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			In Alaska, it’s always a white Christmas—but the sparks flying between two reunited friends could turn it red-hot...

			If there’s one gift Erika Sheraton does not want for Christmas, it’s a vacation. Ordered to take time off, the workaholic surgeon reluctantly trades in her scrubs for a ski suit and heads to Wild River, Alaska. Her friend Cassie owns a tour company that offers adventures to fit every visitor. But nothing compares to the adrenaline rush Erika feels on being reunited with Cassie’s brother, Reed Reynolds.

			Gone is the buttoned-up girl Reed remembers. His sister’s best friend has blossomed into a strong, skilled, confident woman. She’s exactly what his search-and-rescue team needs—and everything he didn’t know he craved. The gulf between his life in Wild River and her big-city career is wide. But it’s no match for a desire powerful enough to melt two stubborn hearts...

		
	
		
			Praise for Jennifer Snow

			“An Alaskan Christmas is heartwarming, romantic, and utterly enjoyable.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Melissa Foster

			“Prepare to have your heartstrings tugged! Pure Christmas delight.”

			—New York Times bestselling author Lori Wilde

			“Jennifer Snow is one clever writer.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“Never too late to join the growing ranks of Jennifer Snow fans.”

			—Fresh Fiction

			“Ms. Snow brings the drama, heat, and heart along with a great cast of characters.”

			—Harlequin Junkie on Pushing the Limits

			“Grab some hot cocoa with this one and enjoy Snow’s latest.”

			—RT Book Reviews on The Mistletoe Melody

		
	
		
			Jennifer Snow

			An Alaskan Christmas
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			For all of the members of search-and-rescue 
organizations worldwide, who selflessly
put their own lives at risk to save others
in times of need—thank you!
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			CHAPTER ONE

			HER ARMS FULL of patient files, Dr. Erika Sheraton tipped her head back as Darren, her premed intern, poured a double shot of espresso down her throat. The hot liquid delivered the instant adrenaline boost she needed to get through the rest of her fourteen-hour shift.

			Dinner? A quick glance at the clock on the wall above the nurses’ triage station revealed it was almost nine. A late dinner.

			“How are you not vibrating? That’s your third in two hours.” Darren crumpled the paper cup and tossed it into a recycle bin as they walked.

			“Caffeine stopped affecting me a long time ago. Now it’s about the taste,” she said, only half kidding. Double course loads and all-nighters in college and then med school had prepared her for the long hours she put in now as a general surgeon, and caffeine had been her best friend.

			The twentysomething looked like he could use a cup himself, as he stifled a yawn. His sandy-blond hair poked up in the back as though he’d crawled out of bed at the last possible minute and his hazel eyes were bloodshot. If he was tired now after only eight hours on shift, he’d be reconsidering this particular profession by midnight. The staff at Alaska General Hospital never rested. The revolving doors at emergency constantly rotated with broken bones, heart attacks and bleeding patients filing in. No day was ever the same. Unpredictability kept Erika alert and on her toes.

			“After these rounds, I’m going to need you to check in on Mr. Franklin—he’s in recovery. His family is wondering when they can see him.” The man’s entire extended family was camped out in the surgical ward waiting room—fifteen or sixteen of them at least. They couldn’t see the man, but they all refused to leave. Each one took turns driving the nurses on duty crazy. “Make sure they know only immediate family can go in. He needs his rest.”

			Darren nodded, but a look of hesitation appeared behind his dark-rimmed glasses.

			“What?” She checked her watch.

			“I just... Well, shouldn’t you talk to them? I know his wife wanted to thank you...”

			Erika shook her head. “Keeping him on the low-cholesterol, low-sodium diet I’ve prescribed—and off my operating table—will be thanks enough,” she said, scanning the top folder on her stack.

			“Okay, but...”

			She shot him a look.

			“No problem. I’ll check in on him.”

			“Thank you.” She continued down the hall toward the next high-priority patient.

			“Don’t forget, your dad still wants to see you,” Darren said, struggling to keep up to her half sprint.

			“I know.” And she could do without the hourly reminders. Her father rarely requested her presence during her rounds, so whatever it was wouldn’t be good. If she put him off long enough, maybe he’d forget.

			“Top chart—Mr. Grayson. He’s scheduled for an appendectomy in a few hours,” she said, approaching the man’s hospital room.

			Darren nodded as he smiled. “This old guy is hilarious. Did you know he was a stunt motorcycle driver in the circus in the ’80s?”

			“No.” She knew he had an inflamed appendix and had waited far too long to come in. She knew his vitals and that in an hour, they’d be prepping him for surgery. Knowing personal details of a patient’s life didn’t make her job any easier or guarantee a better outcome. She juggled the files on one arm as she reached into her pocket for a new set of sterile gloves.

			“Hey, before we go in there, can I talk to you?” Darren asked, stopping her outside the room. He stared at the checked patterned floor tiles.

			Damn. “You’re requesting a transfer to a different physician.” He wasn’t the first medical student who’d gotten reassigned. She’d made it a month with Darren—a new record.

			Another intern bites the dust.

			He nodded, obviously relieved that he hadn’t had to vocalize it himself. “You’re amazing, Dr. Sheraton, and I feel so fortunate for the opportunity to work with you, but you’re also very busy and unavailable...”

			The sharp sting of the words was familiar. She’d heard the same speech from interns and boyfriends alike. She’d successfully eliminated the problem in one group right after her first year of residency...interns were hospital-assigned and therefore out of her control.

			“I mean I just need all the training I can get and between patients and your research work...”

			She didn’t need an explanation. She was busy. Too busy to have someone following her around in fact. This was totally fine with her. “I understand.”

			“You’re not upset?”

			“Only about having to get my own coffee from now on,” she said.

			The joke missed its mark and the intern’s eyes widened. “I can still do that...”

			Wow, was she really that scary? She was demanding and expected the students to put in the hours she did. She may not be the friendliest doctor on staff, socializing after work and remembering birthdays and such, but she gave these interns a real picture of their future in medicine. Wasn’t that what they were there for? “I was kidding, Darren.”

			“Oh...right.”

			“Dr. Sheraton, please report to emergency. Stat.”

			The call over the hospital intercom had her handing Darren the stack of folders. “Please take his heart rate and blood pressure,” she said, practically running to the elevators. “And don’t forget Mr. Franklin.”

			“Got it,” he called after her.

			The quiet twenty-six-second elevator ride to the first floor was the closest thing she got to a spa day. It was the only time she was forced to slow to a pace other than her own usual breakneck speed. But even that half a minute was too long. It gave her time to think. Think about her previous surgeries and replay the details—what went right, what went wrong, what she could do better next time. Constantly reevaluating herself made her a better surgeon, but too often it left her feeling like she was coming up slightly short of her potential. Her type A personality left little room for failure or complacency.

			Checking her phone in her lab coat pocket, she scanned her schedule for the rest of the evening, evaluating what she could push back if this emergency demanded her immediate attention. The number of things marked urgent made her will the elevator to move quicker. She’d be lucky to get out of there by 2:00 a.m.

			A text popped up from Darren.

			If you change your mind about Mrs. Franklin...

			She wouldn’t. She ignored the text from her intern—former intern—and put the phone away.

			As the elevator stopped, she took a deep breath, expecting to see a flurry of organized chaos as the doors opened. Stretchers, ambulance lights flashing and sirens wailing outside, paramedics and nurses... Instead, she ran square into her father.

			No emergency, just his six-foot-three frame and his usual neutral expression. It was impossible to read her father, as his face gave nothing away. His emotions were never too high or too low, just infuriatingly balanced no matter the circumstance. His calm presence and rational thinking made him fantastic at his profession, but sometimes he was irritating as shit as a father.

			“Hi. I was just coming to see you.” Eventually.

			“Walk with me,” he said, turning on his heel and nodding.

			Her jaw clenched so tight her teeth might snap. This was so like him—assuming she could drop everything at his command. He may run the hospital, but he often had no idea how hectic her schedule was. “Can we talk as I do my rounds? Darren is...”

			“More than capable,” he said, leading the way to his first-floor corner office. “And requesting to be transferred, I see.”

			His tone made her palms sweat. He should be happy that she was pushing these interns to their limits. What awaited them once they graduated wasn’t for the faint of heart. Better to get used to grueling days and nights now, performing on little to no sleep, living on caffeine and leftover Halloween chocolate bars, than to realize they couldn’t cut it when lives were in their hands.

			Unfortunately, he didn’t always agree with her beliefs. He wanted the interns to feel at home at Alaska General so they’d apply here once they graduated. The hospital was short-staffed and more doctors would benefit everyone, but Erika preferred to work alongside the best.

			Her father had an open-door policy—literally—so when he closed the office door behind her, she knew the head of General Surgery hadn’t called her in to discuss Thanksgiving dinner plans.

			She glanced at his wall calendar as she sat. Especially since Thanksgiving was a week ago.

			“Dad, this intern thing is just ridiculous...”

			He held up a hand. “This isn’t about your inability to effectively manage others.”

			Kick to the gut delivered and received. She clamped her lips together.

			He opened his desk drawer and handed her a letter as he sat in the plush, leather chair behind his oversize mahogany desk.

			Her eyes widened, seeing the Hospital Foundation logo on the top of the page. “Is this the final approval from the board for the clinical trials?” They’d submitted the application six months ago to start trials on a new antirejection drug, after years of research, and they were waiting on the formal go-ahead to start with a test group.

			Would Darren reconsider staying with her if he knew he could be part of a medical breakthrough? He’d been a lot of help in the past month.

			“Just read it,” her father said.

			She scanned the letter from the board of directors, feeling her excitement fade and anxiety rise with each word. “Recommended vacation? What is this?”

			“I don’t like it either, but the board is reviewing policies and making sure we are following them,” he said, the edge indicating he’d been outvoted in this decision. He certainly didn’t believe in time off and had never encouraged her to take any. Her life was her career, just like him.

			“But any day now we will be starting clinical trials on the new drug.” It had taken her father and his team almost three years to get the experimental antirejection product approved for testing on organ transplant patients, and they’d finally gotten it. They’d worked around the clock for a year to make sure they did. Subjects were undergoing assessment right now to be ready for the trials.

			Now was not the time to take a break.

			Her father looked as though he’d made the same argument to the hospital board. “The team will have to handle it.”

			So recommended actually meant forced. “Why now? I’m fine. I don’t need a break.” At twenty-nine, she was eager to prove herself as one of the top general surgeons in the state. Between her surgical success record and the research time she’d invested in this new drug, she was close. Helping her father get one step closer to winning the Lister Medal was high on her priority list. “Come on, Dad, you know I’m good. My last two operations were impossible surgeries...”

			“Improbable surgeries.”

			Erika clamped her lips together again, forcing her argument to stay put. It wouldn’t do any good. Three years working alongside her father and she’d yet to prove herself. Despite two back-to-back improbable surgeries that she’d performed successfully, he still doubted her abilities. His micromanagement over her research team had driven her insane, but he’d reluctantly agreed to let her run her own set of clinical trials on the antirejection drug, and she’d foolishly believed she was making progress with him.

			Now she was being forced into taking a break.

			What the hell was a break? She hadn’t had one since starting university. She’d graduated with her bachelor’s in three years instead of four by doubling up on courses and then had applied directly to med school. She’d interned at Alaska General and secured a position there shortly after graduation. She couldn’t remember the last day she had off, let alone...she glanced at the letter. Two weeks?

			What the hell would she do with all that free time?

			Her chest constricted and air struggled to make it to her lungs. “Okay, maybe I could take a few days, but two weeks is crazy.”

			“Darren told me about the one-way street,” her father said.

			Last time she was driving him home. “It was a mistake. It was nothing.” Accidentally turning down a busy one-way street—in the wrong direction...in rush hour...after an eighteen-hour shift—had frightened the bejesus out of her and Darren, but she wasn’t about to admit that to her father.

			Had that near-death experience had anything to do with Darren’s transfer request? Did he actually think she was starting to burn out?

			She wasn’t. The truth was, her mind had been elsewhere on the drive home that day. November 20. The anniversary of her mother’s death. Each year that day weighed heavy on her. But bringing that up to her father would do more damage than good.

			“It’s a sign you’re working too hard,” he said.

			Again, an edge of irritation in his voice. Her father didn’t acknowledge weakness. He believed in pushing through, working hard to overcome exhaustion and stress. She’d failed to do that in his eyes, and she couldn’t be truthful with him. They never talked about her mother.

			“So I can’t fight this?” she asked, her jaw tight as she struggled to keep her voice steady. This wasn’t fair. It was unnecessary, but throwing a temper tantrum wouldn’t help.

			“The decision is final.” He ran a hand through his salt-and-peppered hair and reached for his glasses, picking up a file on his desk.

			She was dismissed. “Effective?”

			“Immediately. Dr. Hipstein has been called in to complete your rounds.”

			Dr. Hipstein. A veteran doctor who was semiretired. Staff and patients loved his fun, uplifting demeanor. Standing, she said, “Okay, well, I’ll see you in two weeks.”

			He nodded, not glancing up as she left the office and headed down the hall. She took the elevator to the fourth floor, leaning against the cool metal wall as she watched the numbers light up. Going into her own office, she closed the door, kicked off her heels and lay down on the uncomfortable cot she’d wheeled in to try to catch some sleep between patients. She stared at the dark stain on the ceiling tile above her and forced several deep breaths.

			Two weeks.

			It may as well be two years. What the hell was she going to do with herself?

			She had no hobbies. She had no boyfriend. She had no friends besides colleagues, who were more acquaintances. She didn’t have a pet. Heck, even her houseplants were plastic.

			Feeling her chest constrict, an anxiety attack looming, she forced another breath, but it barely made it past her throat. A vacation. She’d never been on one before. Ever. Not even as a child. Raised by her workaholic father, the farthest she’d ever gone was camping with Cassie and her family every summer...

			Cassie.

			She hadn’t seen her childhood best friend in years. They’d been inseparable growing up, but their lives and careers had gotten in the way of the friendship over time. Her free-spirited friend was an adventure tour guide, still living in their hometown of Wild River, while Erika worked herself into forced vacations at the hospital in the city. Fun and leisure activities had never found their way onto her priority list. A drive to succeed pushed away any desire to relax. Eventually, when she’d reached her career goals, she’d slow down a little...enjoy life, but for now, she was focused solely on her career.

			Right now, she wouldn’t even know how to find fun if she had a direct map to it.

			Sitting up, she glanced at her calendar on the wall. It was November 30 and the weather that fall would ensure great skiing conditions on the slopes. Not so great for mountain driving, though. She’d never admit it, but the close call on the one-way had her feeling a little nervous on the roads these days.

			She bit her lip. She could take the train.

			Going to her computer, she confirmed times to Wild River for the next day. Less than a two-hour ride. The mountains weren’t that far from the city.

			Finding accommodations for that length of time proved to be challenging, though. Ski season was always booked well in advance, and with the village holiday activities starting that week, no hotel or B and B could accommodate the two-week stay.

			Should have checked that first.

			Opening Facebook, she went straight to Cassie’s page.

			When was the last time they spoke? Actually spoke, not quick Facebook messages or a “Merry Christmas” or “Happy Birthday” text, but an actual conversation?

			Flipping through her friend’s recent photos of winter camping and hiking through the trails, group shots of happy-looking adrenaline junkies on a heli-skiing trip...her already fragile confidence in the idea waned. Did they have anything in common anymore? As teenagers, it had been their differences that had connected them. She was studious and focused—exactly what Cassie had needed to help her survive the course load in high school. Someone to make sure she went to class and did the assigned work. Erika had tutored her friend in math and physics to make sure her grades were high enough to graduate on time. And in return, Erika had learned to relax and have fun once in a while from her high-on-life friend. Cassie forced her to take breaks, even if it meant stealing her textbooks for a few hours, and without her, Erika would have had no social life at all.

			Her gaze fell to her exposed wrist at the edge of her white blouse. The faint lines of a tattoo were starting to show through her tattoo concealer. The word Friend only legible because she knew what it said.

			The Best and Friend tattoos had been their gift to one another when Erika moved to Anchorage for university. They’d promised not to let life get in the way of their friendship. Erika almost always kept hers covered these days. She really should have it removed—it was hardly professional—but each time she made the appointment, she canceled it.

			She opened Messenger and hesitated. Could she really spend two weeks in Wild River? Would her friend be happy to hear from her?

			She released a deep breath and started to type. Only one way to find out.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			THIRTY-SEVEN HOURS INTO the search and the twisting in Reed’s gut grew worse by the minute. The call from the state troopers’ office reporting a missing ten-year-old girl on the side of Wild Canyon Peak—where she’d been snowshoeing and camping with her parents—had sent over fifty search and rescue volunteers out on the mission immediately. November in the mountains was cold, unpredictable and they’d already experienced one small avalanche earlier that month.

			Reed pulled up his scarf and readjusted his headlamp. At six thirty, it was already pitch-black outside, making the search harder and his confidence fade. The bitter wind that had picked up since nightfall cut through his thermal jacket and the crew members near him—walking the trails where the young girl had last been seen—looked as tired and anxious as he felt. They were reaching a critical point and his only consolation was knowing that the girl had been dressed for the weather. Her parents claimed she was wearing a full snowsuit, gloves, hat and scarf.

			Snow crunched beneath his boots as he neared the edge of a cliff, peering over in the hopes of seeing the little girl. Snowdrifts made visibility in this area tough. His mouth felt like sandpaper, but he didn’t stop to take a drink. Not yet. Only on scheduled five-minute rests. He checked his watch. Nine more minutes until they took a mandatory break. He scanned the area as he took slow steps forward...his ten years of experience on the Wild River Search and Rescue making his senses sharp and focused, despite lack of sleep and the intensity of the unpredictable weather in the high altitude.

			As he approached the drop-off, he saw an orange scarf caught on a tree branch to his right. He almost released a sigh of relief—it was the first physical sign they were in the right area where the girl might be. But the proximity of the scarf to the edge of the cliff had his pulse racing. The high angle, steep incline was treacherous...the slippery rocks a major hazard.

			“Orange scarf located,” he said over the radio. “Proceeding with caution to edge of Wild Canyon Peak, hoping to obtain a visual.” Hooking a carabiner to his belt and fastening the harness support to the tree, he moved toward the edge.

			It was dark and the light reflecting off the snow hindered his ability to see into the depths, so he shut off the light as he scanned the rocky edge. “Rebecca!” he called, his voice reverberating off the mountain.

			To his right, several other rescuers approached. He motioned for them to stay back, as a block of snow gave way beneath his right foot, shaking him slightly off balance. The child may not have realized how close she was to the edge, because of the unsteady footing and false ground.

			“Rebecca!” he called again, moving closer. Rocks covered in shimmering frost were like glass beneath his boots. He peered over the edge, a shiver running through him as he took in the thousand-foot drop. No one could survive that fall.

			“Hello.”

			The sound was barely audible above the howling wind, but a rush of heat flowed through him as he turned toward it, about twenty feet below him to the right. Turning on the light again, he scanned the area. There she was. Sitting on a six-inch-wide ledge, her head rested against the side of the mountain, her eyes shut tight. Wind beat against her with so much force, Reed feared she could be blown off the ledge any second.

			The clock was ticking. They needed to move fast.

			“Hi, Rebecca. I’m coming to help you. Just stay right where you are. You’re doing great.” He had no way of knowing if that was true or not, he couldn’t assess her well-being from this distance, but he needed to reassure her. Providing relief and a sense of safety was an essential part of the rescue. If the endangered believed they were now safe, they were more proactive in their rescue.

			“I’ve located Rebecca. Side of Wild Canyon Peak. She is responsive,” he said over the radio, as two crew members approached after securing their own harnesses.

			“How are we proceeding?” Wade Baxter, one of the rescue leaders, asked.

			It was Reed’s month as head rescue leader, therefore he was calling the shots. “I’ll rappel to her, assess injuries and check approach angles. Get a litter ready in case we need it.”

			The man nodded, motioning forward two support crew members who dragged the carrier on the snow behind them.

			“Frank, can you belay me?”

			“Yes.” The older man, who’d been a team member for over twenty-five years, was the best person Reed could have at his side in that moment. Since retiring, he rarely came out on rescues anymore, but when there was a child involved, alone and lost, it was all hands on deck.

			Reed began his descent. “Rebecca, I’m going to come to you. Stay where you are. Just relax and don’t move.”

			Her nod was small.

			He could see she was clutching several branches protruding from the mountain. She’d lost her right glove, as well as her scarf, but other than that, her skin was covered, protected from the elements. Thank God. Frostbite set in within minutes in this cold.

			His own cheeks—his only flesh exposed to the elements—stung in the wind. They could expect her right hand to need medical attention. His boots slipped against the rocks and several gave way, falling to the base of the mountain.

			He moved lower and lower until he reached the ledge. Not trusting it to hold both their weight, he hung next to it. “Hi. I’m Reed. Can you open your eyes for me?” He wanted her to know she was safe, that she could trust him...but he would need her cooperation to get them out of there as quickly as possible.

			“No.”

			He saw the shape of her lips more than he heard the word.

			“Afraid of heights?”

			She nodded.

			“Okay. Well, I’m straight ahead of you. So just open your eyes and look straight ahead. You’ll see my goofy grin,” he said.

			Slowly, her eyes opened and the terror in them made his chest tighten. He ignored the what-if scenarios running through his mind and cleared his thoughts.

			Save the kid, get everyone back safe. Simple. Yet, not an easy task. Expect the unexpected.

			“You’re doing great,” he told her. “Are you hurt?”

			“My hand was hurting but not anymore...”

			Frostbite. Hopefully, they weren’t too late.

			“And my leg.”

			He glanced toward her legs, where her snowshoes still dangled from her feet. The right leg was twisted in a grotesque angle. Numb and in shock right now, she couldn’t feel the severity of the injury, which was good. He hated to think that she’d been out there that long alone, scared and in pain. Keeping his voice calm, he radioed. “We will need the litter. Start lowering it to the left.”

			“Is my leg broken?” she asked, daring a glance at it.

			“Yes.” He wouldn’t lie. She would need to be prepared for what came next. “But we are going to get it fixed up in no time. We have an ambulance waiting on the trailhead. Just a few more minutes...and your parents are there...”

			“No!” She moved away, clinging to the branches. New fear on her face.

			“Whoa, hold up. Stay still.” He’d seen this before. Lost children were surprisingly terrified that their parents would be angry. He knew after interviewing hers that nothing could be farther from the truth. The young couple was going crazy—worried about their little girl. Relief would be their only emotion when she was brought back safely. “Your mom and dad are not mad. They are worried and they love you. They can’t wait to hug you.” Reunions after rescues were the only consistent element to this job.

			Tears slid down the little girl’s cheeks. “I was supposed to stay with the group,” she whispered.

			“Getting lost happens. This isn’t your fault.” He glanced overhead and saw the litter approaching. To the left of it, Wade rappelled down the mountain. About two minutes away. Adrenaline soared through his veins as he mentally prepared for what came next—getting her off the ledge and onto the carrier and getting her to the ambulance on standby, waiting for them.

			“I’m really scared,” she said, glancing up toward the litter.

			“Can I tell you a story?” he asked her.

			She nodded.

			“When I was about your age...” It was closer to fifteen, but he wanted her to identify with him. “My mom took my sister and me and our best friends camping just a mile from here. I decided to take a hike in the woods close to nightfall...and I got lost.” He actually hadn’t been alone, but the story worked better this way.

			Rebecca’s eyes widened.

			He glanced up. The litter was about five feet away. “I thought I knew the way back to camp, but as I started walking, I only got more and more lost.” The truth was, he had known the way. If he hadn’t been lost with his sister’s annoying, smart-ass best friend, who’d insisted the way back to camp was in the opposite direction, and if he hadn’t been gentleman enough to not let her wander off alone and get lost, he wouldn’t have been stranded with her overnight as they’d waited for the search crew to find them.

			Erika Sheridan. He’d told countless variations of this story over the years but the deep irritation he felt for her was always the same.

			“Night fell and I was still lost, so I thought really hard about what I’d learned from a Hug-A-Tree program I’d taken...” May as well turn this into an educational experience. “I remembered that the best thing I could do was to find a tree in an open clearing and stay next to it. Hug it if I felt nervous...” A memory of Erika, terrified and trembling in his arms that night fifteen years ago, flashed in his mind and he lost track of what he was saying. She’d been irritating right up until that moment when darkness had fallen, they were tired and hungry and he’d learned she was afraid of the dark. At that moment, he’d caught a glimpse of a different girl...

			Of course, her vulnerable side disappeared again as soon as they were rescued.

			“How long were you there?” Rebecca asked, her voice trembling as she shivered. Her body was going into shock.

			“Only one night, but it was scary and I was relieved when rescuers found us...me,” he said. “And now I help other kids who need it.”

			“I’m glad you found me,” she said, as the litter reached them. “What’s that?” Fear was back in her voice.

			“It’s kind of like a stretcher. It will help me get you back up the mountain safely, without hurting your leg.” Too much.

			“How do you want to do this?” Wade asked, dangling next to him.

			“I’m going to move closer and harness her in case that ledge decides not to hold,” he said as quietly and calmly as possible. “Then I need you to bring the litter closer. The right leg is broken and I can’t assess any other injuries right now.”

			Wade nodded. “Copy that.”

			Reed turned to Rebecca. “Okay. My friend Wade and I are going to get you to safety and I need you to be as brave as you have been out here alone, okay?”

			She nodded. “And you’re sure my parents aren’t mad?”

			He smiled. “Darling, believe me...if there’s anything crazy on your Christmas wish list this year, about an hour from now will be the best time to ask for it.” He winked at her and her frostbitten lips curled into a tiny smile.

			Time to get her home.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			SIX MINUTES IN Wild River and already Erika was regretting this impulsive move. Which was why she never did anything impulsive. Waiting on the train station platform, she felt more than a little out of place. Her thin-heeled, three-inch leather boots and dressy cashmere winter coat looked ridiculous among the ski suits and winter boots the other travelers wore. She didn’t own anything like that anymore. She rarely went outside in Anchorage.

			Her large suitcase contained more of the same noncasual clothes, but she thought she’d packed at least one pair of jeans. She hoped.

			She forced a breath, taking in her surroundings. She hadn’t been back to Wild River since she left for university. The town nestled between the Chugach and Talkeetna Mountains was small with only two thousand residents. It was breathtakingly beautiful with its snow-covered peaks and untouched wilderness, but it was also her past and already she felt slightly claustrophobic.

			When Erika spotted her friend behind the wheel of a large SUV with the Snow Trek Tours logo on the door, Cassie gave an apprehensive wave, which didn’t fill Erika with confidence in her decision to come. As the vehicle stopped in front of her, Erika opened the back, put her suitcase inside, then climbed into the passenger seat. “Hi...”

			“Hey!” Cassie went in for a hug just as she extended a hand. Her fingers poked her friend in the chest and Cassie moved away. “Oh...okay...we’re shaking hands.”

			Erika pulled her hand back at the same time Cassie reached for it. “We don’t have to...sorry, that was dumb.”

			Cassie nodded, turning her attention back to the road. “Shall we just go, then?”

			“Yes,” she mumbled.

			As Cassie pulled her vehicle away from the train station, Erika stared longingly at the departures drop-off zone in the side mirror.

			She’d talked herself out of canceling a dozen times since booking the trip, and reaching out to Cassie the night before had required several glasses of wine. Her friend had seemed more than a little surprised when she’d responded to Erika’s Facebook message, but she’d invited her to stay for as long as she wanted. Erika hadn’t mentioned that this spur-of-the-moment vacation wasn’t her idea. In all honesty, she’d be back on a train headed home if the next train wasn’t scheduled to leave for Anchorage days from now.

			Especially if this awkward silence continued. Obviously, the ten years between them might be about ten years too long.

			Erika started to sweat beneath her coat, suddenly feeling like she’d accepted a ride from a stranger.

			Which was ridiculous. They’d been best friends. They’d shared their deepest secrets. Time couldn’t have changed them that much, could it?

			She cleared her throat, unwrapping her scarf from around her neck as a blast of warm air reached her. “So...you like living here?”

			“I do.” Cassie glanced at her. “And you—you’re happy living in the city?”

			“My apartment’s a few blocks from the hospital, so it’s convenient.”

			Cassie nodded.

			Silence.

			“You’re an adventure tour guide?”

			“I own a mountain adventure company.”

			“Own it? Wow.”

			Cassie shot her a questioning look.

			Erika’s face grew hot. “Not like wow as in I didn’t think you could own your own company...but wow as in, I’m impressed... Owning a business is really hard and a lot of work...” God, she was making it worse. “Just that I’m happy for you.” Just shut up, Erika.

			“I knew what you meant... I think,” Cassie said, looking over her shoulder as she changed lanes.

			Other than the fact that her friend’s blond hair was now shoulder-length and not hanging down her back, she looked exactly the same as she had when they’d graduated high school. At five-two, Cassie had always had a petite, athletic figure... Erika had always envied her friend’s perky B cup boobs and muscular body. Erika had skipped training bras and gone straight to double Ds the moment she hit puberty, and without the stress of her job and her too-busy-to-eat schedule, she’d be two hundred pounds. All she had to do was think about eating a stale donut in the hospital staff room and she’d gain weight.

			And unlike the dark circles Erika tried desperately to cover with concealer, Cassie’s skin was still smooth and wrinkle free. If running her own company was stressful, you couldn’t tell by her friend’s relaxed, easygoing demeanor.

			“Is the company busy this time of year?” she asked. With the holidays approaching, the mountains would soon be bustling with families enjoying the Christmas festivities. Wild River boasted the best year-round ski resort in Alaska. Unfortunately, their five-star lodge was completely booked until New Year’s.

			Cassie nodded. “Summer and fall are our busiest. Winter months tend to be slower because families are here mostly to hit the slopes, but we still keep busy with snowmobile and snowshoeing tours.” Her expression clouded slightly.

			“You okay?” Years might lie between them, but she could still read Cassie’s face.

			“Yeah, I’m fine...now. There was just a rescue last night for a little girl who’d gone missing on a snowshoe tour a few days ago.”

			Instantly Erika was yanked back in time to her own misadventure in the mountains, being lost overnight...with Cassie’s brother, Reed. She shivered even now just recalling the incident she usually refused to think about. That day had been one of the worst days of her life.

			“She’s okay. They found her,” Cassie said a little harshly when Erika was silent.

			“Right...that’s great. A relief,” her voice trailed off. This reunion wasn’t going well. How she’d expected them to just pick up where they’d left off, she didn’t know. Why had she come here by train? She should have driven so she wouldn’t be stuck here, at the mercy of the train schedule.

			Though that was precisely why she’d done it.

			Noticing Cassie’s wrist tattoo—the word Best visible beneath the sleeve of her coat—she decided to try again. Their tattoos had been more than just words at one time and their shared history had to mean something. “So...your company—how many employees work for you?”

			“I have a team of six tour guides during the busier seasons and four during the winter.”

			“Do you have an office?”

			“Yes, on Main Street.”

			“What’s the name of the business?”

			“Snow Trek Tours.”

			“Right. The logo on the door...” Opening the search engine on her phone, Erika typed in the name.

			“Don’t believe me?” Cassie asked, glancing at the phone as the company’s professional-looking website appeared.

			Erika closed it down and shook her head. “Sorry. Research is a habit of mine, that’s all.” Though maybe she should have researched her friend’s Facebook page a little more. Or reached out to her before now. But she was genuinely interested. “Other than snowshoeing and snowmobiling, what else does the company offer?” Snow Trek Tours couldn’t possibly survive on those activities alone and Cassie said summer was a busy time.

			“Winter camping is popular this time of year, before the temperature drops in the negative... Also corporate events—we host a lot of executive team-building trips.”

			Erika nodded. “I can imagine there’s a lot of liability insurance needed...” Her body jerked forward as Cassie stopped the truck abruptly at a stoplight.

			“This is starting to feel a little like an interview,” she said.

			“Sorry.” Socially awkward was a term that readily came to mind when she described herself. She’d always struggled to fit in with other kids, and based on her lack of friends now, that trend had continued into her adult life. Despite her professional success, or maybe because of it, Erika had a hard time relating to people and having a conversation that wasn’t work related.

			Much of her identity was wrapped up in her career, and outside the comfort of the operating room, she wasn’t quite sure who she was.

			But this was Cassie—her best friend...or at least she had been. She could relax. She could be herself...or at least the closest version of a normal person she could muster.

			But Erika couldn’t think of anything else to say and a moment later, Cassie reached forward and turned up the volume on the holiday music station playing “Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.”

			Right.

			Erika glanced out the window as they drove along Main Street, the late afternoon sky casting a beautiful glow over the town, already decorated for the upcoming season. Lights and garlands were wrapped around the streetlight poles and the storefront window displays competed to be the most elaborate. They held a contest every year and visitors could vote on their favorites. When Erika was a kid, her mother would bring her to Main Street for a shopping trip the week before Christmas and they always agreed that the secondhand bookstore—Wrinkled Pages—had the best display. They’d drink hot chocolate and shop for a new train set for her father at the Hobby Shop—he’d collected miniature sets back then—and she’d looked forward to his fake surprise when he’d opened the gift every year. Christmas when her mom was alive had been something to celebrate, and the traditional shopping trip was etched in her memory.

			The season in Wild River was magical and the sights outside the window reminded her that this was the season of miracles. If she survived medical school, she could survive a vacation.

			But her friend was quiet.

			Was Cassie contemplating ditching her on the side of the road?

			She released a slow, steady breath before asking, “Is there a bar nearby?” It was before five but it was already getting dark, daylight growing shorter this time of year, so drinking was acceptable, right? It might help her relax a little. Anything to help her vacate her life.

			Cassie nodded emphatically, as though she, too, had come to the conclusion that alcohol might be their only savior that week. “I know just the place.”

			* * *

			“DON’T EVEN THINK about turning down those drink offers.”

			Reed laughed. “If you’re cool with a drunk-ass bartender this evening, I’ll toss them all back.” The outpouring of congratulations was the same after every successful rescue, but yesterday’s rescue had everyone breathing a deeper sigh of relief. Rebecca had suffered a broken tibia and femur and frostbite to her fingers on her right hand, as he’d predicted, but she’d been released from the Wild River Community Hospital that afternoon.

			The bar’s owner, Tank—affectionately nicknamed for his six-foot-five height and two hundred and seventy pounds of solid muscle—hesitated, then shrugged before heading toward his office in the back of The Drunk Tank. “I don’t care. Just don’t forget to lock the place up.”

			“You’re leaving?” Reed asked, twisting off several beer caps and setting the bottles on the bar in front of Wade and Tyler—two other rescue team members who’d been on the search the night before.

			Tank turned and held out a shaky hand.

			Reed nodded. “Got it.” Tank was a support member on the search and rescue crew, had been for far too long. He should have applied to be a full member by now, but he couldn’t get past the lingering anxiety after the rescues. Admittedly, the ones that hadn’t gone successfully left their scars and took some time to bounce back from, but the successful ones left Reed pumped.

			Tank—the biggest softy on the planet—had a tougher time. Especially when kids were involved. A single dad, last night’s emotional reunion between Rebecca and her parents had Tank ditching the scene immediately.

			Reed worried about Tank being on the team when he had so many other responsibilities, namely Kaia, to take care of, but they each had their reasons for being on the crew. And they certainly needed the members.

			“Okay, grab your backpack, let’s go home,” Tank said, reappearing with his coat.

			Kaia climbed down from the barstool and slid into her coat, tucking her dark hair into her hat and grabbing the Wonder Woman backpack that was a million years old but she refused to part with. “Bye, Reed. Thanks for the chocolate milk.”

			“Anytime.” He waved as they left, turning his attention to Wade and Tyler. “You guys good?”

			“Yeah. I mean, last night was brutal, but it ended well. That’s what matters,” Wade said.

			“Do I get promoted to lead now?” Tyler asked, leaning an elbow on the bar.

			Only the third time he’d asked that day. “You’ve been on the team a year. Stick it out, keep proving yourself and you’ll be bossing the rest of us around soon enough,” Reed said. Tyler was one of the best S & R members he had, definitely one of the hardest working. But he was also young and impulsive, and Reed couldn’t fully trust his decision-making. However, he knew the guy also had different aspirations. He’d applied to become a volunteer firefighter in Wild River. If Reed didn’t help promote him to lead soon, he might move on. Reed would hate to lose him. Good, qualified team members were hard to find and even tougher to keep. The team was lucky—they were all as close as family. They looked out for one another on and off rescues.

			“How’s Cassie?” Wade asked.

			“She’s okay. Rebecca’s family reassured her that they don’t hold Snow Trek Tours responsible. They had gone against Mike’s advice.” The family’s assigned tour guide had suggested a different trail because of the unpredictable terrain, but they’d insisted on the more experienced trek. They took full responsibility for what happened. Still, he knew his sister had been just as stressed and worried as everyone else during the rescue hours. Her company had an amazing reputation in Wild River and he knew it was because she always put the safety of her clients and employees first.

			Seeing her enter the bar now, he nodded and smiled.

			But his smile faded when he saw she wasn’t alone. He squinted in the dim lighting of the bar.

			No shit.

			The girl who’d crossed his mind just the night before was walking toward him with his sister. Unfortunately, she was hardly a girl anymore. Dressed in a red-and-black-checked cashmere coat, cinched at her tiny waist with a leather belt, a red hat covering her mocha-colored hair and three-inch, impractical yet sexy leather boots, she was definitely not a little girl anymore.

			What the hell was she doing here?

			Tyler and Wade gave up their barstools to the women, waving as they headed toward a booth.

			“See ya, guys,” he said. Then, turning to his sister, “Hey, Cass, who’s your friend?” He wiped the bar in front of them and set down two new coasters.

			His sister shot him a look that resembled a plea for help...or for something strong. Obviously this visit was as much of a surprise to her. He reached for the top-shelf premium vodka and held up the bottle.

			She nodded, removing her scarf and coat. “Make it a double. This is Erika... You remember her, don’t you?” She placed her coat over the stool before climbing up.

			Erika was still scanning the bar as though she hadn’t decided yet if she was going to stay.

			“Um... Erika.” He pretended to think. “Right, yes, I remember—how’ve you been?”

			She finally looked at him, her eyebrows furrowed. “We’ve met?”

			Unbelievable. He’d only held her in the woods overnight so she didn’t have a panic attack.

			“You have to remember my brother, Reed,” Cassie said, motioning for him to be quicker with her drink.

			Erika’s mouth gaped slightly.

			There you go. He knew he’d changed over the years. In high school, he’d been tall and lanky...skinny was a better term. Food wasn’t always plentiful at home and being active in every sport that he could play for free had him burning energy faster than his body could keep up. Luckily, he’d discovered weight training. “Hard to believe this hunk is the same guy, huh?” he asked when she continued to stare.

			Her look of disbelief was quickly replaced with a disapproving, incredulous one. “Do you own this place?”

			“Nope. I’m just here to encourage copious amounts of alcohol and misbehaving,” he said, his jaw tight. Within seconds, she had him feeling like the teenage kid who wasn’t sure he’d ever amount to anything. Over the years, his confidence had grown along with the size of his biceps. Very little shook him, so how this woman he hadn’t seen in years had him agitated, he didn’t know. No doubt, their history was part of it.

			“He makes the best cranberry martinis in Wild River. Have a seat,” Cassie said, gesturing to the barstool next to her.

			“Or don’t.” Reed shrugged when Erika hesitated.

			She ignored him as she examined the barstool. Picking up a napkin, she wiped the seat before removing her coat and sitting, folding the coat over her legs. Ready for a quick exit if needed.

			“Wow,” he muttered, pouring alcohol into the shaker.

			At Cassie’s desperate expression, he poured a little longer. Reaching into the fridge, he ignored the opened carton of cranberry juice and grabbed a new one, irritated by his desire to please Ms. Better Than Everyone with fresh juice. “So, Erika, how’ve you been?” Second and last attempt at polite conversation.

			She unwrapped her red scarf but left it dangling around her shoulders. The contrast of the red scarf against the white cashmere V-neck sweater pulled his gaze downward to her chest. The swell of her soft-looking, full breasts spilled slightly over the top and he remembered summer days when his gaze, hidden behind sunglasses, had been on nothing else. She’d always been a pain in the ass, but her body had been rockin’ even back then. Apparently, she still had an effect on him. The front of his jeans was uncomfortably tight.

			“I’m a surgeon now,” was her reply to his question.

			And modest. He grinned, feeling his semi disappear. “Impressive. That’s like a doctor, right?”

			“Are you making fun of me?”

			He shook his head as he tossed ice in the mixer and shook. “Not at all.” He grabbed two martini glasses from the back wall and inspected them just to freak her out a little. “Clean enough,” he said, pouring the red liquid into the glasses. Grabbing several lime wedges, he attached one to Cassie’s glass.

			Erika held out a hand. “None for me, thanks. People sneeze and touch the garnishes left on bars,” she said. “So many germs.” She shuddered.

			“Nah... These have only been sitting out for a week, tops,” Reed said, attaching the lime slice to her glass and handing it to her.

			Her mouth opened then snapped shut again, as though she were biting back a smart retort of her own.

			Too bad. He’d like to see what she was made of. She had to possess more than this frosty exterior...though he’d only ever gotten evidence of that once, and only briefly.

			Next to her, Cassie removed the lime wedge and took a long sip of her drink.

			“What brings you to Wild River?”

			“A vacation,” she said tightly. Her eyes scanned the bar and he’d never been so proud of the tacky holiday decorations. The look of disgust on her face when her gaze landed on the Santa figurine peeing in the snow that was attached to a beer tap was worth every penny the thing cost.

			“Most people find those fun,” he said, sliding a bowl of bar nuts toward his sister.

			“Really? I can’t imagine why,” Erika said, sipping her own drink.

			He waited to see if she liked it, annoyed that it mattered, but she left him hanging, turning her attention back to her surroundings. She glanced from side to side over her shoulders toward the back.

			“Bathroom’s in the far corner, past the pool tables on the left.”

			“I’m fine.” She crossed her legs to sit awkwardly on the stool.

			Right. Germs. “How long are you staying?”

			“Two weeks.”

			Cassie’s drink flew out of her mouth, showering him with sticky cranberry juice. He reached for a napkin and wiped his forearm, handing her one for her face.

			“Two weeks? Wow,” Cassie said, grabbing a handful of bar nuts and stuffing them into her mouth.

			Erika nodded. “Or not... I don’t know yet.”

			Holy awkwardness. Obviously his sister and her former best friend were learning quickly that sometimes friendships didn’t last into adulthood.

			“Was that a little girl I saw leaving before we came in?” Erika asked.

			“That was the owner’s daughter,” he said, glancing at his sister. As suspected, the mere mention of Tank and Cassie’s thoughts were written all over her face. His sister and his friend had been doing this protracted dance around one another for years now. He wasn’t sure what was going on, except that Cassie got flustered and flushed whenever Tank was around. She often babysat Kaia for Tank and the two had been friends for years. He suspected the man’s single dad status might be the main reason the two hadn’t hooked up yet.

			“He brings his daughter in here?” Erika sipped her drink again.

			“Until the bar starts to get busy, yeah.”

			She shook her head.

			“You got an opinion on that, Ms. PhD?” He leaned against the bar. She was there five minutes and had succeeded in insulting the bar, the bar’s owner and him. She had a knack for putting people off. Always had, but for some reason, it irritated him more now.

			Before, she’d had a reason to judge them. They were poor, living in a shitty part of town, wearing hand-me-down clothes from kids they went to school with. Wild River was small enough that everyone knew everyone else’s business, so trying to hide how much they struggled as kids was impossible. But he and Cassie had both come a long way.

			“It’s actually an MD.”

			He blew out a long, slow breath.

			“And I just don’t think a bar is an appropriate place for a kid.”

			He glanced at Cassie, but she just sent him a look that said, can’t win, don’t try. Seeing several regulars enter, he stood straighter and waved in greeting. A trip down memory lane with Erika was obviously not possible if the woman didn’t even remember that he and Cassie had spent far too many evenings in a corner booth in a bar while their mom worked. Their mother’s small dive bar in Willow Lake, the next, even smaller town over, had been a second home to them. They’d helped her clean up after closing almost every night and he’d worked there before he was legal. It wasn’t an ideal upbringing, but it was about survival and working together as a family.

			Their way of life hadn’t been Erika’s reality. Why would she remember that not everyone had been as blessed as she was?

			Obviously, she’d been successful in forgetting a lot of things.
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“Pure Christmas delight.”
—Lori Wilde, New York Times bestselling author
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