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      Follow the stories of three women who get mysterious letters from a father none of them knew, inviting them to the Northern Lights Retreat for an all-expenses-paid vacation.

      

      Is it legitimate or too good to be true? You’ll find out in the Northern Lights Series.
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        Guided by the Stars

        Shoot for the Stars

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      The Northern Lights romances were originally published under the name Noelle Fox, the novels being written alternately by Isabel Sharpe, Laura Scott and Lori Handeland.

      To reach a wider audience, they are now being published under our own names. We hope you enjoy reading them as much as we enjoyed writing them.

      Reviews are critically important authors, so if you enjoyed this story I’d appreciate you taking a few minutes to leave a Review at the retailer where you purchased the book. It may be as short or as long as you’d like.

      If you are unfamiliar with my other novels and would like to check them out, please visit my website at www.lorihandeland.com

      Best wishes,

      Lori Handeland
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      It was your father’s dying wish that you spend two weeks at the Northern Lights Retreat on Polaris Island in the Gulf of Alaska—all expenses paid by his estate. He considered the time he spent at Northern Lights to be the most enjoyable of his life and he would like to share that joy with you. Please contact me at the phone number provided above regarding your arrangements and arrival date.

      Sincerely,

      James Whittaker, Esquire

      

      West Alden’s nose wrinkled as she read aloud the title. “Pretentious.”

      “What does esquire even mean?” asked Lane Throckmore, West’s best friend.

      “It means this guy is either eighty or has a stick up his butt. Maybe both.”

      West dealt with a lot of lawyers in her job as a corporate accountant. She had yet to come across one who signed esquire after his name. Most of them used Attorney at Law or J.D., which merely meant they’d graduated law school; they might not have passed the bar yet, or ever for that matter.

      West thought it was all pompous hooey. She could put CPA behind her name, but she refrained. Since she worked for Langdon, Langdon and Davis, one of the top accounting firms in Louisville, it was a given that she not only had her CPA but she’d graduated at the top of her class.

      “Are you going to go?” Lane thick glasses magnified her already large blue eyes.

      West had tried to convince Lane to join her when she’d gotten LASIK surgery to correct her vision, but Lane freaked out at the idea of anything touching her eyes. Which left out contact lenses as well.

      “I don’t . . .” West meant to finish with think so. Instead the words “—know yet” came out of her mouth.

      West and Lane sat in the company lunchroom alone. Everyone else took his or her lunch at the usual hour of noon. West and Lane always took theirs at eleven to beat the crowd. Once upon a time that had been because West didn’t like the looks she got whenever she ate in public.

      Until last year she’d been about seventy-five pounds overweight. Then her mother had died and West had decided to change her life. So far, all she’d changed was her dress size and her cholesterol count.

      West might be a great accountant, but she was an accountant. And she hated it. She’d become one at her mother’s urging.

      You’ll always have a job, baby girl, and I’m not gonna be around forever.

      Had she had a premonition? Sometimes West wondered. Jenny Alden had passed away at forty-eight after a very short bout with stage four lung cancer. The prognosis had been iffy from the beginning, but her mother had barely survived the chemo before succumbing to pneumonia.

      At first West hadn’t been sure she’d survive the loss. She and her mother had been tight. All of West’s life it had been the two of them against the world. Now it was just West and she was still trying to figure out who she wanted to be, what she wanted to do. Maybe two weeks in Alaska was just the thing to help her decide.

      “I always wanted to go to Alaska.”

      “You did?” Lane shuddered, the movement making her thin shoulder blades shift sharply beneath her powder pink blouse. “I’d freeze.”

      Lane was not only bone thin but perpetually cold, even in Louisville, which didn’t get that cold. She also dressed like a teenager from the 1950s. Where she found her clothes, West had no idea. It wasn’t like they could shop in the same stores. Even after losing seventy-five pounds, West did most of her shopping online. She was five-ten. Every pair of pants she bought at a regular store were high waters.

      “I think this time of year the weather might not be that bad,” West said. Wasn’t September the best time to go to Alaska? West could swear she’d heard or read that somewhere.

      “There’s bad in Alaska and bad in Kentucky.”

      Lane had a point. Still . . .

      “I need to do something or I’ll just keep doing this.”

      Lane’s back snapped straight. “What’s wrong with this?”

      “Nothing,” West said.

      Everything, she thought.

      Lane was the administrative assistant for one of the Langdons and she loved it. West did not love anything about her job, except for Lane.

      Once upon a time, she’d been afraid to move on, try something new. The idea of going to interviews and having the eyes of stranger’s drift over her plus size black interview suit—when you’re heavy, you wear a lot of black—was too much.

      But on the day she’d buried her mother, she’d stood at the gravesite and thought of all that Jenny Alden had wanted to accomplish and hadn’t, things she would never accomplish now. West had then thought of her list of all she wanted to achieve, number one being lose enough weight to be able to do the rest.

      That afternoon she’d joined both Weight Watchers and the local gym. She’d gritted her teeth and stared straight, concentrating on her workout every time a tiny stick woman wrinkled her nose or rolled her eyes or whispered with the other tiny stick women as they walked past. Now she was near her goal weight and ready to check another item off her list.

      Take a trip somewhere you never thought you’d go.

      Alaska certainly fit the bill. Besides, the trip was free and according to the brochure that had been included with Mr. Butt Stick’s letter, Northern Lights Retreat had so many outdoor activities she might just lose those last stubborn five pounds.

      “I have plenty of vacation time saved up,” West murmured.

      The only vacation time she’d ever used was the week after her mom died when she’d been unable to work up the energy to do anything but cry.

      Some vacation.

      “I thought you said you had no idea who your dad was?” Lane frowned at the letter from James, Esquire.

      “My mom was closed-mouthed on the subject.”

      Freakishly so. Every time West pushed the issue her mom became upset or angry or just walked out of the room. West had figured eventually she’d get something out of her. Now eventually would never come.

      “You notice the letter doesn’t even tell you his name?”

      “It’s James, something fancy.”

      “I mean your father. What’s his name?”

      West shrugged. “Guess I’ll have to go there and find out.”

      Another reason to accept the offer.

      “What if it’s a trap?” Lane pulled her blazer from the back of the chair and tugged it around her thin shoulders as if an arctic breeze had just blown through the lunchroom instead of the air conditioning spitting on.

      “A trap where I’m given two weeks at an Alaskan retreat? Trap me again.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like there! They could put you in a bunker and keep you there forever!”

      West laughed. “You’ve been reading too much Thomas Harris. Besides, you’ll know where I am. I’ll call you every day. If I don’t, send in the Marines.”

      Lane appeared intrigued by the idea of Marines.

      West couldn’t blame her. Wasn’t there a military base or two in Alaska? She should Google that.

      “Google!” she exclaimed.

      “Gesundheit.”

      West ignored Lane, pulling out her iPhone. “I can Google this place. I doubt a kidnapper would bother with a Web site just to entice me there.”

      She doubted any kidnapper in his right mind would bother to entice West Alden, but she left that unsaid.

      She typed in Northern Lights Retreat—Aurora, Alaska and the home page loaded with a photograph of the lodge at sunrise. The place was small—the size of an apartment complex—but beautiful, with dozens of windows reflecting the bay that stretched in front of it and hundreds of towering pines standing at attention beyond.

      West fell a little in love. Since she’d lost the weight, she’d started to exercise outdoors—walking, biking, even a little jogging—and discovered, she loved it outside! The wind in her long, brown hair, the sun toasting her too white face—within a few months she’d had sun streaks she hadn’t paid for and a tan she hadn’t paid for either. Both of which made her previously boring brown eyes look a little less boring.

      She showed the photo to Lane, who gave a “meh” shrug, which West also ignored. A few clicks and she verified all of the amenities on the brochure.

      “I’m going,” she said, and punched in Mr. Butt Stick’s number.
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      A week later West stepped off the ferry and onto Polaris Island. The weather was autumn-like—her favorite—and just about perfect. Though the research she’d done on the area said that temperatures this time of year could range from forty-six to seventy degrees and rain was common, today the sun shone and the thermometer read a balmy seventy-four—almost as if the island was as happy to see her as she was to see it.

      She wore one of the new outfits she’d purchased for the trip—khaki slacks in a size twelve long, thank you very much, and a bright red cardigan set in medium. Alaska was all about layering, or so the travel magazines had said. She’d also purchased cornflower blue athletic shoes and a rainproof Columbia jacket in strawberry. Perhaps she was overdoing the colors a bit, but after a lifetime of black and gray she was entitled.

      She’d had no trouble taking off time at work. She suspected HR had been getting worried about her accumulated earned hours.

      Lane had been a bit of a bitch about it, though. Lane was an odd duck. Not only was she West’s only friend but West was hers. They did a lot together, even more since West’s mom had died.

      Feeling badly, West had asked her to come along.

      “I can’t afford it.” Lane didn’t make as much as West did, and West couldn’t have afforded this trip if it hadn’t been comped.

      “I’ll call you every day like I promised.”

      “If you don’t, I’m calling the cops.”

      Lane continued to think that West was going to end up at the bottom of a well, listening to a creepy man whisper “It puts the lotion in the basket,” per The Silence of the Lambs.

      Lane really needed to cut back on the thrillers.

      Although West had to admit, if only to herself, that James, Esquire had behaved a bit strangely when she’d called.

      “You . . . uh . . . want to come?” He had a rich, smooth voice, which was unfortunately ruined by a lot of throat clearing. Maybe he had a cold. Or he was shy. She shouldn’t judge.

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “No reason,” he said too quickly.

      “You like lotion?” West asked.

      “Pardon me?” From the tone of the words, he had just repositioned that stick in pretty deep.

      “Never mind. How do we do this? I don’t have the cash to buy a ticket to Alaska and be reimbursed.”

      Tickets to Alaska from Louisville were about the price of a black market kidney.

      “No, of course not. E-mail me the flight you’d like and I’ll book it for you. I’ll just need your full name as it appears on your identification, as well as your birth date.”

      “My father didn’t know my birth date?”

      Silence came over the line.

      “Jim? Or do you prefer Jimmy?”

      “James, if you please.”

      West almost laughed. He was far too easy to rattle. Lucky he wasn’t a trial lawyer.

      “James it is. What’s my father’s name?”

      He coughed. “Sorry, someone just came into my office. Send me that flight information. I’ll meet you at the ferry.”

      “I’m sure I can get to the retreat on my own.” The idea of being in a car—make that a golf cart, no vehicles on the island—with this guy for however long it would take to get to her room kind of ruined her sense of anticipation.

      “Wouldn’t hear of it. See you soon.”

      Click.

      Recalling the conversation now, weariness washed over her. She’d gotten on a plane in Louisville in the dark and flown away from the sun, though it had eventually caught up to her during the five-hour layover in Seattle. Another plane to Ketchikan, a smaller one to Klawock, then a ferry to Polaris Island. She’d been traveling most of the day, but because of the time change she’d arrived before supper. She needed to do her best to stay up as long as she could. Then maybe she’d wake up tomorrow magically cured of jet lag.

      The few other people on the ferry climbed into a shuttle manned by what must be Northern Lights employees though they didn’t wear uniforms, unless you considered jeans and flannel shirts with hiking boots a uniform. Since they all wore that—though the shirt colors and age of the boots varied—perhaps she should.

      West stood next to her suitcase—also new and a lovely shade of eggplant, easy to distinguish amid all the other navy blue luggage—as everyone disappeared and the ferry left the dock.

      The island was beautiful, with twin mountains separated by a wide valley. About a half a mile away, the town of Aurora sat nestled in a sheltered cove along the rocky coast lining the harbor.

      The ferry landing stood at the northern edge of the cove with the retreat’s main lodge in the center of the cove. The pale wooden building appeared both rustic and elegant. Cottages dotted the land a bit farther on. But everywhere she turned she saw trees and ocean. Whenever she breathed in she smelled the same.

      West breathed in and out, deeply, and felt the stress of travel flow away.

      Now, where was Mr. Butt Stick?

      As if in answer to her unspoken question, a golf cart putted around the corner, moving so slowly she figured it must be almost out of gas. The vehicle managed to reach the dock and the driver climbed out.

      She would have known Mr. Butt Stick anywhere.

      He wore a three-piece suit, despite the warmth, and shiny dress shoes, which collected the dust like a mop, as did the cuffs of his trousers. He was tall, lean, not bad looking if he’d get out in the sun a bit and lose the Clark Kent glasses.

      Were those back in style? Maybe they’d never gone out. She hadn’t looked at glasses since LASIK and she’d never perused any men’s styles.

      He glanced around a bit nervously, which was a waste of good nerves since she was the only person here.

      West lifted a hand. “Mr. Bu—” She dropped her hand, cleared her throat. “Whittaker?”

      Relief rolled over his features. “You must be West.”

      She barely refrained from calling him Captain Obvious.

      He hurried over, collecting more dust for his cuffs and a bit of mud on his shoes. To his credit he didn’t seem to notice.

      When he smiled the sun sparked off his white teeth, which were saved from being scarily perfect by a slightly crooked eyetooth. But what really caught her attention was the lack of lines around his gray eyes. He either didn’t smile much, rarely went out in the sun or was a lot younger than any lawyer she’d ever met.

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      He blinked. “Twenty-eight.”

      Definitely not a sun worshipper, and considering the weather report for Polaris Island, that was probably a good thing.

      “I can assure you, Miss Alden . . .” He picked up her suitcase and headed for the golf cart, seemingly unfazed by the fifty pounds she’d packed inside. He must be hiding some impressive biceps beneath that suit. “I am quite capable of handling your father’s affairs.”

      “What father?” West climbed into the passenger seat of the golf cart as Whittaker climbed behind the wheel.

      “Y-your father. The one who paid for the trip. You . . . uh . . .” He pulled on his tie, but the knot didn’t loosen a bit. “Remember?”

      “’Fraid I don’t remember him, because I never knew him. Like his name. What would that be?”

      “It’s . . . uh . . . I mean it was . . .” He glanced at the bay.

      His dark hair, a little longer than she’d expect from someone who signed Esquire after his name, held just enough of a wave that she suspected he had naturally curly hair, which he probably loathed. She had it too, and she loathed it as well, but that was because whenever the humidity arrived—in Louisville did it ever leave?—her hair frizzed like Orphan Annie’s. Men never had that problem.

      “Dick Wiggins.”

      For an instant West couldn’t make sense of the words. When she did, she laughed.

      Whittaker did not.

      “Wait, you’re serious?”

      He shrugged, put the golf cart into gear and away they lurched.
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      James wished for perhaps the tenth time that day that his boss, Derek Wakefield, had decided to pick up this daughter as he’d picked up the last two. Not that James hadn’t gone along on both occasions. Derek needed a lot of handholding and James was the resident hand holder. However, today, Derek was feeing a bit under the weather.

      James didn’t want to admit that he was worried. Derek’s leukemia was in remission, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t come back. In fact, his employer had a CT scan scheduled soon to ascertain just that. Over the past few months Derek had begun to look and act like his old self—gaining back a bit of weight, regaining his perpetual outdoor tan, arguing with the village president Liz Mayer, one of his favorite pastimes.

      But today when James had arrived to pick him up, Derek had been pale and shaky.

      “Must have been something I ate that didn’t agree.” He set his hand on his non-existent belly. “You go on without me. I’ll meet West tomorrow.”

      “What did you eat?” James asked, worried they might have an epidemic, as well as a few lawsuits, if Derek had eaten in the restaurant.

      Derek had shut the door in his face without answering.

      Maybe he should go back and check on him once he had West settled.

      Derek’s scheme of bringing each of his three daughters to the Northern Lights Retreat so that he could get to know them as Derek Wakefield and not their deadbeat, absentee father was shaky to say the least. Eventually the entire island had gotten in on the plan for the girls to fall in love with the place and never want to leave.

      James couldn’t wait to get out of here and on to the bright lights and big city. Didn’t matter which city, just that it was a large one with an appropriately huge law firm that would pay him a lot of money and promise him a partner track. He knew that sounded shallow but he’d also been poor, and he didn’t plan to be so again. Living here, working for Derek wasn’t horrible—in fact, there were times James quite enjoyed it—but it wasn’t what he’d dreamed of all his life.

      He deserved that dream.

      “Would you like a quick tour of Aurora or would you prefer to go directly to your room?” James asked.

      “Room,” West said. “I’ll check everything out tomorrow.”

      She wouldn’t be able to check everything out tomorrow. Polaris Island might be small—twenty miles by ten miles, give or take—but there was a lot to see. Not only did the resort have multiple amenities, all of which had been listed in the brochure, but the town had several small shops, plus the hiking trails up both Eagle and Hawk Mountains, as well as through Columbine Valley, several
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