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        It’s amazing how one day someone

        walks into your life,

        and you cannot remember

        how you ever lived without them.

        – Unknown
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      Ryder stood on the crushed stone path at the edge of the Aspen Gold Lodge’s formal gardens, tapping his fingers against his thigh. This day had already been filled with far too much hurry up, then waiting. He needed to get this show on the road and marry the most spectacular woman he never could have imagined as part of his life. He blew out a sharp breath. Marrying Vianna. Finally.

      He would have married her the moment she said yes, but reluctantly agreed to wait until spring to please the spirit of his peony-loving grandmother. Shaking his head at the spirit’s interference, he chuckled. He’d never imagined how many silly traditions she and Vianna had insisted they follow.

      Like not seeing his bride in her dress until the ceremony. Hell, he hadn’t even seen the dress on a hanger. His mom had hidden the dress bag away and only gave him a wicked grin when he asked about it.

      Somehow though, Kate and Jack had talked Vianna into this reveal. So, here he stood, alone except for his cousin Tony, who sat on a low, stone wall fiddling with an overly large video camera, waiting to record the moment Ryder first saw his woman in her wedding dress.

      Ryder brushed an invisible speck of dust from his tuxedo sleeve, rolled his shoulders and heaved a sigh.

      Tony snorted with laughter then rose to join him, clasping Ryder’s shoulder in solidarity. “Chill, dude. It won’t be much longer.”

      “Sure.” Ryder nodded toward where Tony left the camera. “Isn’t that a bit much? Don’t most people record these things with their phones?”

      “I’m not most people. I may have spent most of my time lately in front of the camera, but I know my way around good videography. And today requires spectacular vids and photos. You’ve got the best photographer in town for the stills, you’ll have to trust me for the video.” He grinned. “Besides, who knows, you might end up trending.”

      “Sure,” Ryder repeated and lifted his gaze to the sky. “Now, wouldn’t that be fun?”

      Tony shrugged. “Maybe. Honestly, man, I’m happy for you. Finally settlin’ down.”

      “Yeah, that’s trending in the family right now. The extended Spencer clan is in the midst of a population explosion. Between new spouses and the baby boom...”

      “You’re adding a spouse today.” Tony waggled his eyebrows. “How long until you join the others and baby makes three?”

      “Happens when it happens, dude. What about you following the trend?”

      Before Tony had a chance to answer his phone dinged with a message and relief filled his expression. Ryder bit back a laugh. Not that many months ago, his reaction to the same question would have looked the same. All it took was discovering Vianna in his bed on his return from California to make him think past his imposed celibacy. And the past that brought him to that point. Once he’d learned the tiniest bit about her, he’d been lost.

      He rather liked being lost if it meant having his beautiful woman in his arms.

      Would this day ever get moving?

      Tony pocketed his phone. “The bride is on the way down. We have a few last minutes to get you set.”

      “I’m more than ready.” Finally, he’d see Vianna her wedding dress. The ceremony would follow quickly and they’d be married. Yeah, he was more than ready.

      Glancing at the light filtering through the aspen trees edging that side of the garden, Tony nudged Ryder into a slightly different position then angled him so he couldn’t see the path leading from the lodge.

      The muscles in Ryder’s neck tingled. The nearly impossible compulsion to turn and ease the strain of waiting ate at his self-control. He ached with waiting, ached to see Vianna. Nothing more—at that moment anyway—just to see her. He understood now what he had silently derided before—how important his reaction to a dress was to her.

      A strangled cough drew his attention back to Tony. The damn idiot could barely contain a smirk and the strain of holding back laughter crinkled his eyes. It wasn’t fair his cousin got to see Vianna before he did. But that wasn’t the reaction Ryder expected.

      Tony cleared his throat. “The… bride is almost here, Ryder. I’ll let you know when to turn around. Don’t rush and ruin this moment. I’m gonna start filming now and do a little commentary. Ready?”

      Ready? He was about to burst with ready. Ryder nodded, squared his shoulders, and pasted what he hoped was a placid, waiting expression on his face. Judging from Tony's continued chuckles, he hadn't succeeded.

      “In a few moments, Ryder will turn and for the first time, see the bride in all her glorious wedding finery.” Clear, Tony’s professional voice came from behind the ridiculous video camera. “The secret of the dress—”

      “Really, dude?” Ryder interrupted. “Bit overly dramatic, don’t ya think?”

      “Just laying the groundwork. The bride’s nearly here. Wait until you feel the press of a hand on your shoulder. Remember, don’t turn until I tell you to.”

      “Whatever.”

      “I’m going to move behind you and to the side, so I can capture your reaction better."

      Nodding, Ryder tapped one foot against the stone path. No matter what he said or did, nothing would alter how this reveal had been coordinated. He sensed Kate’s heavy hand in the plan. He wouldn’t do anything to ruin this moment for Vianna. She’d been so adamant about him not seeing the dress. When Jack and Tony, backed by Kate’s confirmation, had approached him with this idea, he’d been surprised, and eager to agree to whatever Vianna wanted.

      At least this whole production was nearly over. He frowned into the distance. As the best man, Jack was supposed to be a part of the reveal by escorting Vianna to the garden. But some emergency his vet tech couldn’t handle had called him away. Damn fool better be here for the ceremony. And in a clean tux. After a shower.

      Taking a deep breath, Ryder relaxed. Jack would be here.

      The soft crunch of footsteps on the gravel behind him ripped that tiny, hard-won tranquility from Ryder. He stuffed his clenched fists into the pockets of his jacket and in anticipation of Vianna touching him, hunched his shoulders.

      “Good, good. The bride is here,” Tony said cheerfully.

      “I know that, fool. Can I turn around?”

      “Not yet. Let me get a little more time with the bride.” After a moment, he said, “Okay, sweetie, go ahead and touch him.”

      Sweetie? What the…? Then the soft touch of fingertips pressed against his shoulder blade and walked up to linger at the edge of his collar. Dear God, she was killing him.

      A knuckle brushed his earlobe. Ryder caught his lower lip between his teeth. Later, when they were alone, he’d get his payback. He knew intimately how to drive his woman crazy.

      “Okay, Ryder.” Tony cleared his throat and held up his phone. Balancing the camera easily on his shoulder he texted with one thumb. “I need to make sure the feed to the lodge is okay, so just a quick text and we’ll be ready.”

      As soon as Tony pocketed his phone and adjusted the camera, he nodded. "It's time. You can turn around."

      Again that undercurrent of restrained laughter snagged Ryder’s attention. But he didn’t take time to consider anything except the woman waiting for him to turn and face her. The woman hoping he’d love her dress. And he would—even if it were made of rags and burlap. Simply because she wore it.

      Sensing his bride taking a short step back, he closed his eyes and turned.

      “Good. Excellent,” Tony whispered. “Open your eyes and see the bride.”

      Waiting a full, internal count of three, Ryder drew in a sharp breath then released it slowly. He tilted his head so he’d see the bottom of the dress first, fully intending to take his time lifting his gaze as he discovered Vianna’s beauty yet again.

      The flounce of stiff ruffles and lace confused him. Vianna wasn’t a lace and ruffle person. He frowned.

      “Oh, Ryder, don’t be that way.” The high-pitched voice wasn’t Vianna’s. It wasn’t even remotely feminine.

      He jerked his gaze to the bride’s face. Beneath a crown of faded flowers and a layer of bright red lipstick with dark circles of a matching blusher, Jack grinned at him.

      “What the fu—”

      “Filming, Ryder, careful,” Tony stated. Laughter burst from behind the camera.

      Shoving at Jack’s shoulder to move him out of the way, Ryder took a step to the side. There was no one in sight. He turned and glared at his friends. “Where is she? Where’s Vianna?”

      Jack jerked his thumb toward the lodge. “Up in the girls’ dressing rooms. Watching your reaction.” Jack’s laughter added to the scramble of sounds and thoughts filling Ryder’s head. “You should see your face, man. Priceless. Oh, wait. You will see your face. At the reception.”

      “What? No.”

      “Can’t stop the march of social media.”

      "You wouldn't." Ryder balled his fists, crossed his arms, and took a long look at his so-called friends. Cousins or not, if this video hit the internet, there'd be hell to pay.

      Tony lifted one hand, palm toward Ryder. “Calm down, dude. We already promised Vianna this won’t go any further than the reception. I’ll give you the only copy to keep for future viewing. When you can appreciate the moment more.”

      “Sure, like that’s gonna happen,” Ryder grumbled under his breath.

      “How can you not appreciate this?” Jack asked and spread his arms wide to look down at himself. The gown’s long skirt was covered in lace ruffles. Ryder judged the stiff dress to be a minimum of thirty years out of fashion. His cousin moved into a spot of sunlight and preened, adjusting poofy sleeves that still somehow bared his shoulders. Then he posed demurely with a large bouquet of ugly flowers that matched his headpiece.

      Tony snickered. “Aw, ain’t she pretty?”

      No longer able to maintain a fierce expression, Ryder smiled, relaxed his shoulders, and laughed. “Where the hell did you get that dress?”

      “Aunt Cora found it for us. She’s amazing.”

      “Bet you weren’t so easy to fit.”

      Jack lifted his skirt a tiny bit. “Finding a gown long enough was pure luck. Aunt Cora’s long list of contacts helped. Even so, getting into this thing was a production. If not for Kate and your mom, I’d be standing here nekkid.”

      Tony groaned and lowered his camera. “That’s a wedding day image I didn’t need. Fun’s over, boys. We’ve got to get this bride out of that dress and into his best man’s tux.”

      “Hold on, Tony. You might want to catch this last bit on film.” Ryder grew serious and took a step toward Jack, lifting one hand. Concern flashed in Jack’s eyes. His cousin feared the worst but refused to flinch, no matter what Ryder might do.

      After glancing at his hand and flexing his fingers, Ryder clasped Jack’s shoulder then with his other hand scrubbed at the gaudy makeup. “This shit better come off or I won’t be having a best man.”

      Wonder washed over him and he froze. He had a best man. That meant he also had a bride. Today was finally his wedding day and Vianna would be his now and forever.

      Tony stepped between Ryder and Jack. “Not kidding, guys. We don’t have much time.”

      Jack turned and lifting his heavy skirts to expose bare legs and shiny dress loafers, jogged toward the lodge. Tony ambled after him.

      Ryder waited a moment before following. He grinned. He had a wedding to get to.
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