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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.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Fairbanks, Alaska

			LEVI STARED ACROSS his desk at the interviewee, Tyler Forrester. Ironic choice of name for someone wanting to become a smoke jumper in the Alaskan wilderness. The guy was well trained—volunteer firefighter for eight years. Lead rescue on the search and rescue team in Wild River. Avalanche training. Drone training. Definitely met the higher-level requirements. He looked physically fit and had passed all of the written applications. But Levi wasn’t convinced.

			“I see you’ve recently relocated to Fairbanks from Wild River,” Levi said. This, he’d need to explore a little. Not many people left a ski resort town to move into a more remote area of Alaska unless they were running from something...or toward it.

			“Yes, sir.” The guy’s face broke into a smile.

			Toward it. Levi’s guess would be a woman was the motivating target. “Your girlfriend lives here.” Not a question. He’d seen it before.

			“Yes, sir...fiancée, actually. Well, hopefully. I plan on proposing tomorrow night.” The smile faded slightly. “But, I’m fairly confident she’s going to say yes.” Tyler shifted in the seat. “We were high school sweethearts... Things got complicated...”

			Levi sat back and listened to the guy ramble on about his relationship drama. As head of the Alaska smoke jumping team, he’d mastered the art of active listening to relationship ups and downs with his open-door policy—which the men on his team took to mean resident therapist. Hearing everyone else’s issues made him grateful that he was solidly single.

			Funny enough, everyone in his life kept pushing him to date. Misery loved company, right? Life balance, everyone said. He knew relationships just complicated the hell out of things, but no one was listening to his protests.

			The ping of his cell phone indicating a new Tinder match on the account his co-worker, Chad, had set up for him was evidence of that.

			When Tyler stopped talking, Levi sat forward and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Tyler, I just don’t see this being a good fit.”

			The guy’s face fell. “What? Why? I meet the requirements, right?”

			All but a very important one: no serious attachments.

			It wasn’t technically a job requirement, but it was a Levi Grayson prerequisite of sorts. The guys on his team liked to date; casual relationships that lasted several weeks at most, but they were essentially like him—single, no family, unattached. They all happily shared a canine at the station cabin, Smokester, a retired rescue German shepherd who was currently snoring loudly in his dog bed in the corner of the office. Other than that, there was no one in the back of their minds when they threw themselves out of a plane and dropped into the middle of a raging wildfire. The job may not be a year-round gig, but during the on season, hours were long and unpredictable. Usually men moved on to more stable, regular firefighting positions once they settled down and started families. The demands of the job were a little too much for most at that stage in their lives.

			Tyler’s expression when he talked about his fiancée told Levi that there would definitely be someone to distract Tyler, and his crew’s safety depended on no distractions. “I’m sorry, Tyler, but I just don’t think this is the right fit...for either of us.”

			Tyler looked determined as he reached forward and pointed to the impressive skill list on his résumé. “Come on, man. I even have additional certifications the job doesn’t call for.”

			Levi spotted an exposed tattoo on his forearm—a watercolor of the aurora borealis. He took a chance. “What’s your girlfriend’s name?”

			Tyler frowned as he said, “Aurora.”

			Bingo.

			Levi hated to turn down an amazingly qualified candidate, but he’d try to explain things to Tyler as best he could. “Okay, let me give you a ‘what if.’”

			Tyler nodded slowly. “Okay.”

			“What if we get a call about raging fires in Swan Lake and at the same time, you get a call that your wife is in labor. What do you do?”

			Tyler’s eyes widened. “Dude, I haven’t even proposed yet.”

			“Right, but you plan to and engagements lead to marriage and I suspect kids at some point?”

			Tyler cleared his throat and tugged at his tie. “I guess so... I mean...yeah, I think. We haven’t really planned that far ahead.”

			“To you, that timeline might seem far away, but when I’m recruiting, I have to look at least five years into a candidate’s future. A lot of training and time and effort goes into new recruits and I need my crew to be focused at all times. We run a skeleton crew because not many recruits have what it takes to succeed in this career.”

			“I do,” Tyler said.

			“Yeah, you do...which makes it tough for me to say this, but I can’t offer you a place on the team.”

			Tyler looked annoyed. “So, you’re telling me none of the other guys on the crew have relationships?”

			“Not serious ones, no.”

			Tyler seemed to struggle with his next point of argument. “But...they have other family members. Aren’t those distractions?”

			“Okay let me rephrase my question: What if we get a call to a fire and at the same time your sister went into labor. What do you do?”

			“Obviously take care of the fire.”

			Levi smiled. He rested his case.

			Tyler sighed. “I’m pretty sure you can’t turn down my application because I’m in love.”

			“You’re in your right to file a complaint, but I’m sticking to my decision.”

			Tyler looked ready to argue but common sense obviously prevailed. Getting a hot head wasn’t the way to go and he had to give the guy even more credit for having the sense to know it.

			Damn, this guy would have been a good one.

			Tyler extended a hand to Levi and he accepted it.

			“This isn’t the last you’ll see of me,” he said before leaving the office.

			Part of Levi hoped the guy was right, the other part hoped his girlfriend said yes to his proposal.

			Chad entered the office as the station door slammed shut. “You know you have to stop turning candidates away because they have a personal life. We’re going to get sued for discrimination.” Chad was the longest-standing member on the team and his ten years of experience made him the perfect spotter. It was only the two of them who worked the station year-round, the only full-time employees, and Chad was happy to defer to Levi for most decisions, but recruiting was one issue they argued about.

			“There were other reasons,” Levi said.

			“Sure. Like what?” Chad folded his arms, the new addition to his sleeve tattoo still wrapped in a bandage.

			“He’s from Wild River.”

			“So are you.”

			“I’m not really from anywhere. I lived in Wild River as a kid, but I’ve lived all over Alaska.” And all over the world on different military bases. “Tyler’s never been anywhere but the ski resort town, which is about as far from real Alaska as you can get.”

			Chad leaned against the door frame. “Real Alaska?”

			“You know what I mean. Rugged, outback wilderness Alaska. Besides, he’s in Fairbanks because he’s chasing a woman. I give him six months before he’s convincing her to move back to Wild River with him.”

			Chad glanced at Levi’s cell phone on the desk as it pinged with another Tinder match. “Look, just because you strike out with the ladies doesn’t mean we all do.”

			Levi ignored the comment. He couldn’t argue with facts. He never claimed to be good at relationships. How could he be?

			His parents had divorced when he was a kid. His mom readily let his father take over raising him and Levi hadn’t heard from her since. He’d moved from one military base to another, until his father decided he wasn’t the best option to raise him either and shipped him back to Wild River to live with his grandmother. She was in her sixties by then and she did her best, but she’d already raised her children and had little interest in or energy to do it again.

			The only family he ever felt he had was in his two best friends, Dawson and Leslie, both of whom left him three years ago...in different ways.

			His alarm sounded on his phone and he stood. “Shit, I gotta go.”

			“Well, I know it’s not a hot date,” Chad said, rolling his eyes as Levi grabbed his jacket and keys and left the station.

			Chad was wrong about one part of that sentence. Mrs. Powell was certainly coming in hot...or coming toward him hot. Did that phrase still work?

			“Levi! So nice to see you,” she said as he entered the restaurant in downtown Fairbanks a half hour later. “Thank you for meeting me here.”

			He accepted her hug and forced a smile when he pulled away. He wasn’t looking forward to that day’s meeting. But she’d left several voicemails for him in the last few weeks and he couldn’t avoid her forever.

			Plans to start a Dawson Powell memorial foundation for supporting mental health had him experiencing every mixed emotion his body was capable of.

			He thought it was very honorable of the Powell family to do this—set up a charity in their son’s name after he’d died in a high-speed chase with a man on a suicide mission. Showing forgiveness in the form of trying to help support programs that assisted in mental health was an amazingly charitable way to preserve Dawson’s memory and do something good in the process. Levi just wasn’t sure how he felt taking a leadership role in it.

			He wanted to honor his friend’s memory, and the Powells had hardly given him much choice in being involved. They said he’d been Dawson’s best friend, so he was the natural choice to be the face of the foundation. He’d practically been raised by the family—they’d treated him like a son, having given him clothes, food, sporting equipment—the list went on. But more than that, they’d given him structure, discipline and advice.

			He could hardly say no to this now.

			It was just that he was more of a behind-the-scenes kinda guy. Unlike Dawson, he didn’t like the spotlight. He’d be happier doing the heavy lifting with fundraising campaigns and such, rather than being front and center.

			But how did he communicate that without it coming out wrong?

			“Levi, I’d like you to meet Angelica. She’s going to be helping us with the legal side of things—the paperwork and getting established as a charity, that kind of thing,” Mrs. Powell said, stepping back to reveal a pretty redheaded woman who definitely lived up to her name. Pale skin, emerald green eyes, dressed in a pale pink dress—she did look angelic.

			Unfortunately, the look on Mrs. Powell’s face was rather devilish. She obviously had more than a working relationship in mind for the two of them. “Nice to meet you,” he mumbled.

			“Likewise. Karlene speaks very highly of you. A smoke jumper—wow, that must be incredibly exciting,” Angelica said, eyeing him with open attraction.

			Attracting a woman wasn’t the issue, it was lack of “game” that had him struggling with lasting relationships. “Yeah... I mean, no, it’s actually quite intense during the fire season and almost boring during the off-season. The gear is hot and uncomfortable and a bunch of smelly, dirty guys sleeping in tents at base camps isn’t exactly bachelor living...”

			Angelica nodded politely as he rambled, but Mrs. Powell shot him a look that said “less is more,” so he zipped it.

			“Let’s get started,” she said. “There’s so much to do before we can announce the first charity event later this spring.”

			Wow, she was really moving full steam ahead on this. She’d first approached him with the idea only months after Dawson’s death, and had thrown herself into researching these kinds of charities and applying for the appropriate licenses and aligning herself with the mental health institute of Alaska. She’d jumped in headfirst and it had become her new mission. Levi understood why. This was her way of coping, of not breaking down and disappearing behind a wall of despair. Everyone grieved in their own way. Karlene Powell planned and organized and felt better giving back to the world in some way in memory of her son.

			Levi followed them to the table near the window. He pulled out both of their chairs and sat between the two women, doing his best to look and sound engaged, all in, but he was secretly hoping for an emergency call to get him out of there and back to keeping his best friend’s memory in his own way.

			By remembering...

			That kid was going to break his neck, but he’d be immortalized as the king of the playground.

			His first day at Wild River Elementary, Levi stood at the border of the playground, watching all the other kids play. He knew this “new kid” routine well, having moved from one military base to another with his father for ten years. He never bothered to make a lot of friends or deep connections with the other kids, knowing he wouldn’t be there long.

			This time was different. Or so his dad had said. This time, he’d be staying in the small ski resort town, living with his grandmother, who owned a bookstore on Main Street. Traveling around the country wasn’t right for a kid, his father had said.

			Levi knew how hard it was on his father to leave him there, so he’d squared his shoulders, put on a brave face and shook his father’s hand as his dad left for another tour overseas.

			Then he was desperate to keep up the brave act, facing yet another new school, another set of kids. Right now, he couldn’t take his eyes off the one balancing on top of the monkey bars—ten feet high, slick with ice so thick it glistened in the Alaskan winter sunshine. The boy looked about his age, but he was smaller than Levi. He’d removed his winter coat and gloves and was making his way across the bars, arms outstretched for balance. Not an amazing stunt during warmer months, but just then the entire metal surface was like a sheet of ice.

			He was almost to the other side when his foot caught the edge of a rung and he lost his footing.

			Instinctively, Levi dove and he didn’t exactly catch the other kid, but his body served as a crash mat beneath him.

			“Hey, man, thanks,” the kid said.

			“Yeah...no problem.” His ribs felt broken and the wind had been knocked from his lungs, but it was an easier way to make friends than having to actually walk up to a group and try to fit in.

			“You’re the new kid, right?” the boy asked, getting to his feet and extending a hand to help Levi up from the ground.

			“Levi,” he said.

			“Nice to meet you, Levi. I’m Dawson,” he said just as a girl, tall and thin with short blond hair sticking out from under a purple hat, came toward them. She was the prettiest thing Levi had ever seen and he felt like his tongue had swollen.

			“I got it,” she said, turning a small portable hand recording device toward Dawson. She eyed Levi and her piercing territorial look had him sweating. “Who are you?”

			“This is Levi... He just saved my life,” Dawson said, glancing at the footage replay.

			The girl scoffed. “You could have made the landing.” She shrugged. “No biggie. I’ll edit him out.”

			Sounded about right. Wasn’t he always being edited out?

			“See ya,” he said to Dawson as he started to retreat to the playground border again. He could take a hint. It was the same everywhere. By grade four, friendships had been formed, groups were established and no one liked to open their circle to the new kid.

			“Wait... Come back,” Dawson called after him.

			“What are you doing?” he heard the girl hiss.

			“We could use him in the movie.”

			They were making a movie?

			“Hey, we’re making a movie about a stunt kid who learns he actually has superpowers and...”

			“Shhh,” the girl had said.

			“Come on, Leslie. He’d be great,” Dawson said to her.

			Her cheeks flushed under Dawson’s gaze and she sighed as she turned to Levi. “Look, the only other part in the movie is the villain. We were going to ask my brother, Eddie...”

			Dawson touched her shoulder. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but Eddie’s not the right person to play the villain... He’s too much of a tattletale. He will run to your mom and rat us out every time we try something even a little bit dangerous. And besides, Levi here is huge.”

			Leslie thought for a moment, eyeing him.

			Levi, who had been a chubby, tall kid for his age and normally slouched to fit in, stood even taller. For once his size might be a good thing. Or at least not something he needed to be embarrassed about.

			“Fine,” Leslie said reluctantly. “You can be in the movie, but Dawson is the star of the show.”

			His buddy always was and Levi had never had a problem letting him have the spotlight.

			Mrs. Powell touched his arm on the table. “Levi, you still with us?”

			He blinked and nodded. “Yeah, sorry... I drifted off there for a second, but I’m back. Full attention. Focused,” he said.

			Angelica smiled at him and damn if he didn’t wish that made him feel any type of way.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			SIX HOURS AT the cabin and Leslie was losing her mind. Strategy was eluding her and she needed advice on what to do next. She’d never exactly been in a situation like this one. She pulled on her boots and a heavy coat from the closet.

			“Where are you going?” Selena asked, coming out of the bathroom, where she’d taken the longest shower in history, despite Leslie’s warning that the water tank heated only so much at a time.

			“Just outside for some air. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said, slipping out and closing the door behind her. She walked to the other end of the wraparound deck and took her cell phone out of her pocket. She hesitated, staring off at the heavy snow clouds in the darkening sky. Normally, she found the quiet stillness helped to bring clarity, but that evening it only made her that much more aware that she was completely alone in this.

			Her next moves still unclear, she dialed the number before she could overthink it. She needed to tell someone that they were okay at least.

			Her co-worker and...casual hookup answered on the first ring. “Oh my God—I’ve been going out of my mind. Where are you?”

			Eoghan’s worry made her even more uncertain. She’d missed sixteen calls from him already and a dozen from the agency. Everyone was trying to reach her, but she wasn’t sure who to trust. “Can’t say.”

			“Selena’s with you? You’re both safe?” he asked. His thick Australian accent usually made her smile but right now she only heard the seriousness of the predicament she was in.

			“Yes. We’re out of LA.” That’s all she’d say for now. “I didn’t know what else to do. Her bedroom...” Leslie had seen some pretty messed-up shit working first as an officer of the law and now working high-end security, but the vulgar, disgusting message left for Selena a few days before had unsettled her like nothing else. Thank God Selena hadn’t seen it. Although maybe if she had, she’d realize the danger she was in.

			“I know,” Eoghan said, his tone softening. “That was some heavy shit. You okay?”

			“Yeah...of course.” If anyone could sense she was lying, it would be Eoghan. Working together for the last year and sleeping together almost as long, they were friends, co-workers, casual daters... But she refused to let him too close. After the tragic death of her fellow state trooper fiancé in a high-speed crash, Leslie was far from ready for another relationship.

			She’d grieved. She’d moved on, but she wasn’t prepared to open herself up again.

			Luckily, Eoghan knew her well enough not to coddle her. “Have you checked in with the agency?”

			She caught the note of warning in his tone. “No. I wasn’t sure if I should just yet.” She wouldn’t admit her suspicions that there might be someone there she couldn’t trust. He’d think she was being paranoid.

			Or not. “Good,” he said. “I’ll let them know you’re safe and will keep updating through me,” he said.

			“Thank you.” It was a small relief to at least have someone with her on this.

			“Of course. So what’s your plan?” he asked.

			“I’ll let you know as soon as I have one.” Looking at the time on her phone, she disconnected the call. A minute or less would be the limit on her contact with the outside world until Selena’s stalker was caught.

			Leaning against the rail, she stared at the dark mountains in the distance. This place had always grounded her. The silence had helped block out the noise and she was desperate for some of its healing powers now. A cold evening breeze blew her hair across her face as her phone buzzed with a text from Eoghan.

			Stay safe. We will figure this out.

			After heading back inside, she closed and locked the door. At least they were safe here for now. That’s what mattered.

			“What astrology sign are you?” Selena asked, flipping through the pages of a magazine left behind by Katherine. Trashy celebrity magazines were Katherine’s guilty pleasure. Obviously these were left behind by mistake. Or her sister thought no one else would be there to find them.

			“I don’t know.” It wasn’t the complete truth. She knew she was a Cancer sign, but she’d never put any stock into horoscopes and she didn’t think astrology predictions were going to help her figure out this mess.

			“Well, when’s your birthday?” Selena asked.

			Yeah, she wasn’t revealing that. Her clients were on a need-to-know basis, and Selena really didn’t need that info, but the star was relentless in her annoyingness. She sighed. “I’m a Cancer.”

			“I could have guessed that.”

			Leslie didn’t care what that meant so she didn’t ask.

			“It says... ‘This month brings changes for you. You will have to decide whether to follow your heart or your head. Let your passion guide your decision.’”

			Wow. So insightful.

			“Of course this was from a million years ago.” Selena tossed the rag aside and reached for another one. “Hey, let’s take this quiz. Which Friends character are you?”

			Leslie rubbed her temples. “I’m not interested. Can you just let me think?”

			Selena shrugged, grabbing a pen to take the quiz.

			Leslie paced. She knew she’d done the right thing removing Selena from immediate danger, but she may have played right into the stalker’s game. Unlike serial killers who hunted and killed, stalkers liked the chase—they liked to toy with their victims as long as possible. Make them feel afraid. It was part of the high for them to watch their target get more and more paranoid, protective... Taking Selena away might not deter the stalker, it might just give him more of a challenge.

			“You got Chandler,” Selena said.

			“What?”

			“You’re Chandler from Friends. See?” Selena held up the magazine.

			Leslie swiped it away. “I didn’t even answer any questions.” She refused to take the silly quizzes in the magazines. She had slightly more pressing issues at the moment.

			But Chandler? Really? Not even one of the fun, flirty female characters? Selena obviously didn’t answer the questions properly on her behalf.

			“I answered them for you and you got Chandler. It says, ‘You are outspoken and sarcastic. You focus on the future and avoid your past and family life. You make decisions based on logic and have low emotional stability and are often immature when it comes to developing new relationships. You turn to humor to avoid dealing with real emotions.’”

			Couldn’t argue with almost all of that. “I’m going to go take a shower.”

			Selena shrugged, but Leslie caught her quick glance toward Leslie’s cell phone. Leslie grabbed it from the table. Just in case.

			Man, it really did feel like she had abducted the woman, but she couldn’t trust her not to put her life in even more danger. When Selena had discovered that Leslie had purposely left her own cell phone and purse back at her house, she’d thrown one of the worst tantrums Leslie had ever seen. Being unable to post selfies every hour on the hour was going to be like a prison sentence for the movie star, but Leslie couldn’t take the chance that the phone or credit cards could be tracked or that Selena might not follow her rules.

			Inside the bathroom, she locked the door and sighed, resting against the sink.

			Outside the bathroom window, she could see the dark lake in the distance through the trees. Memories of summers spent here with her family had her seriously rethinking this. Making the decisions of what to do next would be hard enough without her past haunting her. Why hadn’t she taken Selena to Tijuana or something?

			Looking at the lake, she saw all the best days of her life flash like a bad eighties movie montage in her mind. Jumping off the dock into the freezing water in late June, throwing the football around and taking the Sea-Doo out. Fires on the shore late at night, roasting marshmallows, long passionate make-out sessions with Dawson, listening to the water lap onto the rocks, under the stars when everyone else was in bed. Dawson waking her up before everyone else and dragging her out onto the lake in the canoe to watch the sunrise, her cuddled between his knees, a blanket draped over them as they watched the sun crest over the mountains in the distance. He’d told her he loved her for the first time out there on the lake...

			She undressed quickly and got into the shower. Exhaustion hit her like the hot water cascading down her back. It took all of her energy to lather her body with a bar of soap that had been sitting there for who knew how long.

			For two and a half days, she’d been on high alert and hadn’t slept more than a few hours at a time. This was what her body was trained for, but she was unavoidably crashing now that they were safe. Safer, at least.

			But what the hell had she done? Coming here could have been a huge mistake.

			No. She had to stay confident in her decision. She’d gone through the proper procedures for weeks. She’d provided the company with a detailed stalker behavioral report and surveillance monitoring that proved Selena was in danger. No one had listened.

			The smaller incidents made everyone more cautious, but not enough.

			That creep getting into Selena’s house...into her bedroom.

			Leslie shivered, chilled despite the heat from the water.

			Whoever was stalking Selena was clearly disturbed. They were motivated by obsession and wanting to “own” the star. Leslie knew their intent wasn’t to kill, but to capture and torment, forcing Selena to be a possession. Worse than death.

			Moving to LA for the position, she’d assumed she’d get some hard-to-handle clients, having chosen to specialize in Celebrity Protection, but this assignment had pushed her to the limit of her abilities.

			Adapt or Quit was the motto she’d repeated to herself ad nauseam over the past three months.

			Now the choice might not be hers to make. She might get fired.

			But she had to stay the course. She’d made her decision—for right or wrong. Right now, Selena was alive and safe and that was all that mattered...

			The wailing of the smoke detector made her jump.

			Except now the cabin was on fire?

			Leslie blinked, suddenly wide awake again as she jumped out of the shower, grabbed a towel and rushed into the living room.

			She had to have fallen asleep in the shower. This had to be a nightmare. The flames engulfing the living room couldn’t be real.

			Selena’s scream destroyed any notion that she was dreaming.

			Flames bordered the entire room, having caught the curtains at the window and the nearby armchair. The smell of thick black smoke circling the room had her instantly coughing and squinting to see through the haze.

			Selena stood frozen in the center of it all. “The fire was going out. I tried to add more paper,” she said.

			Leslie saw the torn pages from the magazine, several with perfume samples attached. “Those pages contain highly flammable substances,” she said, looking around for a way to extinguish the flames.

			“How the hell was I supposed to know that?” Selena said, backing up toward the door.

			Grabbing the fire extinguisher, Leslie attempted to spray the wild flames but the thing wouldn’t work. Damn it! Who knew the last time it had been checked?

			They had to get out. She tossed it aside, grabbed her car keys and wallet from the table and hurried toward Selena. Flames caught the edge of her towel and she quickly patted them, the heat burning into her flesh. “Ow! Jesus!”

			She shoved her feet into a pair of oversized rubber boots near the door and opened it, ushering Selena outside and through the deep snow to the car, away from the cabin, as quickly as possible. The windows could blow or the place could collapse any second.

			She jumped into the driver’s side and threw the car in Reverse, as the windows shattered and the wooden support beams began to fall. She stared into the mirror as the entire cabin was engulfed in flames. Her heart raced and her chest tightened. Thank God they’d made it out in time.

			“What now?” Selena asked, her voice quivering. In the passenger seat, she shook with cold or fright, Leslie wasn’t sure which.

			Leslie wanted to reassure her or say something clearheaded, but the truth was, she had no idea.

			Her one and only plan went up in flames along with her family’s cabin.

			

			EVERYONE THOUGHT THAT jumping out of a plane into the middle of a burning forest was the toughest part of being a smoke jumper, but for Levi, inspecting the parachutes—having his crew’s safety in his hands—was where the real pressure came from.

			Standing in the parachute loft, he took his time inspecting the gear. The chutes needing repairs would be brought into the station before being repacked for use. Luckily, most appeared to be in good shape. A few tears in the canopies and netting, but nothing major.

			His cell phone rang, creating a loud echo throughout the loft. He glanced at the caller ID and, seeing the station number, shook his head as he answered. “What’s the matter? Couldn’t walk the ten feet to come get me?”

			“There’s a fire reported in Mason County area...a log cabin,” Chad said.

			Levi’s smirk disappeared and he was instantly on high alert. “That’s the Sanders family cabin,” he said, as he sprinted out of the loft. It was the only cabin in that area. The Sanders family had owned that land for generations. With a lake on one side and forest on the other, the family had cleared enough of a trail to get their vehicles in and out during the milder months of the year, but had preserved as much of the area wildlife as possible.

			Great for the environment. Not great in this case, when a cabin fire could and would quickly spread to nearby trees. And getting to the cabin would require smoke jumper assistance.

			“I’ve put the call out to the on-call team and I’m getting the plane ready,” Chad said.

			They were operating on a skeleton crew with it being off-season. Only two supervisors were eligible for year-round employment. Luckily, their on-call crew were all nearby in Fairbanks. “I’m on the way.” He disconnected the call and then hit speed dial for the Wild River state trooper office and asked for Eddie Sanders.

			A moment later, Eddie picked up. “Hey, Levi, what’s up?”

			His cabin. Up in flames. “Hey, are any of your family members at the cabin this week?” That was the most important thing—establishing if anyone could be in danger.

			“Not that I know of. Katherine only goes out there during the summer.”

			“Your mom or grandma?”

			“Nah. They wouldn’t try driving out there this time of year. Something wrong?”

			“I hate to tell you this, buddy, but the cabin is on fire.”

			“Shit. Let me call around to make sure no one’s there and I’ll call you back. Thanks for the heads-up,” Eddie said.

			After going inside the cabin, Levi grabbed his gear from the wall in his room. He undressed in record time.

			Eddie’s quick return call revealed none of the Sanders family were there that week, which was a relief, but it wasn’t unusual for homeless people to break into abandoned cabins and squat for the winter. Levi suspected the fire was an accident and not an act of arson and hoped no one was still inside.

			Hurrying back out, he climbed into the C-212 with the others. No emergency was ideal, but this one was particularly unsettling.

			He knew the Sanders family well. One member in particular—too well. His childhood...and adulthood (until a few years ago) best friend, Leslie. Luckily he knew there was no way she would have been at the cabin. She’d been living in LA for three years now and it took small miracles to get her back to Alaska.

			Levi certainly didn’t qualify as important enough.

			They flew through the snow toward the location of the cabin and his heart pounded a little, seeing the flames illuminating the darkness in the distance. He’d spent a lot of summers at that cabin with Leslie, her family and their close friends. As kids, they would all go hiking and swimming and play capture the flag in the woods. They’d have campfires by the lake, and then as older teens, they’d head to the cabin to host parties without parental supervision.

			So many good memories were wrapped up in that cabin.

			Now it was gone.

			As they drew near, they prepared to jump. Chad located the best jump site and signaled them when it was time.

			Levi exited the plane and parachuted to the ground, just yards from the burning cabin. The fire had spread to the surrounding trees and after stockpiling their equipment, the team spread out to create a fire line to prevent further spreading. Using crosscut saws, the team cut back the brush and Levi immediately started digging a trench below the deep snow to stop the flames in their tracks.

			The aircraft circled above, dropping water onto the blaze and minutes later, the area was secured. Unfortunately, the cabin had completely burned to the ground, now just a large pile of smoldering debris. Luckily, no one had been inside.

			Chad radioed as the team toured the area to make sure the flames were out. “I see a car...looks stuck on the inroad about a mile from the cabin. Vehicle is running. Can’t confirm passengers inside.”

			Levi led the team to where the car sat idling and approached with caution.

			The passenger door opened and a young woman dressed in jeans and winter boots with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders came hurrying toward them. “Oh thank God...” She nearly collapsed into his arms and Levi struggled to steady her.

			“Hey...it’s okay. What are you doing out here? Were you in the cabin?” The singed edges of the blanket and the smell of smoke on her hair suggested she was, but who the hell was she?

			“Yes...it was so terrifying,” she said, her lips trembling.

			The driver’s side door opened and another woman got out...wearing only a towel and rubber boots that looked miles too big. She turned and his heart stopped beating.

			“Leslie?” She was back? She’d somehow burned down her family’s cabin?

			She was in a towel.

			His mouth was a desert and he swallowed several times. Hard.

			“Hi, Levi,” she said tightly, shifting uncomfortably in big oversized boots and the towel.

			Hi, Levi. That was it?

			He continued to stare at her, until Miller, one of his crewmates, nudged his arm. “Your friend’s probably cold,” he muttered, guiding the other young woman out of Levi’s arms.

			Shit. Right. Levi quickly removed his jacket and wrapped it around Leslie’s shoulders.

			“Thanks,” she said, sliding her arms into the coat sleeves and pulling it around her body. It was far too big for her, but gave her some warmth and coverage at least.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“My...uh...friend isn’t familiar with flammable substances.”

			Was it his imagination or did she look murderous when she glanced toward her “friend,” who was getting checked on—and checked out—by the other rescue members. She was a stunning woman with long dark hair and big blue eyes. If he were to guess, she must be someone famous. “What were you doing out here? I thought you were in LA?”

			“I was.” She looked hesitant, her dark blue eyes sliding toward the others as she lowered her voice and moved closer to him. His pulse soared to an unhealthy rate. Having her this close, after so long... “Okay, look Levi, you have to take in what I’m about to say with strict confidence and zero judgment.”

			As if she’d ever need to ask him for either. He’d only been in love with her since the fifth grade but he admired and respected the hell out of her enough never to tell her. Whatever she was about to say couldn’t possibly compare to that. “You got it,” he said.

			“She’s not exactly a friend. She’s a client. And I brought her here for protection.” Her expression said she clearly saw the irony in their current situation, so he didn’t make a comment. “The problem is, no one authorized my actions or knows where she is...where we are.”

			His eyes widened. “So, you essentially kidnapped her?”

			She shook her wet hair, the blond strands nearly hitting him in the face. “No. I had to get her out of LA.”

			“Surely, there were other—safer—following-protocol ways to have done that.”

			“Hey, maybe I didn’t specify, but I wasn’t looking for advice either. I just...trust you and someone should know...in case the stalker does happen to find us.”

			She trusted him. Sure, she’d stumbled over the word, which annoyed him because she should know that she could trust him with anything and everything, but at least she was choosing to tell him, out of anyone she could have confided in, including her law enforcement family...or a confidant (maybe boyfriend?) back in LA. “What do you need?”

			Leslie glanced down at the towel under his jacket. “Right now? Clothes and a ride into Wild River.” She looked ruefully at the car stuck deep into the snowbank. “And we’ll have to get the car towed somehow.”

			“Keep my jacket as long as you need and I’ll call this in once we reach town. We’ll get you two a ride from the station.”

			She nodded and started toward the trail, to hike out through the deep snow to where the plane was waiting. Then she turned back abruptly, nearly colliding with him. “Oh, and one more thing.”

			He waited.

			“Tell no one about this.”

			He grinned.
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