted.

			“I had other options. I could have gone to university in Anchorage,” she said.

			“But the one in California had the better program. You’d gone on about it for a year, and then when you qualified for the scholarship and your application was approved, it seemed like the choice was made.” He hadn’t felt like he’d had a say in it. Not that he should have. They were high school sweethearts and everyone knew those relationships rarely lasted. Whether Aurora went to university in Anchorage or California, he hadn’t been certain of a future with her. She was going out on her own for the first time. Leaving their small town and moving to a bigger city. She would be meeting other like-minded people who shared her passion and intellect.

			Smart guys. Smarter than him. More interesting than him.

			So, if there was a chance of losing her anyway, he hadn’t wanted her to stay in Alaska and wish she’d accepted the other school’s offer once their relationship naturally dissolved.

			“I would have stayed if you’d wanted me to.” The pain in her voice held layers of regret.

			He knew what those layers felt like. How many times had he rethought his actions over the years? How many times had he wanted to reach out to her and try to undo them? “Exactly. You would have stayed and then resented me for it in time.”

			Her eyes widened, and big, fluffy snowflakes gathered on her eyelashes. “Resented you?”

			He nodded. “For holding you back.” Unfortunately, now she resented him for letting her go.

			Seemed there was no right thing when it came to loving Aurora.

			She shook her head. “Don’t you think I should have at least had a say in that? You could have told me how you really felt and we could have discussed things. Figured them out together. Instead you just threw our relationship away as though it didn’t matter to you anymore.”

			It killed him that she actually believed that. “It did matter.” It still mattered. She still mattered... If only he could tell her that. He ran a hand through his wet, snow-covered hair, frustration getting the better of his emotions. “Damn, I’m so tired of doing the wrong thing, thinking it’s the right thing.”

			“Well stop thinking then!” Her fiery expression and lack of patience with him simmered on the air, hot enough to melt the frozen ground beneath them.

			He stepped forward and wrapped one arm around her waist, pulling her in tight and close to his body.

			She willingly moved even closer, wrapping her arms around his neck.

			His gaze burned into hers, searching, waiting for any sign that she wanted him to stop, but her eyes closed and she leaned her head a little to the left, the way she always had in anticipation of his kiss.

			He swallowed hard, his heart pounding in his chest so hard she had to feel it through the thick layers of their clothing. “Aurora...” he whispered against her mouth. Last chance for her to stop this before waves of repressed emotions would be impossible to keep away anymore. Once he kissed her, he was afraid there would be no going back to pretending he could live without her.

			“Stop thinking. Stop talking,” she whispered back.

			He could do that. He lowered his head and cupped the back of her neck as his lips grazed hers. Slowly, cautiously... Terrified of what this kiss could mean. What it meant to him. How many times over the years had he thought about kissing her again? Now she was here in his arms. His mouth met hers and her sigh had him abandoning all hesitation as he deepened the kiss, savoring the familiar taste of her.

			She clutched the front of his jacket as her body fell into his. She returned the kiss with all the same passion and longing he’d been holding back for so long.

			Six years of missing her, loving her, regretting letting go of her came out in his kiss, and when she reluctantly pulled away a moment later and her gaze met his again, the questioning he saw in it mirrored his own conflicted thoughts.

			What now? He had no idea, so he remained silent.

			What had the kiss meant for her? Where did they go from here?

			If she expected him to speak first, they’d be standing there in silence until Christmas. He had no answers and she’d just told him he needed to stop thinking and stop talking.

			Unfortunately, his silence now apparently wasn’t what she wanted. Her disappointed expression only deepened as the seconds ticked by. Women were a mystery he’d never understand—Aurora in particular.

			And before he could figure out what to do or say, she backed away and cleared her throat. “We should keep moving.” She turned quickly on her heel and started hiking up the trail.

			Tyler stood there staring after her. The moment was over and, once again, he’d messed things up.

			* * *

			Aurora unzipped her search and rescue jacket as she jogged along the trail to catch up with Riley and Tank. She needed distance and more people between her and Tyler before she either fell back into his arms and kissed him again or pummeled him with snowballs until he woke up and found the right words for once.

			Aurora, I still love you.

			Five simple words that he just couldn’t string together, despite the kiss, despite her obvious feelings for him.

			Sure, she hadn’t told him that she still loved him either, but he’d been the one to end things, so he should know that she still had feelings for him.

			She sighed.

			Would they ever get this right? She was only in Wild River for another twenty-four hours... Didn’t seem like enough time to sort anything out when six years hadn’t been enough.

			And right now, she needed to put aside her own troubled heart and find her best friend.

			The feeling of Tyler’s eyes on her back as they continued up the trail toward the peak made the climb that much harder and longer. What was he thinking? Did he regret the kiss? Did she? No. But it definitely slid her backward a few notches from any progress she’d made trying to heal her heart, from trying to move on and forget him.

			“I see red,” Riley said, pointing toward the peak as it came into view.

			Oh thank God. She was there, in her wedding dress and red running shoes. Aurora’s heart swelled at the sight. She knew this feeling of conflicted emotions, and her friend had an even bigger decision to make than Aurora did.

			“Let me talk to her alone, okay?” she said to the group.

			Tyler nodded, leading the rest of the team away to radio Reed and let them know they found Leah and she was safe.

			Aurora walked toward her friend, the snow crunching beneath her boots. “Hey...you look a little overdressed for hiking,” she said.

			Leah turned, looking panicked and scared. Aurora wasn’t sure it was completely because she’d gotten stuck out here in this unexpected weather either. “I can’t do it,” she said, pacing, rubbing her bare arms. “I thought I could. But I can’t. I don’t know if I can trust Rick to be my forever.”

			“Of course you—”

			Leah wasn’t listening. She was obviously talking to herself. Almost unaware that Aurora was even there. “I mean, he says he’s committed, but they all say that in the beginning, right? And we haven’t been together long. Most couples date for years before they get married. They live together first...”

			“When you know, you know,” Aurora said, feeling the truth of it more than ever before. All these years, despite his rejection, her heart had belonged to Tyler. She’d known. The kiss had only confirmed that it was possible to know, when you know. Leah knew it too; she just needed to be reminded.

			The bride-to-be stopped pacing and turned to look at her. “Aurora, what if it’s a mistake?”

			Normally she’d say, if it was a mistake, then together they’d fix it. Like they always did. But in this case, she knew in her heart that it wasn’t. She’d been wrong about Rick... And Tyler. Wrong to assume that just because their parents hadn’t been able to find “the one” that neither of them would or could either.

			Aurora moved closer to her friend and, removing her search and rescue jacket, she wrapped it around Leah’s bare shoulders. Then wrapping her arms around her friend’s waist, she said, “Leah, listen to me. This is the right thing. Marrying Rick is the right thing. You love him and he loves you.”

			“I don’t know...” Leah bit her lower lip, looking torn.

			“Shhh... I do know.”

			Leah frowned. “But last night you were worried too.”

			“But I shouldn’t have been. Rick knew exactly where to find you,” she said, tucking a strand of Leah’s wild, snow-covered, dark hair behind her ear. “When he found out you were gone, he was desperate to get your butt back to that wedding today. He’s out here looking for you. Does that sound like a man who might eventually change his mind...change his heart?”

			Leah looked emotional, tears in her eyes as she swallowed hard. “Really? Do you really believe Rick and I are forever?”

			“Absolutely,” she said honestly. “And more importantly, so do you.”

			Voices behind them made her turn. Rick came hurrying up the trail toward them. Leah looked remorseful as she turned toward Aurora. “He’s not supposed to see me in my dress before the wedding.”

			“I’m pretty sure the bride running away is the worst thing that will happen today. I think you’re safe,” she said with a gentle laugh.

			Leah nodded, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “You’re probably right. So, what do I do?”

			Aurora smiled at her best friend. “Follow your heart,” she whispered before moving away to let the groom take over.

			Unfortunately, her gaze met Tyler’s as she rejoined the others, and her own advice had never sounded so loud, echoing in her ears.

		
	
		
			Four

			Standing at the front of the room a few hours later, staring across at Aurora, the tug in Tyler’s chest was stronger than ever before. He’d always thought they would be standing together at the top of the aisle someday. But he’d told himself that teen romances weren’t forever romances. He’d told himself he wasn’t good enough for her. He’d told himself a lot of things to try to ease the pain of heartache over the years.

			He realized now none of it was true and no matter how many lies he told himself, nothing would stop the feelings he had for her—he didn’t want them to stop. It was liberating to finally stop holding himself back from what he wanted.

			But now he had to try to convince Aurora that his feelings were just as real and strong as they’d ever been. He couldn’t lose her again, and he refused to be the one to push her away this time.

			The impulsive kiss they’d shared on the mountain wasn’t just fueled by their passionate argument or intense adrenaline. It was long overdue, and he wanted her to know he’d meant every emotion he’d poured into it.

			Her gaze met his, and despite the lovely decorations and the hundreds of people in the room, all he could see was her. Beautiful, dressed in her lilac-colored, floor-length gown, her hair piled high on top of her head with loose curls spiraling down to graze her exposed shoulders, the look of happiness and support on her face as her best friend married his brother. Tyler could barely breathe.

			He couldn’t keep hiding behind the mistakes of the past. If he wanted to be with Aurora, he needed to tell her. Let her decide if her feelings for him were worth making her own sacrifices.

			As the officiant pronounced the couple husband and wife, Aurora smiled at Tyler, and in that moment, he knew he’d give up anything she asked him to in order to be with her.

			* * *

			The bride and groom’s first dance was quickly coming to an end. Too quickly.

			Aurora’s mouth was dry and her palms were sweating like crazy. The wedding party dance was next and that meant, for three and a half minutes, she’d be back in Tyler’s arms.

			Just breathe. In and out.

			Nope. There was no air in this ballroom.

			After the rescue mission to find the bride, the day had zoomed by, and they hadn’t really had any time to talk about the kiss or what it meant... Or if it might happen again. Standing across from one another at the ceremony had been the first time Aurora had really had a chance to look at him. And damn, if the sight of him in the tuxedo—his hair gelled back, the stubborn stubble on his chin the perfect length—hadn’t had her heart racing and her mind reeling.

			And the way he hadn’t taken his eyes off her hadn’t helped.

			She’d felt the connection between them just as strong and real as ever. As though the six years apart had never happened.

			She swallowed hard as the song ended, applause for the couple erupted and the next song started to play. Aurora could barely hear the slow, familiar rhythm of a popular love song over the pounding of her heart.

			Tyler was walking straight for her.

			Should she run away or dive straight into his open arms?

			He stopped in front of her, and she forced what she hoped was a nonterrified expression as she accepted his outstretched hand and they joined the others on the dance floor.

			Leah sent her a wink, and Rick’s grin said there’s no avoiding each other now.

			Tyler spun her into his arms and held her close as they started to sway to the music. The smell of his cologne and the feel of his stubble against her cheek had so many memories of being held like this coming back, making it difficult to steady her thundering pulse. One of her hands on his back, the other wrapped tightly in his, Aurora looked everywhere but directly into his gaze. Tyler would know the truth if she let him catch her eye, and until she knew where his heart was, she was determined to guard her own.

			Or try at least.

			She cleared her throat. “This is weird, right...everyone watching us dance?”

			Tyler leaned closer to her ear. “All I see is you.”

			He was getting better with words. Definitely making it harder for her not to give in to the feelings threatening to overwhelm her. This whole environment was conducive to thoughts of love, forever and happily ever after; with the heartwarming vows, the elegant decor and the blissful bride and groom, she needed to keep her head on straight.

			“The ceremony was nice,” she said.

			“It was. And in case I didn’t mention it earlier—you look beautiful,” Tyler said, the attraction in his eyes pulling her in.

			All afternoon she’d thought of little else besides the kiss on the mountain and now, standing there in his arms, she longed to taste his lips again, feel his mouth against hers. “Thank you,” she said, her voice wavering slightly. “So do you.”

			“When do you fly back to California?” he asked, suddenly sounding slightly anxious.

			She knew the feeling. “Tomorrow morning.” She’d booked the whirlwind trip on purpose, knowing being there with him those few days would be tough. Now, leaving so soon didn’t appeal to her.

			Obviously, it didn’t appeal to Tyler either as his smile faded a little and his grip on her tightened. “Want to get out of here?”

			She did. Desperately. But they were part of the wedding party. “Won’t we be missed?”

			Tyler nodded toward Leah and Rick, so wrapped up in one another in the middle of the dance floor, they were completely oblivious that there were two hundred people staring at them. Aurora laughed. “Okay, so, probably not.” Still, they couldn’t just bail, could they?

			“Come on, what do you say? My shotgun seat is waiting.”

			She swallowed hard at the familiar words. The same ones he’d used years before to ask her out on their first date.

			“It has always belonged to you,” he said as he tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. Another too-familiar gesture that had her entire body tingling. She wanted to be alone with him, but she was leaving the next day. Her heart was already back in the palm of his hand, and just the memory of the kiss on the mountain had her mentally stocking up on Ben & Jerry’s ice cream back home in California.

			“I don’t know, Tyler. I mean, all of this...is magical, but tomorrow morning it will be over, and things won’t be any less complicated,” she said.

			He nodded slowly. “You’re probably right...”

			Her heart fell.

			“But...”

			Oh thank God there was a but.

			“If tonight is all we have, I’d prefer not to waste it worrying about tomorrow and what happens next.”

			She stared at him, barely breathing, torn. But then she nodded quickly. “Okay, let’s get out of here.”

			Her heart was already a mess—how much worse could it get?

		
	
		
			Five

			He knew exactly where to go.

			Fifteen minutes later, Tyler parked his truck in the empty lot at the base of Snowcrest Peak and cut the engine.

			“If you’ve brought me here to make out, you’re going to be disappointed. That kiss on the mountain was a onetime thing,” Aurora said with a shaky laugh.

			He grinned as he reached into the back seat for a sleeping bag. “That’s not why we’re here.” Though he hoped she was wrong about that kiss being the last one he’d get before she left to go back to California. “Come on,” he said, opening the truck door and climbing out.

			At the back of the truck, he lowered the tailgate and unzipped the sleeping bag, spreading it out. Then he climbed up and extended a hand to her.

			She smiled as she took it, but he could feel her tremble, sense her nervousness. She had nothing to worry about. The day had made everything so much clearer for him. He knew what he wanted and refused to let his own fear stop him from going after it.

			He lay on the sleeping bag and opened his arms to her.

			She only hesitated a fraction of a second before lying next to him and cuddling close, resting her head on his chest. “Do you think we’ll see them?” she asked.

			“It’s the perfect conditions for it. Overcast, just below zero... I saw them two nights ago,” he said, pulling the edges of the sleeping bag around them.

			He stared up at the sky, willing the northern lights to appear.

			“I’ve definitely missed seeing them,” Aurora said, shivering.

			He held her tighter. “Every time I’ve seen them over the years, I’ve thought of you. Wished you were here with me,” he said, his voice slightly hoarse with emotion. All this time trying to fight his feelings or push down the emotions whenever they resurfaced hadn’t worked at all. He still loved her. He always would love her.

			“Why didn’t you ever...?”

			“Reach out and tell you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Too afraid, I guess,” he said.

			“And you’re not afraid now?”

			“Absolutely terrified,” he said, kissing the top of her head.

			They lay in silence for a long time until the first flashes of green-yellow light danced across the sky. Purple, red, blue—the lights lit up the cloudy night, and Tyler could feel the effect deep in his heart. This felt right. It was the only thing that did. Without her in his life, it had felt like a part of him was missing. She was here now and he didn’t want to let her go.

			“So beautiful,” Aurora whispered.

			Propping himself up on his elbow, Tyler stared down into the face of the woman he loved. “You’re beautiful,” he said, lowering his head toward hers. He paused a fraction of an inch away from her lips, waiting.

			Aurora lifted her head, bringing her lips the rest of the way and kissing him with all the passion and love he’d never realized he’d needed so badly.

			A long time later, once the lights disappeared from the sky, he reluctantly stood and helped her to her feet. “Guess we better call it a night.”

			She nodded, looking as disappointed to end the night as he was.

			“Can I drive you to the train station tomorrow morning?” He hated to let her go at all, but maybe they could spend a few more minutes together.

			She looked down and shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a great idea. Tonight was...perfect.”

			“Right, so—”

			She silenced him with a quick kiss. “Tomorrow you might feel differently, and I’m not sure I can say goodbye to you, so let’s just have tonight. In our memory and in our hearts.”

			What was she saying? That she thought he was just having a good time right now? That these emotions threatening to drown him were just the magic of the last twenty-four hours? The wedding, the lights, the kiss? “Aurora, I...”

			“Please, Tyler. Just kiss me again and let me have tonight.”

			He hesitated, swallowing hard. He desperately wanted to explain to her that he wanted this, him and her, forever. Whatever that meant. Whatever that looked like.

			But he understood that her heart was conflicted, slow to trust, and she deserved to have that night, so he kissed her and hoped she could feel everything she wouldn’t let him say.

			* * *

			Leaving Wild River never got easier. And this time was probably the hardest of all. The night before with Tyler had been a dream, but maybe it really was just a dream—the two of them together, able to make things work, both on the same page at the same time.

			Aurora rested her head against the seat of Leah’s car and watched the scenery fly by. Main Street, the mountains, the sights of home—where her heart belonged. She knew she wanted to come back to Alaska after graduation. And that decision hadn’t been based on Tyler—at least not completely.

			“You should have let him bring you to the train station,” Leah said. “And not just because I’d rather be curled up in bed with my husband right now.”

			Aurora sighed. “Sorry to drag you away, but I couldn’t do it. Last night was...”

			“Everything you’ve ever wanted? Everything you’d been missing for the last six years? Everything you’re terrified to let yourself have?”

			She swallowed hard, unable to answer. She had to leave the night before in the past with all the other memories of her and Tyler. Despite what he’d said, she knew not to expect anything from him, or herself. What they’d had clearly wasn’t over, but she was reluctant to trust that they could keep it going either.

			“We’ve had years to try again and we never did before now. If it was meant to be, wouldn’t we have tried sooner?” she asked.

			“Maybe...but maybe not. You’re three months away from graduation, so maybe Tyler’s finally feeling like there’s no risk of you giving up on your dreams like there was before.”

			Aurora hated that everyone assumed that she would have thrown it all away years ago for Tyler, but maybe they were all right to have been nervous. She’d loved him enough back then... She still did.

			Leah pulled in front of the train station, and Aurora’s heart stopped, seeing Tyler’s truck parked in the drop-off lane. He was sitting on the lowered tailgate. Jeans, hoodie, baseball hat and hiking boots, he looked like the boy she’d fallen for years before... And all over again the night before. “Oh God, what’s he doing here?” Was the air suddenly thinner in this hemisphere?

			Leah smiled. “He wanted to say goodbye, I guess,” she said.

			Aurora turned to look at her best friend. “You knew.”

			She shrugged. “Maybe...”

			“Leah! I specifically said I didn’t want to see him. Saying goodbye to him will be torture,” she said.

			“Look, you’re miserable without him anyway, right?”

			She nodded. No sense lying about it.

			“Well then, what’s the harm in taking a chance? Trying to make this work? Here, or in California, or long-distance, or whatever way the universe allows...it can’t be any worse than living without him at all, right?”

			Aurora wanted to believe that her best friend was right, but what if it could get worse? What if the pain of his rejection years before was even harder to recover from this time, if he decided he didn’t want this again once she was gone? What if time and distance put a wedge between them? “I don’t know,” she said honestly.

			“Either way, you have to get out of my car because my husband is waiting.”

			Aurora slapped her friend playfully and couldn’t help but smile, despite her own tumultuous heart. She was happy for her friend—so obviously in love and looking forward to her future with the man of her dreams.

			Would Aurora have that someday?

			Her gaze drifted out the windshield toward Tyler.

			With him?

			“Seriously, Aurora, get out.”

			She huffed in mock annoyance as she climbed out of Leah’s car and Tyler met her at the passenger’s side door. He took her bag from her. “Hey...”

			“Hi.”

			“Love you! Bye!” Leah yelled before reaching across to shut the door and speed away.

			Leaving her abandoned with Tyler.

			The cool breeze did nothing to stop her sweating beneath her bulky winter coat. A nervous energy made her want to escape. Fast. If she could hop on the train and drive it away herself right now, she would. “I...uh...thought we agreed that we said goodbye last night,” she said to Tyler.

			She was so happy he was there. But also very terrified. Was he there to say he’d already had a change of heart? That he didn’t want to let her go only to disappoint her by ghosting her? Letting her down face-to-face again was less cruel. But only slightly.

			“I know,” he said. “And I wasn’t going to come... But I kinda got the feeling that you didn’t quite believe me when I said I want to make this work this time.”

			So he’d read her correctly then. “I just don’t want to put pressure on you...on us. If things work, then they work.” Aurora tried to sound casual, nonchalant—even though she certainly didn’t feel that way. She wanted things to work but would be devastated if they didn’t.

			Tyler took a step closer and set her bag on the train platform as he took her face between his hands. “This is going to work.”

			She swallowed hard. He sounded so sure. So confident. She desperately wanted to believe him. Believe in him. Believe in them. “Tyler...”

			“I love you, Aurora. I always have and I refuse to let you leave this time feeling unsure. I’ll be waiting here for you when you come back,” he said, lowering his mouth to hers.

			Her sigh was muffled by his kiss. Deep, long, passionate... Revealing all the emotions in his heart and hers. He’d said he loved her and she felt it in the connection between them in that moment.

			He slowly pulled back as the train whistle blew. “I love you,” he repeated.

			She closed her eyes, savoring the moment, the sound of the words she could hear him say over and over again and never tire of. “I love you,” she whispered.

			She did love him, and she understood now why he’d let her go before... So that she could come back to him, and their love would be stronger than ever. And in three months, she would be back and they could finally take that second chance at forever.

			* * * * *
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      The Alaskan wilderness is the only place where Leslie Sanders can protect her client. But coming home might make it impossible for Leslie to protect her heart.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      Somewhere outside Wild River...

      Fifty-seven hours trapped in a vehicle with Selena Hudson had Leslie Sanders contemplating just how important it really was to keep the woman alive.

      Selena continued to twitch in the passenger seat. She stretched her long legs out in front of her and scanned the surrounding scenery, which consisted of snow-covered evergreen trees as far as she could see. “How much longer?”

      If Leslie had to answer that question one more time, her head might actually explode. “Just a few minutes.” More like twenty, but each second cooped up in the vehicle felt like an eternity.

      “But there’s nothing around here. I haven’t seen a house or business or crappy gas station convenience store for over an hour. This area looks deserted.”

      That was the point.

      Leslie slowed down and scanned for the opening in the trees where the trail, just wide enough for a car, led into the forest. It had been a while since she’d driven out here by herself and this stretch of Alaska Highway was unremarkable.

      Seeing the opening at the last second, she took the sharp turn as carefully as possible on the snow-covered roads. Her all-season tires on her secondhand car weren’t a great match for the early spring conditions.

      Tall, thick trees on either side blocked the view of the setting sun and cast an ominous shadow ahead.

      “I thought you were trying to save my life. This place looks like something out of a horror flick.”

      Selena Hudson’s active imagination was an occupational hazard from growing up on movie sets. The Disney child star turned rom-com queen couldn’t recognize the real world when it wasn’t illuminated by fake lighting. “Believe me, this will be the safest place for you.” Hopefully Leslie sounded more convincing than she felt. The farther they’d driven away from LA, the less confident she was.

      “Is this even a road?”

      “Yes.” Not a great one. Her small car struggled to push through the three feet of snow. Her foot was pressed to the floor and the tires spun, lacking significant traction.

      “You sure this car can make it?” Selena asked.

      “Yes.” With a small miracle on their side. Getting out and walking the rest of the way didn’t appeal to her. “Just sit tight. We’re almost there.”

      Selena sighed but sat back against the seat.

      A few minutes and a lot of praying later, Leslie stopped the car and put it in Park in front of a small, secluded log cabin.

      “Tell me this is not where we’re staying.” Selena’s unimpressed expression was one Leslie had been prepared for. Only five-star, luxury accommodations were to the star’s liking. “The car ran out of steam, right? That’s why we’re stopping?”

      “Nope. This is it. My family’s cabin. It’s safe.”

      “Does it even have running water?”

      “Yes.” Hopefully. If the pipes weren’t shut off to avoid freezing during the winter months. Truth was, she hadn’t been here in years. Leslie’s decision to bring the movie star to the Alaskan wilderness outside of her hometown of Wild River had been an impulsive one. One she hadn’t gotten official clearance for and one that could very well cost her her job with the Executive Protection Agency in LA. One she hadn’t had time to fully prepare for. But she’d had to make the split-second decision and this was it.

      Of course she’d also had to bend the truth a little to get the movie star to go along with her insane idea to drive from California to Alaska, and now the look of terror on Selena’s face suggested she’d never be assigned another client again.

      But she’d taken the job to protect people and this had felt like the best and only response to Selena’s stalker moving in.

      “You said we were going to a ski resort.”

      Leslie nodded. “You can cross-country ski out here.” Her family kept skis and snowshoes in the small shed behind the cabin. Of course they’d need to shovel a path to the shed first.

      Selena stared at her. “You know that’s not what I assumed.”

      “Well, you know what they say about assumptions.”

      “Leslie! You lied to me. In fact, you lied about a lot of things. You took me away from Unicorn—who is an emotional support animal, by the way—and you said this road trip would be fun. It wasn’t. You said we could stop and see things along the way. We didn’t. You said this time together would bring us closer. Spoiler alert—I don’t feel closer to you at all.”

      Leslie cut the engine of the vehicle. “Look, I knew you wouldn’t come along if I told you the complete truth and there wasn’t time to get Unicorn before leaving town.” The star’s five-pound Chihuahua had been at the Posh Puppy Spa when they’d made their hasty exit out of LA.

      Selena’s pinched expression revealed her annoyance had reached a breaking point, but she wiggled in the seat. “We’re not staying here, but I really have to pee, so here’s the plan. We go inside. I pee. Then we get the hell out of here before Jason shows up in a hockey mask and murders us.”

      Leslie’s teeth clenched. She could accommodate the first two parts of that plan, but Selena was going to have to accept that they wouldn’t be leaving. Not until Leslie figured out what to do next. “Let’s go in,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll feel better once you see the inside.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Selena muttered. She stared out the window. “How are we even supposed to get to the door?”

      “Um...” Leslie glanced at their feet. Selena’s running shoes and her work shoes weren’t a match for the trek through three feet of snow.

      No one had been to the cabin since the summer before; her sister, Katherine, habitually came here for several weeks a year to regroup. She claimed that the pleasant acoustics and being surrounded by the natural exposed wood helped her relax, get away from the stress of her job as a homicide detective with the Alaska state troopers’ office. Outside of that annual visit, no one in their family really used the cabin anymore. Not since their father died and the family dynamics became tense. And definitely not during the winter months when access to the cabin and outdoor activities was limited, hence the lack of maintenance.

      Leslie knew the heat wouldn’t be turned on inside either and neither of them was dressed for Alaska weather, wearing only fall jackets and thin stretchy dollar gloves from the last gas station before they hit Alaska.

      Admittedly, she hadn’t thought the logistics of this rushed decision through carefully...or at all. It was a heartbeat reaction to a dangerous situation. Her fight-or-flight instinct kicked into high gear and she’d chosen flight, unsure of what they were fighting against. Her training taught her that going in unprepared was always a disadvantage and she hadn’t wanted to put Selena in more danger, waiting it out in LA.

      Selena’s gaze burned into hers. “Well?”

      She wouldn’t panic or look unprepared to her client. Stay cool.

      Leslie reached down to untie her boot. They had extra winter clothing and boots inside the cabin. They just needed to get there. “We’ll switch.”

      “Gross. Absolutely not.”

      “You think you can make it through the snow in those?” She nodded toward the bright pink-and-teal running shoes.

      “Nope. So, I guess you’ll have to carry me to the door.”

      This woman was officially out of her goddamn mind. “You want me to carry you?”

      “Look, becoming a bodyguard was your life choice. Therefore, you signed up to protect my body—all of it, any way you need to. And if you want to do a traditionally man’s job...”

      Jesus, they were back to this again. Selena’s disbelief and disappointment that she’d been assigned a female guard. For the first month on assignment, all she’d heard was Selena’s skepticism that Leslie could actually protect her in a life-and-death situation. Leslie’s credentials—five years as an Alaska state trooper, graduating third in her class at the academy, and her intensive twenty-eight-day protective detail training along with her black belts in jujitsu and karate hadn’t worked to ease the star’s mind. Leslie had learned to tune out the comments muttered under her breath and those said not so quietly when Selena was in a mood. If the star wanted reassurance that Leslie could do her job, this was her opportunity to prove it.

      “How much do you weigh?”

      “That’s rude.”

      Leslie scanned her. Five foot six, but supermodel thin, she couldn’t be more than a hundred pounds. Unfortunately, Leslie wasn’t a heavyweight herself, but she was strong and determined and that beat size any day. Or at least that’s what she’d told herself repeatedly over the last seven years through the rigorous and demanding training whenever she’d been tempted to quit.

      Leslie opened the door, pushing hard against the deep snow, then climbed out and trudged toward the passenger side. Wet snow fell into her boots and clung to the fabric of her jeans and the damp air chilled her. Snow started to fall and the big, thick flakes covered her thin jacket within seconds. She opened the passenger door and turned around, bending at the knees. “Hop on.” She’d piggyback Selena inside.

      “This is not how I meant.”

      “Do you want to get inside or not?”

      “Not really,” Selena said but she sighed and wrapped her arms around Leslie’s neck and her legs around her waist.

      Leslie gripped her tight and stood, then kicked the door closed with her foot.

      The temptation to “accidentally” drop Selena into the snowbank was so incredibly enticing, but if there was a sliver of hope that she could keep her job after this fiasco, Leslie was grasping for it. She wasn’t expecting a five-star review of her performance after this was over, but if she kept the woman safe, that had to count for something.

      She hoped.

      A former Alaska state trooper, working highway patrol for five years, Leslie had only ever known careers in protective services. It was in her blood—her mother had been the second official female state trooper in the northern state and her older sister and younger brother were in the force as well. Leslie didn’t want to be a cop anymore, and this new path suited her...and normally she enjoyed her job. Enjoyed the different challenges and obstacles, the element of high pressure and danger. It kept her adrenaline high and therefore reminded her she was alive.

      She was one of the best—an especially impressive feat given that she was a woman and smaller than the other agents at the agency. So far she’d excelled at all of the assignments she’d been given.

      But this assignment had quickly become her toughest one.

      With the others, she’d been hired as a security measure...extra precaution during high-stress and high-visibility times for the client. But this time, there was an imminent threat to the person’s safety.

      Failing this first real test of her skills wasn’t an option.

      The snow was even deeper than it looked from the car and Leslie sank up to her knees with each step. Her feet were going numb and she struggled to take a deep breath in the cold mountain air that was thinner at this altitude than any of the hikes she’d done in the California mountain ranges.

      Not much could prepare someone for the Alaskan wilderness in the colder months.

      At the deck, she reached along the top of the door, through the coating of snow and ice and found the extra key.

      “That’s safe,” Selena said.

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere and there really isn’t anything of value inside the cabin, anyway.”

      “Wow. Way to sell it,” Selena mumbled.

      Leslie unlocked the door and stepped inside. She immediately dropped Selena back to her feet and rotated her shoulders. Between the mounting stress and carrying the other woman, her back and neck were a mess of tense knots. She’d deserve a week off once all of this was over.

      She flicked on the lights and the place illuminated. Immediately Leslie’s stomach fell—memories of family time in that cabin rushing back at the worst possible time.

      This place had been the last place she remembered feeling happy—truly happy, like only a kid with no worries could be. It wasn’t big and luxurious like those belonging to wealthy families closer to the water’s edge, but it was cozy with its loft-style bedrooms with their slanted ceilings, a real wood-burning stove and exposed log interior. She and her older sister shared one room and her brother had the other. Their parents had the bedroom downstairs. A small living space with exposed wood on the walls and ceiling, skylights allowing the stars and northern lights to shine down on them, a wood burning fireplace and some comfy furniture that they’d moved from the house in Wild River once it started showing its age. On the walls hung scenery photos of the surrounding trails and rivers. And several family photos from when she and her siblings were young—a lifetime ago.

      The place even smelled the same, despite no one being up there in months. The lingering scent of firewood and slightly musty surroundings. Her mouth watered and she could almost taste the s’mores they’d roast over the open fire every night.

      She shook it off. She wasn’t here on vacation or with her family. There was no time for nostalgia, she had to get her head straight and figure out what the hell she was going to do now that they were here...in the middle of nowhere, with no one to know where they were.

      “Stay here. I’ll get the things from the car.” Not that she needed to tell Selena not to help. For the last three months since she’d been assigned the star’s protective detail, she hadn’t had any success making Selena realize that Leslie was there as her bodyguard, not her personal assistant, not her personal valet when she shopped, not a shoulder to cry on when the latest co-star broke things off and not her friend.

      She trudged back through the deep snow to the car. After opening the back door, she reached inside for the several shopping bags of food from the last convenience store they’d passed before turning off the highway and escaping any sign of civilization.

      It wasn’t fresh mahi-mahi or whatever Selena’s macro diet demanded she consume, but at least Leslie was giving her the option to not starve to death while they were stuck here.

      Anxiety made her chest tighten. Just how long would that be? Being “home” or in close proximity was already stressing her out and the circumstances around it were enough to cause a severe panic attack. She hadn’t had one in over a year, but now seemed like the perfect time for old psychological ailments to return. She forced a chilly breath as she kicked the door closed with her foot and headed back inside the cabin.

      Selena still stood exactly where she’d left her. “It’s freezing,” Selena said, dancing from one foot to the other, rubbing her arms in her thin jacket. “Where’s the thermostat?”

      Right. ‘Cause cabins in remote Alaskan wilderness had electric heat.

      Leslie brought the groceries to the kitchen, placing the bags on the counter, then went straight to the hall closet. She carried a stack of blankets back to the living room. “Sit and wrap up in these. I’ll start a fire right away.”

      Selena remained standing, looking around the cabin. “Take me back to LA.”

      “So your stalker can kill you?”

      She huffed. “You think I’ve never had a stalker before?”

      As if it was something to be proud of. Though based on the number of social media followers these VIP people had, fandom was almost low-grade stalking anyway. They craved the attention and validation they received from society. “Not like this one,” she said.

      “What makes this one so dang...dangerous?” Selena’s teeth chattered and she reluctantly grabbed a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders, though she stayed standing near the door.

      “He was in your bedroom, that’s what.” That was all she’d reveal to her. Selena didn’t need the sordid details...not yet anyway. If she continued to not take this seriously, then that might be the time to be brutally honest with her. Scared straight kinda thing, if all else failed.

      Leslie’s hands trembled from the cold as she stacked several logs into the fireplace and lit a match. Grabbing some old newspapers, she lit the end and tossed it in, then closed the protective metal gate.

      “All I’m saying is that if I were in that much danger, wouldn’t they have assigned some big, burly—preferably hot—bodyguard to keep me safe instead of you?”

      Leslie ignored the question she’d already answered a dozen times. She was assigned because she was just as capable, if not better trained than any of the men at the agency and she...blended in better. Selena’s management had been clear that the star’s brand depended on her being seen as approachable by her fans. A thick-headed guard didn’t go well with the image they were trying to portray.

      “But we are only here for a few days, right?”

      Leslie’s grunt was noncommittal.

      “Leslie...” Selena’s tone was a warning bell. “How long are we staying here?”

      A three-year-old would be easier to deal with. “Until it’s safe to go back.”

      Selena’s eyes widened. “What about my commitments? I’m starting on a new movie in three weeks. I have a promotional tour for my upcoming movie starting next week.”

      Yeah, she most likely wouldn’t be making that tour. The thought depressed Leslie just as much. She wasn’t exactly thrilled to be putting her own life on hold indefinitely either. Not that she had much of a life outside of work, but still... “Look, I’ll get you back to LA as soon as I can. I need to call the office for updates. Hopefully, the stalker will be caught and arrested quickly.”

      Selena’s eyes narrowed. “You flinched just now when you mentioned the office. Do they know you took me out of LA?”

      Damn. Lie or tell the truth? If she expected Selena to trust her, better to be honest. “No.”

      “But you cleared this with my management, right?”

      “It might have been an inside job. Someone was in your house—they had to have gained access somehow.” Leslie couldn’t trust even the people closest to Selena right now. That house was well secured, so the possibility that someone on her team might be in on it was very real.

      “Does anyone even know where we are?”

      Shit. Leslie bit her lip.

      Selena’s eyes widened. “What the fuck? No one knows where I am and you’ve taken away my cell phone?”

      The cell phone was left behind on purpose. Selena was glued to the thing and it was easy enough to track, unlike Leslie’s, which had a ghost app. “It was the only way to make sure your stalker doesn’t find out where you are.”

      “So, essentially, you’ve kidnapped me.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “A hundred percent. You could be working with my stalker. This could all be a setup.” Frantic eyes darted around the room.

      “Calm down.”

      Selena threw off the blanket and struck a kung fu pose. “I’m a black belt.”

      “And I have a gun.”

      “Help! Someone help!” Selena whipped open the front door and started yelling into the void. Her voice echoed on the nothingness around them.

      “Hey, shhh... Calm down!” Leslie said, closing the door. “I’m not kidnapping you or going to kill you.” As tempting as it was. “If I was going to do that, I would have done it already and dumped your body along the deserted stretch of highway, not wait until we were in my family’s cabin.”

      Selena still didn’t let her guard down. “How do I know this is your family’s cabin?”

      Leslie pointed to the picture of her and her siblings above the fireplace. “The one in the middle? That’s me.”

      Selena peered at it, her arms lowering slowly to her sides. “The one with the boy’s haircut and braces?”

      Leslie’s teeth clenched as she nodded. “Yes.”

      Selena’s face gave way to a look of amusement. “Oh my God...talk about an awkward stage! Do you have any more photos like that?”

      Leslie sighed. “In the ottoman, there’s a family photo album.” To further confirm that she wasn’t lying or to make fun of her some more, Leslie didn’t care.

      As long as the pain-in-the-ass movie star stopped screaming for help.

      Don’t miss Stars Over Alaska, available April 2021 wherever Harlequin Books and ebooks are sold.
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