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      SCARLETT

      

      I’ve missed Alaska.

      It’s been years since I’ve been back. Ever since my career as a country singer took off, there hasn’t been time. I’ve been blessed with adoring fans who love my musical talents, but it comes with a price.

      As I step into my best friend’s cabin, I feel at peace for the first time in days. It doesn’t get more remote than the Mountain View Lodge in the middle of Alaska. I’ve wanted to visit ever since Ryker and his brothers inherited the expansive property a few years ago, but I guess late is better than never.

      I just wish it were under better circumstances.

      Fame means all aspects of my life are up for public scrutiny, which includes my latest disaster—my broken engagement.

      “Ryker, this is beautiful.” I spin in a full circle, admiring the handcrafted cabin he and his brothers built together. Logs the color of perfectly toasted marshmallows, a fireplace built out of river rock, and a wooded view out the picture windows—all of it is a dream. “You and your brothers really built this?”

      “We did.” Ryker carries my bag straight down the hall, waving me to follow. “I was third in line. Lane and Dylan already have their cabins, and we’re working on Lincoln’s next. Eventually, we’ll each have our own.”

      “You must be in heaven here.”

      Ryker flashes me a smile over his shoulder—the same one that earns him hundreds of comments from adoring fans of the female variety on his social media channels. “You might say that.”

      “Thanks for letting me stay here,” I say for what has to be the tenth time today. “Anywhere else…” I let the words trail off with a yawn, but Ryker nods. He understands that anywhere else fans or the paparazzi would’ve found me.

      “You’re tired,” he says.

      “Jetlag at its best.”

      “Why don’t you get some rest?” he suggests. “I need to help Lincoln troubleshoot something with his plane. You take a nap, and I’ll come back later with some dinner.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “You came here to slow down.” Ryker rests his arm on my shoulder. It’s odd that warm tingles erupt and spread all throughout my arm. “We have plenty of time to catch up before you’re off on your next adventure. Get some rest.”

      Ryker’s right. I am tired. “Okay.” I need some time to lay low before my concert tour starts. A place to forget how humiliated I was—publicly—when I found out my fiancé, the rising county music star Jake Winchester, was cheating on me with his manager. He used my fame to increase his own.

      But before I deal with any of that, I just want a nap.

      “You’ll be staying in here,” Ryker says, opening the door to a massive bedroom with a king-sized bed. Even the bedframe is made of cedar and has that Alaskan flare. I have to admit, I love it. “I emptied a dresser drawer for you, and there’s space in the closet, too.”

      It sinks in that this is Ryker’s room.

      “I’ll be sleeping on the couch,” he adds, as if reading my mind. “It’s brand new and feels like you’re floating on a cloud. Still waiting on the guest room furniture to arrive.”

      “I can’t take your room,” I argue. “I can stay in a lodge room. Kiera told me there’s still a room open if I want it⁠—”

      “You don’t need to stay at the lodge,” Ryker continues, authority in his voice that I admittedly find sexy. I have to admit, my childhood friend has filled out since I last saw him in person. He’s tall, broad shouldered, and all muscle. His social media videos don’t do him justice. I force myself to look away.

      The last thing I should be doing is lusting over my best friend.

      “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

      I barely make it under the covers before I hear the front door close. My eyes are heavy, and the last thing I notice before I fall asleep is how manly the sheets smell. I drift off with a smile on my face.

      It feels good to be back in Alaska.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up refreshed, but groggy. I have no clue how long I’ve been asleep because it’s just as light out now as it was when I laid down. The sun hardly sets here in the summer. Odd how much I’ve missed that.

      “Ryker?” I call out down the quiet hall. But there’s no answer. He must still be helping his brother.

      My growling stomach lures me to the kitchen, but I stop at the bathroom first. All that water from earlier is catching up to me now. I push the door open and freeze.

      Ryker stands naked and dripping wet outside the shower. Every hard cut of muscle on display, from his chiseled pecs to that sharp vee above his hips. He’s running a towel over his hair. My eyes drop to his enormous cock, hard and erect. My body tingles with a hungry lust I’ve never quite felt before.

      I can’t stop staring at his cock.

      It’s so fucking huge!

      “Scarlett—”

      “—I’m—I’m s—sorry. I didn’t know you were in here.” I turn around and flee so fast I’m sure I leave a dust trail in my wake.

      My heart pounds in my chest as I lean against the closed bedroom door, hiding like the chicken I am.

      I’m a tad embarrassed at being caught, but the flush covering my neck and half my face is from something different—lust. I’ve never lusted over my best friend before. This is going to be problematic.
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      RYKER

      
      “We’re almost there,” I toss back to Scarlett who’s a few feet behind me on the steep and narrow dirt-packed trail. She’s looking up at me with narrowed eyes. It’s an entirely different look than the one she gave me last night in the bathroom.

      “You said that ten minutes ago.”

      “I promise it’s worth it.”  I hold my phone up and capture Scarlett on video for a few brief seconds. That scowl of hers is cute as fuck.

      “You better edit that part out,” she says in warning. “The part that includes me.”

      “I’m not going to put up anything online that has you in it. Your secret hiding place is safe from the world.” What I leave out is that I don’t plan to put any footage from today up at all. Only a single photo I’ll take of the scenery at the top to appease my fans. The video is for me, and me alone.

      I’ve been in love with my childhood friend since we were eight years old.

      Growing up, we were practically attached at the hip.

      While my other brothers bonded with each other, I had Scarlett. We did everything together. From riding bikes, to four wheeling on trails, to epic hikes. During all of those adventures, we talked about our futures. We both knew we’d be famous. It wasn’t a question of if, but when.

      Scarlett caught her first big break when she was just seventeen years old. Her family moved to Nashville so she could pursue her dream. I never got to tell her how I felt. Once she was signed on for her first album, I decided the secret would stay with me.

      I would never come between Scarlett and her dreams.

      Just like I know she would never ask me to sacrifice mine. Alaska is my home—my life. I couldn’t imagine leaving this behind. How could a country star living in Tennessee and a wholehearted Alaskan ever make it work? Yet, the thought of saying goodbye to her again nearly tears me in two.

      “We seriously better be at the top of this hike after this little hill,” she huffs at me.

      “We are.” I reach out a hand to help her up the final few steps, which are the steepest of them all. She falls against me on that final stretch, and I instinctively wrap my arms around her waist to steady her. The hardpacked dirt platform offers plenty of room, but one slip off the side is a death wish. I’m not taking any chances.

      Fuck it feels amazing to have her in my arms.

      “You good?” I ask, unable to forget the way her green eyes darkened three shades when she caught me naked yesterday. Just my luck I’d been stroking my dick in the shower, trying to find some relief before I faced her for dinner. Though I found my release before I turned off the water, my dick was still hard when she caught me. I thought she was still asleep.

      Instead, she got quite the show.

      And if I’m not mistaken, she liked it.

      “Wow, this is amazing!” Scarlett says taking a look around.

      “Kind of reminds you of old days, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      Selfishly, I hope she misses Alaska enough to come home someday. I’d wait a lifetime for her if I knew she’d settle down with me here once she retires. Hell, I’d wait a lifetime on the chance she’d come home.

      I can’t help it. My gaze follows her every move as she takes in the scenery.

      My eyes only want to follow her. The sway of her hips, the bounce of those tits, and those curves. Fuck me how I’ve missed those curves. What I’d give to undress her slowly and taste every last inch of her skin.

      “Ryker?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you going to take my picture or not?” She unzips her jacket, revealing a tight tank and generous amounts of cleavage. I fumble my phone and nearly drop it down the cliff before I recover myself.

      “Easy there butter fingers,” she teases, using a nickname I haven’t heard in years.

      I snap a few photos of Scarlett in a few different poses. All of them my favorite. “Let’s get one together,” I say, wrapping my arm around her shoulder. I extend my arm and snap a dozen. It’s not that I’m worried one will be imperfect. It’s that I want to capture that beautiful smile as many times as possible.

      I’ll want the memory stored on my hard drive after she leaves.

      “Remember, no social media. It’d be a scandal if a picture of us got out.” Scarlett’s tone has a teasing edge to it, but I know it’s nothing to brush off.

      I’ve followed Scarlett in every article and online video I could find. Her botched engagement is all over the media. Right now, she’s painted the victim. But should it come out that Scarlett is spending time with a man in remote Alaska, the paparazzi would take it out of context. It could harm the career and reputation she’s worked so hard to build.

      “I’d never do anything to hurt you, Scarlett. You know that.” With her tucked under my arm, none of those thoughts stop me from staring at her lips. The heavy rise and fall of her chest is unmistakable from this angle. We’ve been at the top too long to blame the hike.

      “Ryker,” she says my name in a raspy whisper, and it’s then that I notice those green eyes darken again.

      I shouldn’t kiss my best friend.

      But fuck, I want to.

      My head lowers, my eyes locked on their target.

      I’ve dreamed of this moment for years. Too
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