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      My brilliant plan is about to break my heart…

      

      Jem

      I’m happy for my best friend.

      Really, I am.

      Seeing her so in love is wonderful… except now I have a problem.

      I refuse to go to another wedding as the token single friend.

      So I come up with a simple plan—find a fake boyfriend.

      Just someone to bring to the wedding, someone temporary, someone safe.

      The only problem?

      The man I ask is the first person who has ever made my heart race.

      Now I’m worried that I’m falling for my fake boyfriend, and I don’t know how to stop it. 

      

      Rune

      I don’t come into town unless I have to.

      People talk too much, they stare too much, they ask too many damn questions.

      My cabin in the woods suits me just fine.

      Until the day I see her.

      When she walks up to me and asks me out, I think I must be dreaming. 

      Then she explains that it would be fake, and I’m left scrambling for a way to make this fake relationship real. 

      Now I’m coming to town a lot more than I used to, just to catch a glimpse of her, just to make sure she’s okay.

      Just to be closer to the woman who doesn’t even realize she’s already mine.
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      Jem

      

      “Congratulations!” I tell Fern as she and Jackson make their rounds at the party.

      “Thanks! I can still barely believe it,” she gushes.

      Jackson, her fiancé, grins down at her. I don’t say it, but I can’t believe it either. Fern went to South Carolina for a wedding and came back a week later with a boyfriend. It was only two weeks later that they announced their engagement, and now here I am at their engagement party.

      I’m thrilled for Fern. She was so sad and lonely when she first moved to Wolf Valley. Her family is terrible. She told me about them, and I was there when she vented about helping them with wedding planning. I tried to talk her out of helping, but I get it. Family is family.

      She flew to South Carolina for her cousin’s wedding. She was the wedding planner, and Jackson was there working security. It was a whirlwind romance, but the two of them are made for each other.

      “Do you already have the wedding planned?” I ask her, sipping my champagne.

      “Pretty much. We need to book a few things, and um, I was hoping you would help with my wedding dress.”

      I grin. “Of course! I would be honored.”

      “I have one more favor to ask.”

      I take another sip of champagne. “What’s that?”

      “Will you be my maid of honor?”

      “What? Oh, my gosh! Of course!” I reach out, tugging her in for a hug.

      She laughs. “I know that it’s short notice.”

      “Nonsense! What do you need help with?”

      “Well, I think we’ll have a quiet bachelorette party. Maybe a joint one?” Fern asks, looking at Jackson.

      He shrugs, leaving it up to her.

      “Then there’s the rehearsal dinner and the big day!”

      “Okay, I can handle all of that. We can go over the details later when you don’t have other guests to see,” I tell her.

      “Perfect. I’ll stop by the shop this week. Maybe we can kill two birds with one stone and do dress shopping and wedding planning at the same time.”

      “I can’t wait,” I say sincerely.

      “It shouldn’t take that long. The wedding is going to be casual since I’m not inviting my family, and most of Jackson’s friends are still in the service or halfway around the world.”

      “When’s the big day?”

      “A month,” Jackson says.

      “One month?” I ask.

      Fern nods, grinning at her man. “We didn’t want to wait.”

      “Well, we’d better get working then! Text me later, and we can set up a time for you to come by.”

      “I will. Thanks.”

      She hugs me once more before they move on to their other guests. I watch them go, smiling as I see Jackson wrap a protective arm around Fern’s waist. He dotes on her, and Fern deserves that after being overlooked and neglected for most of her life.

      I look around the party, taking in the familiar faces of my friends, and my stomach cramps. Every single one of them is here with their husband, fiancé, or boyfriend. It’s been like this for the last few weddings, but I could overlook it. Now it’s getting to be too much.

      I can’t do it. I can’t be the only single person at yet another wedding.

      I feel sick as I look around again. The party is winding down, and I decide to sneak out. I’ll go to the market and grab some ice cream, then head back to my apartment.

      With my plan in place, I finish my champagne and slip outside, taking a deep breath of the cool night air. The Wolf Valley Market is a block down, and I pick up my pace as the wind kicks up. The cool air helps to sober me up. I didn’t drink much, but I also worked late and skipped dinner, so the few glasses of champagne hit me harder than they should have.

      I shudder as I walk into the market and the warm air hits me. Goosebumps rise on my arms, and I grab a basket and beeline for the frozen aisles. I need to get my ice cream and then get home.

      I think about the wedding as I head down the aisle. As the owner of a bridal boutique, I’ve always loved weddings. The romance and love, the promises of forever, the bride looking like a princess as she walks down the aisle to her doting partner. I love all of it.

      But in the last few years, that’s changed. It’s fun being at a wedding, but once all your friends settle down, things aren’t the same anymore. Everyone dances with each other, and everyone is seated with their partners.

      Then there’s me.

      What can I do, though? I’m not skipping my friends’ weddings.

      I need to find someone of my own, but that’s easier said than done. No one has ever made me feel the spark that my friends describe. I’ve never bothered with dating and all that. I was focused on my business instead. Now I’m kind of regretting that.

      No, this wedding is going to be different, I decide. I’m going to have a date for this one.

      I just have no idea who yet.

      I turn down the ice cream aisle and smile when I see my favorite double dough flavor. I grab two pints and am about to turn for the registers when I see someone at the end of the aisle.

      I don’t know what it is about the man, but he snags my attention, and I can’t look away.

      He’s tall, way taller than my own 5’4”. He’s glaring at the frozen meals as if they’ve personally offended him, and I bite back a giggle.

      His dark brown hair is shaggy on top and slightly wavy. Some of the strands fall over his forehead. His nose has a slight bump in it, like it’s been broken a time or two. His jawline looks like it was chiseled from marble.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, and dear sweet baby Jesus, he’s ripped. The muscles in his arms and back flex, and my mouth waters at the sight.

      For the first time in my life, I’m attracted to someone.

      I smile as I square my shoulders and march his way.

      Looks like I’ve figured out who’s going to be my date, I think with a smirk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Rune

      

      I hate frozen meals. I hate them more than anything. Unfortunately for me, I’ve never been great in the kitchen. I spent most of my life learning other skills—like how to shoot a gun, how to fight, and how to parachute out of an airplane.

      Those were all useful when I was in the military, but now that I’m out, I’m finding that they don’t come in handy too often in civilian life.

      These days, I manage the Wolf Valley Lumberyard. It’s long days out in the forest or in my office. Again, I don’t need my skills for that either, but it’s kind of been a dream job so far. I’m surrounded by nature, and I’m in charge. I spend my days alone for the most part. I have people under me, but they’re busy with their own stuff all day.

      I bought a cabin a few miles south of the lumberyard, and I split my time between work and home. I only come into town for groceries and other supplies, and I’ve worked it out so I only have to make the trip twice a month. I come down, stock up on TV dinners and the essentials, then I’m good for two weeks.

      I glare at the now-familiar rows of frozen meals. I’ve tried every single one of them in the last six months, and I know which ones are good and which ones suck. Right now, none of them sound appetizing. Still, they’re better than trying to cook something for myself or driving into town for takeout every night.

      Opening the first cooler door, I grab four lasagnas, two Salisbury steaks, and some pot pies. I’m reaching for the chicken Alfredo when I see someone heading my way out of the corner of my eye.

      I look up and lock eyes with an angel.

      My breath stalls in my lungs, and I freeze in place, watching as she walks right up to me.

      She’s fucking gorgeous. Strawberry blonde hair, brilliant green eyes, curves for days. My fingers itch to hold her, a reaction that I’ve never had before in my life.

      My angel is wearing a pretty green dress. I frown, wondering where her coat is. It’s cold outside, and she should be wearing more than that swatch of velvet. I’m about to shrug out of my coat and wrap it around her when she stops right in front of me.
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