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    Chapter One


    


    Damn, he looked good.


    Why couldn’t he show his age like the rest of them? Was it too much to hope for that he’d let himself go? Sported a beer belly? Lost his hair?


    Five years had passed since Wren Terni’s last encounter with Skip Ozhuwan. Five years since he’d arrested her.


    Not her finest hour.


    It was official. Whatever puny luck the gods had deemed to give her had run out.


    The only thing going her way was that he hadn’t seen her yet. Taking a couple of steps back, she stood off to the side behind a pillar in the small airport at King Salmon, Alaska. She wasn’t hiding, really. She just needed a moment to prepare herself before walking up to him and pretending he didn’t mean squat to her.


    She’d known they were bound to see each other this weekend. It was his sister’s wedding, after all. But what trick of fate had her sharing the same puddle jumper to Egegik with him?


    This weekend needed to hurry up and be over with. The sooner she returned to her life the better for everyone. So far she’d done a pretty bang up job of not dealing with her past. She was the type who moved on.


    Past was past.


    She’d hoped she could’ve put off seeing Skip until the actual wedding. Her plan was to suffer through the reception and then dart out of there like a wily fox with no words exchanged between them.


    There was nothing to say to the man she’d loved—the man who’d incarcerated her—other than cursing his manhood and future offspring.


    She schooled her features to try and appear bored instead of revealing the panic and yearning bubbling to the surface. Skip looked better than she’d remembered, more mature, more muscular. His hair was blacker than the deep winter nights on the Bering Sea of Alaska. His mouth set in the same smile that used to infuriate and arouse her at the same time. Broad shoulders V’ed into a trim waist, and his thighs were roped with muscle. Muscle that was defined through his unzipped jacket, t-shirt and jeans. She’d never felt safer in any man’s arms than when she’d been held by Skip Ozhuwan.


    While he was only five ten, he seemed to tower over men much taller than him. His commanding presence left no question of who was in charge when he was in the room. She’d heard he now worked for the AWT, Alaska Wildlife Troopers and wondered what the small fishing village of Egegik thought about one of their own now working as a fish cop. How did he cope with that?


    If she could have stayed away from the wedding, she would have. She’d given her best excuse, but when one is commanded—threatened—by her best friend since infancy and given the title of maid of honor, you go.


    Fortunately, Skip hadn’t seen her yet, giving her time to compose herself, though she’d spent too much time on that already. None of it seemed to have done any good. She was torn with whether she wanted to kiss him or kill him. He’d sent her up the river, but worse than that, he’d broken her heart. Had he even written her? No. Sent a Christmas card or a care package? Cigarettes for barter? No. Nothing in all those years.


    Yeah, she pretty much hated him.


    She’d done her time, gotten clean and had a pretty quiet existence since being sprung from the joint.


    And still not one word from him.


    He must have felt her stare from across the small terminal for he suddenly turned, and his piercing umber eyes met hers.


    She gulped.


    You hate him, remember?


    Then why did her mouth suddenly feel like the cold, barren arctic desert of Anwar while that other place further south—the one she didn’t want to acknowledge—feel just the opposite?


    Skip started toward her, his stride sure and confident in his Timberline boots, eating up the distance between them. He obviously hadn’t had to prepare to meet her like she had.


    “Wren,” he said.


    She couldn’t tell by his voice if he was happy to see her or not. Convinced, he probably looked on this as an obligatory chore, she wished she could run and find an alternate way to Egegik. But there was no other, expedient, way to the isolated village.


    Their thirty minute flight was going to drag out like a winter squall. Hopefully the flight would cool down parts of her that had unexpectedly come to life. She was too young for hot flashes, wasn’t she?


    No way in hell did she still find him attractive.


    “I’ve been waiting for you,” he said, his voice a deep rumble that sent vibrations over her exposed skin, raising goose bumps.


    His eyes traveled down her body in a slow inspection and then back up again.


    Did he like what he saw? Why hadn’t she checked her make up? She should’ve worn something more becoming than old jeans and a SeaHawks Sweatshirt. This was Alaska. It would have been insane to wear a skirt and heels. But then why did she care? She wished she could read his mind to know what he was thinking.


    He reached for her carryon. “Let me take that.”


    “I’ve got it.” She tightened her grip when he tried to take it from her. A childish tug of war ensued until he finally let go.


    “Suit yourself. This way.” Was that a smile teasing the corners of his lips before he turned away? If he was laughing at her, well she’d...She’d what?


    Get a grip, Wren. The man hasn’t given you a thought in the last five years. Get over him already.


    Besides, she didn’t need to follow him. She knew the way. It wasn’t like King Salmon was a huge airport. It was a dinky one-room building that saw most of its traffic in the summer months from fishermen passing through on their way to Bristol Bay. The richest salmon fishing grounds in the world was just thirty miles west of King Salmon. King Salmon also had the closest airport to freedom from Egegik. Thanks to the government who’d set up an Air Force base during World War II, because of the strategic position this area held to Russia and Japan.


    Wren fell into step behind Skip and refused to admire his firm, muscular backside. She wiped the lie off her brow along with the fine sheen of sweat that had gathered there.


    “Jim, she’s here,” Skip informed the tall man in Carhartt overalls. He was well over six feet with a buzz cut of salt and pepper hair and a closely cropped beard. How he folded himself into the cockpit of the small plane that would fly them across the miles of spongy tundra pock marked with lakes was beyond her?


    “All right. Let’s get this bird in the air,” Jim said. He looked Wren up and down. “You’re what, a hundred and thirty-five, hundred and forty pounds?”


    Holy Mother of Pearl.


    A fiery blush heated her face. She’d forgotten that when flying in small bush planes, pilots required actual weight in order to help distribute everything evenly in the plane. Having that number out there in front of Skip was one more indignity to add to the list.


    “One-thirty-eight,” she said through gritted teeth. How she wanted to lie and tell them both that she carried a trim one hundred and twenty pounds on her small five foot three inch frame. It was heading into winter and she’d need those few extra pounds as insulation. Sounded good in her head. Not so much in practice. So she was hippy and had generous breasts. Breasts like hers didn’t happen naturally without a little bit of weight to fill them out.


    “Skip?” Jim didn’t bat an eye as he consulted his clipboard. “Need your weight.”


    “Two-ten.”


    And all of it muscle.


    “Okay, let’s load up.” Jim turned and headed out the door to the tarmac. Skip grabbed his backpack and hitched it onto his shoulders—along with her carryon.


    “I can get that,” she sputtered, reaching for her stuff. The whole idea of Skip anywhere near her personal items wigged her out. She had a tough enough time dealing with him this close to her person.


    “So can I,” Skip said, walking out into the dreary afternoon.


    Rain had started to spit. No surprise there. The only time it didn’t rain in King Salmon was when it was snowing and blowing and you were thankful because if the weather was stagnant the mosquitoes ate you alive.


    “I’ll help Jim load the plane,” Skip said. “You climb in.”


    Even though she wanted to ignore anything that Skip told her to do, there was no way to refute what had to be done. She had to get to Egegik. In order to do that, she needed to board the plane. Her luggage also had to reach the small village, and Skip and Jim were more apt at loading than she was. She’d only be in the way. Besides, she wanted to get as far away from Skip as she possibly could, as fast as she could. She buttoned up and climbed into the Cessna 206, taking the backseat, buckling in and praying that Skip wouldn’t sit next to her.


    The plane dipped with weight as first Jim and then Skip climbed in and buckled into the front seats of the tiny aircraft. Thank God she had the backseat to herself.


    Maybe she’d survive this flight after all.


    ***


    Skip tried not to stare when Wren climbed into the backseat of the plane. Damn, she still got his blood pumping. An ass like that was a piece of art. It was damn hard not to admire it, reach out and cup it in his hands, lift and press it against him.



    There wasn’t a woman alive who could make him madder or hornier.


    Jim punched him in the arm. “Gawk later. Storm’s coming in.”


    Skip lurched forward toward the plane. He knew seeing Wren again would be a strain and not just to the zipper on his pants. His heart beat fast enough that he had to practice some deep breathing exercises to settle it down. He climbed into the cockpit, turned, and without thinking asked, “You okay back there? Buckled in safely?”


    She narrowed those big sooty eyes until they were mere slits. “Not my first plane ride.”


    At least she’d spoken a few words to him before staring out the small window, telling him loud and clear that she didn’t want to have anything to do with him. Would the woman ever get over him arresting her? Talk about holding a grudge.


    “All right, folks,” Jim said. “Let’s blow this popsicle stand before we’re stuck here. There’s a winter front coming in from Siberia, and I want to be held up somewhere warm when it hits.” He started the engine, while securing his headphone and talking into the headset. Covering the microphone with his hand, he addressed Skip and Wren, “Survival kit in the tail, fire extinguisher under my seat and behind yours. Any questions?”


    They both shook their heads, having heard it all before. Living out here on the edge of the world made traveling in small planes as common place as catching a bus for those who lived in the big cities.


    Skip glanced back at Wren, wishing he could sit beside her. How would he get a moment to talk with her before they landed? He’d purposely planned flying to Egegik with her before the wedding. Once they landed, the village would swallow her up, and he wouldn’t get within a few feet of her. He cursed himself for not thinking far enough ahead to how he would get her alone for any length of time.


    She looked good. Strong and healthy.


    He knew from the network of tabs he had in law enforcement that she’d completed her court appointed rehab and her drug tests had been clean for the last three years. She was thriving in Anchorage as a glass artist and had started seeing some contractor on a regular basis.


    Had he waited too long? God, he hoped not.


    It would be hard enough breaking through her crabby shell with another man in the picture. He’d given her time and space. No more.


    Jim engaged the engine, and they taxied down the runway.


    It took a special type of person to enjoy this part of the country. Skip understood the desire to escape it, either with drugs or planes. Both created distance. But to him it was stunning. He relaxed in his seat as the plane lifted off and focused on the wild, untouched beauty outside his window. The threatening storm gave the surrounding landscape a misty, magical feel. The spider web of creeks and rivers reflected the grayish-purple of the clouds, highlighting the golden-red of the tundra falling below them.


    The plane bounced along with the wind as they gained altitude and banked southwest. The greenish-gray waters of Bristol Bay chopped with whitecaps and ate at thirty foot high banks.


    Wren couldn’t wait to leave this place. He wondered how she was feeling now that she’d returned. Did she find any joy in the wild openness below them? Or was she counting down the hours until she was back in the big city?


    Away from him?


    ***


    Wren’s breath caught as the plane jerked again. She hated these damn flying coffins. She was the only one in the family who got carsick, plane sick, and seasick, but bush planes were a necessity of living in Alaska’s Bush. Didn’t mean she had to like it, though. Exhaling slowly, she focused on the horizon. The last thing she needed was to throw up.


    Why hadn’t she taken a Dramamine?


    Deep breaths, concentrate. In out. In out. Shit. No way was she going to be sick in front of Skip. Bad enough the last time he’d seen her she’d been strung out on coke. She’d puked on his shoes when he’d cuffed her, nailing the floorboards of his new truck. What she wouldn’t give to be anywhere but here right now. She could feel him glancing at her every few minutes.


    Face forward, buddy. Nothing to see here.


    So she wasn’t the underweight druggie, he’d last seen. Now she was overweight and sober.


    Hell.


    The plane pitched and so did her stomach. Were the clouds outside her window getting darker? Meaner? Nearer?


    She looked at Skip and then Jim to see if either had noticed. Skip’s jaw seemed tighter, the skin stretched taut. It was harder to see the pilot, but his hands seemed busy as they pushed and pulled knobs.


    The plane suddenly dropped fast, and the seatbelt clinched tight around her waist. A pathetic squeal escaped her, and her hands flew out to grab the cold wall and low ceiling of the plane. It banked right then left. There was some fast scrambling up front. Skip’s hands were on the wheel thingy, and he seemed anxious.


    What the hell was going on?


    Jim’s hands slumped lifeless at his sides, and his head lulled forward.


    “Skip?” she yelled his name but knew he couldn’t hear her over the roar of the engine and static of the wind. The plane leaped and fell, the tundra suddenly too close as the nose dipped. Over the noise and panic, she heard Skip swear followed by his shout, “Brace for impact!”


    “What?” He didn’t just say that. “Oh God, no.” She reached out and grabbed Jim’s shoulders and shook them. He slumped farther forward in his seat.


    Skip didn’t spare her a glance. One handed, he grabbed the headphones from Jim and slammed them onto his head. Next she heard, “Mayday, mayday, mayday!”


    The plane seesawed back and forth with the wind, trying to find some sort of balance, or perch, but the wind seemed to laugh as it blew them down toward the rapidly rising ground. They touched—a brush really—then a slam that knocked the wind out of her, followed quickly by the nose digging into the tundra and the plane somersaulting.


    Then nothing.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    


    Wren moaned and wiped at her face. Her head hurt like a son of a bitch. And why was she wet? She winced as her fingers bumped a tender area on her forehead, and she opened her eyes a slit. Blood painted her hand.


    Why was she bleeding?


    What kind of partying had she done this time? Oh please, no. Not again. She hadn’t relapsed, had she?


    No. NO. The price of relapse was too high. People had been hurt because of her and her weaknesses. She blinked and forced her eyes farther open.


    The place was a mess, like it had been tossed. Why was she hanging upside down in her seat? Wind whistled like a sick siren, chilling her further. She needed a blanket, a warm wash cloth, and some thick band aids.


    Suddenly everything came rushing back. The plane, the threatening weather front. They’d crash landed.


    They?


    Oh, God. “Skip?” His name screamed in her mind but only came out as a whisper. “Skip,” she said louder. The wind stole her words. She couldn’t see him or the pilot and wiped at her face with her sleeve again. She wouldn’t panic. They always say head wounds bleed a lot. Who the hell were they anyway? Her head hurt, she was bleeding, and it was really cold.


    This was Alaska.


    It was September, which by anyone else’s standards meant winter. They needed help, and they needed it fast or they were as good as dead.


    Crap, they were in more trouble if she was the only help.


    Wren struggled to release the seatbelt with one hand, the other on the ceiling—er now the floor—of the plane, helping to brace her weight. She still fell with an oomph when the belt released. She scrambled to her knees, her shoulders bumping into the seats as she crawled forward, wiping at more blood as it smeared her vision now that she wasn’t hanging upside down.


    “Skip? Jim?” No one answered. A coldness traveled up her spine that had nothing to do with the wind leeching through the cracks and broken window of the plane.


    Both men hung upside down in their seatbelts just as she had. They looked somewhat like bats, which had her stifling a hysterical giggle. With trembling fingers, she checked Skip’s neck for a pulse.


    “Please, God, please.” She felt nothing, and a whimper of dread escaped her. She pushed harder in the cramped space, her knees digging into whatever the hell the manufacturer had placed in the ceiling. Probably never took into account anyone having to kneel on them.


    Still no pulse.


    She felt around, blindly. “Come on, damn it.”


    Skip suddenly coughed. “Stop,” he said, his voice hoarse. “What are you trying to do? Choke me?”


    A relieved sob bubbled up. “Oh, thank God. You’re alive.”


    “Guess you never thought to hear yourself utter those words,” he muttered.


    She ignored him and turned toward Jim. She didn’t have to feel for his pulse. His eyes were wide open, but he would never see out of them again.


    “Skip?” she whispered. “Jim...?”


    “Yeah. I think he had a heart attack or aneurism. One minute he was there, and then he wasn’t.” Skip rubbed his eyes. “Damn it. The man had a son. Sixteen I think.”


    “Mother?”


    “Ran off years ago. Drugs.” He glanced at her and then away. “Come on. We need to get some things done before that weather front hits.” Skip winced as he moved to release his seatbelt. He braced himself much the way she had, but there was more of him hanging on the strap. “I can’t get out of this thing. Do you see a knife anywhere?”


    Wren glanced around the twisted frame of the plane. She didn’t see a knife, but she saw smoke.


    ***


    “The plane’s on fire!” She scrambled back. Where the hell had Jim said the fire extinguisher was? “Will the plane explode?” She didn’t want to die that way. Though it would be better than freezing to death.


    “Wren! Calm down. Tell me where you see fire.” There was an urgency in his voice that focused her panic.


    “I-I don’t. There’s smoke in the tail of the plane.”


    Skip let out a heavy breath. “There isn’t anything to burn back there. The engine’s up front, gas is in the wings. It’s probably dust or fog from the crash.”


    She took a closer look. It could be dust, but it sure looked a lot like smoke.


    “Help me get down.” Skip’s words captured her attention. “Find a knife.”


    “Don’t you carry a knife? You’re a cop. Aren’t you supposed to be prepared for anything, like the Canadian Mounties?”


    “Huh?”


    “The motto for the Canadian Mounties.”


    “No. That’s, ‘They always get their man.’”


    “Well, what the hell is the motto for Alaska Wildlife Troopers?”


    “Just cut me down. There’s a Leatherman clipped to the right side of my belt.


    “Then get it.”


    “I think my arm’s broken. You’ll have to reach it. The faster the better.”


    “Great. I’m gonna have to save your sorry ass.”


    “It’s not like I haven’t saved yours.”


    Smoke or dust started to seep into the cabin from the tail of the plane. They needed to get out of here. She didn’t trust that the plane wasn’t ready to go up in flames at any moment. She’d seen plane wrecks before. She watched the Discovery Channel.



    Wren reached around his seat, groping around his hip.


    “Too far to the left,” Skip said, adding in a softer, sexier voice, “Though I am enjoying your hand there.”


    Shit.


    Good thing he couldn’t see her as the heat flaming her face was enough to help her forget about the cold. She blindly found his belt and traced it until she located the Leatherman clipped in its leather case. She released the snap and worked the blade free. She crawled to the left in between the two seats, trying to forget about the dead pilot staring sightlessly forward into nothing. Her fingers shaking, she fought to open the damn blade. The seatbelt was pulled tight with Skip’s two hundred pounds hanging on it. She slid the knife under the belt where it clicked into place, giving her some space where it wasn’t digging into Skip’s body.


    “Wait!”


    Too late, Skip came crashing down in a crumpled mess.


    “Shit. I told you to wait.”


    “Sorry, the knife was sharp. I didn’t think it would slice through the belt like that.” She regarded him lying upside down on his back, his legs flopped forward. He had nowhere to go in the cramped space.


    He angled around on his shoulders, keeping his hurt arm next to his side and used his feet to kick open the door. Wind, bearing teeth, rushed in. It aided in pushing the smoke back.


    She grabbed the fire extinguisher Jim had haphazardly mentioned right before they’d taken off, but miraculously, the smoke was no longer there. Skip might be right about that, but she was holding onto the extinguisher until they knew for sure.


    “Come on, we need to take a look outside and see what kind of condition we’re in,” Skip said, his voice strained with pain.


    Condition? They were screwed.


    Skip struggled to climb out of the plane, and she crawled out after him. He cradled his arm, and her head pounded, but the bleeding seemed to have stopped. They stood outside the plane and regarded the wreckage.


    Cushioned somewhat by the mossy tundra, she lay upside down on her wings looking like a squashed bug.


    “Guess, I’m not much of a pilot,” Skip said.


    “I don’t know. They say any landing you can walk away from is a good one.”


    He choked out a laugh. “Thanks for that.”


    “But I wouldn’t fly with you again,” she added.


    The wind blew at the plane, making it shudder. Good thing it was laying on its wings or the wind would probably pick it up and toss it off the bluff and into the rolling surf below.


    “Wow, you could have dumped us into the water.” They were seriously within twenty feet of the bluff where the deadly ocean could have swallowed them.


    “Yeah, crash landing could have been worse.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    


    Skip cradled his arm next to his side, knowing it was broken. At least it seemed to be a clean break. He needed to immobilize it. The sooner the better. But first he needed to know where that smoke had come from. He was pretty positive what he’d told Wren was the truth. It made a lot of sense, what he’d been spewing, but he’d been surprised before. Besides, he’d helped Jim load the plane. There was more being flown to Egegik than him and Wren and their luggage. Supplies were back there. Supplies he hoped contained food and nothing flammable.


    He nodded to the fire extinguisher Wren clutched in her hands like a safety blanket. “You know how to handle that thing?” Being down to only one good arm, he wasn’t much help.


    “Uh... yeah.” She looked at him weird. “You forgot about that Fourth of July when we lit the garage on fire?”


    He barked out a laugh. “Damn, that seems like forever ago.” They’d been what? Ten, eleven and had wanted to see fireworks go off in the dark. Alaska’s daylight summers were horrible for firework displays. So they’d concocted this idea of lighting them off in the enclosed garage. Almost burning down the house. If it hadn’t been for Wren and her quick thinking with the fire extinguisher, the house would have been a goner, instead of just most of the garage.


    They walked around the plane, hunching into the wind. It still had enough power to push them back. Wren stumbled around on the mossy ground.


    There didn’t seem to be any sign of fire. Thank the good Lord. That would nail their chances of surviving for sure. They needed the plane for shelter from the brewing storm.


    “Looks as though the smoke was from the landing but keep the extinguisher close.” They trekked back to the front of the plane, the wind blowing them making the trip faster. Nothing seemed to be coming from the engine. But then the nose of the plane was buried deep in the spongy tundra. They climbed back into the plane, both shivering by the time he got the door wrenched closed behind them.


    Skip tried not to look at Jim. He didn’t have time to mourn his friend. Not when he needed to get help on the way, or he’d be mourning more than just Jim. The radio. Hell, why hadn’t he thought of that first. He reached for the mic. “Mayday, mayday, mayday! This is November2195Charlie we are crash landed—” He glanced at the GPS coordinates and recited them, repeating his mayday call twice more before the Coast Guard answered.


    The reply came back interspersed with a load of static over the radio. “Condition.”


    “Three people. Pilot dead, one with a broken arm, another with a bleeding head wound, possible concussion.”


    More static, and with dread, Skip made out the basics of what they were saying.


    “Weather...grounded...buckle down...blows over.”


    “Roger that.” Skip turned off the radio to save what battery they had left. He turned to Wren. “Looks like we are stuck here for a while, tonight, maybe tomorrow.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    


    “Tonight? Tomorrow?” Wren said. “Lori’s wedding is the day after tomorrow. We can’t miss the wedding.” That’s the reason Wren had gotten on the blasted plane to begin with. “What about your parents? And the wedding guests? They are going to be so worried.” She’d caused her friends and family too much worry over her short lifetime. Besides, she couldn’t spend the night with Skip out here in the wilds with a dead body, no bathroom, no bed, no coffee!


    “Wren! Keep it together.”


    She took a deep breath, held it until her lungs hurt and released it in a big huff. “Got it. Is there a plan?”


    “Shelter. Chances are this front will bring our first snowfall. At any rate, it’s going to rain and get really cold.”


    Colder than it already was? She’d forgotten how hostile this part of Alaska could be when it blew.


    “I don’t want to sound insensitive, but what about Jim?” Were they going to spend the night next to a dead body?


    Skip’s jaw tightened. “We need to move him.”


    What about predators? She couldn’t bring herself to voice the thought, giving it power. But it was a serious probability. Who knew what lurked out there? She swung around, trying to see as far as she could with the drooping clouds. The tundra was pock-marked with alder bushes and scrubs. Anything could be hiding out there. Bears weren’t to bed for the winter yet.


    She shivered and regarded Skip. His arm was swelling, his hand almost twice the normal size. “We need to brace your arm first.” She glanced around, took out Skip’s knife that she’d pocketed after cutting him down and sliced the seatbelt free from the plane. Now what to splint it with? Planes weren’t made of wood. She climbed back into the tail where the luggage was stowed.


    A webbed netting held the bags in place upside down. She cut one side and worked her bag free. Tossing it to the middle of the plane, it slid to a stop on the ceiling/floor between the seats. She unzipped it and pulled out her curling iron.


    “You got to be kidding?” Skip scoffed.


    “It’s rigid. Got a better idea?”


    In her bag, she also pulled out a water bottle and Tylenol. “Might want to start with this.”


    “Got anything stronger?” he mumbled before tossing the pills back and shutting up.


    “Want to bite down on something?”


    “Just do it.” He ground his teeth together.


    “Fine.” She climbed over her bag and carefully took his arm. It was a clean break, as near as she could tell between the elbow and wrist. She knew from experience that if they could immobilize it, the pain would lessen. “Brace yourself, this is going to hurt.”


    “Talking about it isn’t helping.”


    “Okay.” She took a deep breath and tightened her grip on his hand, moving the arm back into place the best she could. Skip did really well until she was almost done, and then he hollered, followed by cursing that was more colorful than anything she’d heard in jail.


    She did her best to ignore it and do the job. She was good at that. Tunnel vision, her mother used to call it. Whatever. She focused, and when his arm looked as straight as she could get it, she made quick work of bracing it with the curling iron. But the seatbelt was proving troublesome. The fabric was slick and didn’t want to stay tight. “This isn’t working.”


    “Duct tape,” Skip gritted out. He pointed to the back. “There’s a toolkit. Any bush pilot worth his weight has duct tape.”


    “Hold this, and don’t move it.” She didn’t want to go through that again. She doubted he did either.


    “Don’t worry.”


    She regarded his pale Aleut skin, the sweat beading on his upper lip. Could you get sick with a broken arm? Infection? What if the bone had cut open blood vessels? An artery?


    What if he died on her, too?


    “Hey, I’m not going to die,” Skip growled.


    Had she voiced that out loud?


    “We’re both going to make it out of here alive. All we have to do is survive the night. We’ve lived through the worst.”


    She didn’t agree. Surviving the night alone with Skip just might do her in.


    “Stop thinking like that.”


    He couldn’t still read her like a book, could he?


    Damn it. She’d worked so hard on not letting her emotions play over her face like a movie. She needed space away from him, but the only space she was going to find was out there in the wide open wilderness.


    And that would definitely kill her.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    


    Skip loved the vivid expressions on Wren’s face. He’d forgotten how fun it was to talk with her, be with her, and love her. She’d been the most open, emotionally free woman he’d ever known.


    He wanted her back.


    He’d needed alone time to do that. Being stuck somewhere on the bluffs of Bristol Bay in a plane wreck was more than he’d counted on. He certainly didn’t appreciate Jim’s death giving him that time.


    Jim.


    They needed to do something about him, but first they needed to see to Wren’s injuries. She finished duct taping the curling arm to his arm, using his knife to cut the toe off one of her socks to protect his skin from the adhesive.


    “I need to check that cut on your forehead,” Skip said, his fingers reaching up to smooth her hair back.


    “It’s okay.” She jerked out of his reach.


    He curled his fingers with regret that she didn’t want him to touch her. Surely, things weren’t that bad between them.


    “The cut needs to be cleaned and bandaged.”


    “I can take care of it.” She tightened her lips.


    “How?” He gestured with his good arm, hitting the top of the seat hanging above them. “You see a bathroom? A mirror. Don’t be stu—”


    “Don’t call me stupid.” Her expression shut down.


    Ah crap. His tone was sorry when he spoke again. “I wasn’t calling you stupid. I was going to say stubborn. You’re stubborn as hell, Wren, but never stupid.” He remembered her dad and his constant verbal abuse. Skip had even confronted the bastard when they were teenagers, and her father had gone after Wren with words that sliced and stomped her struggling spirit. She’d been called stupid so many times in her life that she’d begun to believe it, which Skip believed was the reason she’d looked for an escape. And drugs had been her vehicle.


    Wren’s gaze dropped to her hands. He wanted to reach out and enfold them in his. Maybe that would stop their shaking. But she had that prickly wall around her so he changed the subject back to the cut on her forehead. “Hand me that first aid kit, and let’s clean you up.” This time she didn’t argue.


    She unclipped the first aid kit from where Jim had pointed out its location before they’d left King Salmon. That seemed days ago rather than mere hours.


    She set the kit between them and opened it. He reached in and found the antiseptic wipes. Only problem was that he couldn’t tear the plastic to get to the wipes. She didn’t say anything when he handed her the package, but her look spoke volumes. While she used the wipe to clean the dried blood off her face, he rummaged through the kit looking for anything that would help cover the wound. He laid out bandages, gauze, Neosporin, and tape. Wren finished with one wipe and went to grab another, but he was quicker and got to it first. “Let me.”


    “I can do this.” She ground her teeth.


    She really didn’t want him to touch her, but he was dying to get his hands on her. Even in this impersonal way. “You can’t see everything I can. Come on, there’s a lot we need to do. Arguing is a waste of time. It’s already getting darker than I’d like.”


    She glanced out of the windows, noticing the black clouds smothering what daylight remained. Night would be coming early, way before they were ready for it. He just hoped the snow would hold off until they could get things situated for the long, cold night ahead.


    “Fine.” She huffed out a breath that fanned across his face, bringing the scent of mint. She must have chewed gum before getting on the plane. Did she still suffer from motion sickness? There was so much he wanted to reacquaint himself with about her.


    He reached up with the wipe and began slowly cleaning away the dried blood around the cut. Since he’d somersaulted the plane, most of the blood had flowed into her hair. Without running water, there wasn’t a lot he could do about her hair. The blood melted into the dark strands, blending in. He concentrated on the cut. It was a few inches long, traveling back into her hairline. She’d have a scar, but one that would be easily hidden by her hair. The bleeding had stopped, coagulating over the cut, until he attempted to clean it, then it started to seep again.


    “You really need stitches.” He glanced down at the first aid kit. It was stocked with the supplies he needed to stitch her up.


    “No way am I letting you stick a needle in me.” She moved back out of his reach.


    “Don’t think I could sew you up right with only one wing working anyway. See if there aren’t some adhesive strips in there or super glue.” Many a time he’d super glued a cut closed. Worked great when you were constantly around the water and not close to medical facilities.


    She rummaged through the contents, as he held the wipe over the seeping cut and tried not to be distracted by the faint scent of lemon verbena. She must still use the same body wash. He loved knowing she hadn’t changed so much, gave him hope that he might be able to reach her.


    “I found them.” She tore open the package and held the strip up to him. He exchanged the wipe for the strip and, using his teeth to take the covering off the adhesive, placed one over the cut. He reached for another one that she had ready and did the same with the next.


    “Neosporin.”


    She handed him a gauze pad with Neosporin already on it, anticipating his needs. She could always do that, knowing what he needed before he asked. He’d never been so in tuned with a woman before, or since.


    That insight of hers had been amazing in bed.


    He placed the bandage over the cut, reaching for the length of tape she had ready for him. Once the cut was covered, he became aware of how close he was to her. His head bent over hers, his fingers lightly stroked the strands away from her face. She glanced up at him, her eyes wide.


    He was helpless not to lean in. Her breath caught, and her eyelids fluttered. Her lips parted, and her tongue nervously wet them.


    He groaned.


    The sound gallivanted her into motion. She jerked away, scampering back out of his one-armed reach.


    Damn it. He’d been so close to tasting her again. Now she looked at him as though frightened. What reason did she have to be frightened of him?


    “Wren—”


    “We need to get things done before the storm hits.”


    He wanted to say to hell with everything, grab her and yank her back into his arms where she never should have left. If she hadn’t—


    No point in going down that road.


    Time to get things battened down. Once their shelter was secure, and Jim taken care of, they had all night to become reacquainted.


    He glanced out the window. “We’re going to need a flashlight.” He’d also need Wren’s help with Jim. One handed wasn’t going to get a two hundred pound-plus man, dead weight, out of this plane. “Did you see a tarp or anything back there?” Skip asked. They needed to cover Jim with something. Even though, the body was a shell, and Jim wouldn’t feel the cold, it went against everything in Skip to just lay the man out in the storm. He hoped Jim’s spirit was someplace warm and comfortable—nestled in the loving arms of his ancestors.


    Skip was almost jealous of Jim as another blustery gust, this one carrying needles of rain, shook the plane.


    Wren glanced at Jim, still hanging upside down in the pilot’s seat. She swallowed hard. “I’ll check.”


    He had to give it to her. Most women would be squeamish over what they were about to do. But Wren didn’t show any signs of it, and he was watching her every move. This new, stronger, confident woman intrigued him more than his memories. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get caught staring.


    “How about this?” She held up a Mylar blanket she pulled out of the survival kit. “There are four, enough for us and... him.”


    “Okay.” Unconventional, since a survival blanket was beyond helping Jim, but then this was Alaska. The land of the unconventional.


    Wren handed him the small folded silver blanket and then crawled back toward her suitcase and began systematically going through the contents.


    He caught a glimpse of black underwear and a hot pink bra before she found what she was looking for.


    “I knew I’d need these.” She held up a pair of Under Armour.


    “Good thinking.” Question though, was she going to strip in front of him to get them on under her clothes? She wouldn’t get the full effects of the garment unless it lay next to her skin.


    Man, what he wouldn’t give to lay next to her skin.


    “Could you, um, turn around?” She did a cute little circle motion with her finger.


    He didn’t want to turn around. He did, though it was a struggle in the small confines of the plane, and was rewarded with her image in the broken window. He really should shut his eyes. But he wasn’t that much of a gentleman. Hell, he wasn’t even close. She whipped off her sweatshirt and the sexy navy tank top underneath, her nipples hard beads against her icy blue bra. Her honeyed skin had him licking his lips. She covered up too quickly. He wanted to see more and had to bite his tongue to keep from asking. Then she shimmied out of her jeans and his mouth watered.


    Hips rounded and lush, soft and creamy thighs, little dimples at her knees. He wasn’t going to make it. She wiggled into the tight black Under Armour and followed that with her jeans. He really shouldn’t have watched. Now he ached to touch.


    “Okay, you can turn around.”


    No he couldn’t, not with the kind of wood he had branching out. “I need some fresh air.” And the arctic wind would do the trick of settling things back down to size. What the freaking hell was he doing?


    He had a broken arm.


    Like that would stop him. Okay, they were in a fight for their lives. One of them was already dead, sharing the same breathing space. Well, his and Wren’s breathing space anyway. God, he was fucked up.


    He should be more concerned with how they were going to get out of here instead of how he was going to get inside her.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    


    “I still think predators are going to be a problem,” Wren said as she struggled to stay on her feet against the wind’s impressive attempts to knock her off them. Even though she now lived in Anchorage, she was by no means a city girl. This was Alaska. Predators outnumbered people.


    She was cold and hungry and wet and now exhausted after dragging Jim’s dead body across the tundra. And her head pounded like a son of a bitch.


    “That’s why we moved him so far from the plane,” Skip explained as though he was speaking to someone slow on the uptake. He struggled alongside her, having a tougher time against the wind as he was a bigger target and unable to put his arms out for balance. She’d zipped his jacket up with his arm tucked into his body. With the brace, it wouldn’t fit through the sleeve.


    “We should have tossed his body over the bank.” It would have been a hell of a lot faster as the bank was twenty yards from the buried nose of the plane. She had no idea why she was pecking at him about this. It was done. The body was covered and secure and probably a hell of a lot warmer than she was right now. Blasted icy rain.


    “It’s Jim. His family is going to want his body for burial, and the ocean would have taken him. I couldn’t do that to a friend.”


    “You had no problem tossing me in jail, and I was more than a friend. Or so I thought since we were banging each other.”


    He stopped cold and glared at her. Pain bracketed his face. “What the hell is your problem? Are you spoiling for a fight?”


    Hell, yes. Someone needed to pay for how miserable she felt. Skip owed her for a lot of things. Crash landing the airplane and putting her in this situation was just the latest of many.


    Besides, she didn’t want to get into that plane with him, be alone with him all night, just the two of them needing to keep warm.


    Jim had been there before. Dead or not, he’d still been there between them, putting a damper on what could happen. Now that they’d moved Jim clear across the tundra what was going to keep her from doing something stupid?


    She remembered all too well what could happen when she was alone with Skip for any length of time. That’s how she’d lost her virginity at sixteen. Not to mention her heart. She’d still like to have that back. Her heart, not her virginity. She’d been glad to lose that thing.


    The icy rain suddenly turned to shards of icy snow and started to slice at their exposed skin.


    “Can we at least fight inside the damn plane?” Skip spit the words through his chattering teeth. “I’m freezing my balls off out here.”


    Maybe they should stay out here a little longer.


    She doubted he’d be in an amorous mood if he lost his balls. But then again she was assuming a lot. He hadn’t made a move on her. What if the attraction was one-sided? Could it be just her who was still attracted? Maybe he’d moved on. No, she would have heard. The little village of Egegik had a healthy gossip line.


    “Do you even remember where you crashed the plane?” She glanced around trying hard to see through the thick, and getting thicker, onslaught of sleet.


    “Of course, I remember where I crash—” He huffed a frustrated sigh and trudged forward bent into the wind. “I’d forgotten how much of a pain in the ass you could be.”


    Hey, now that’s something she hadn’t thought of. Skip could keep his balls, and they could get out of this storm, all she had to do was be a bitch. Yeah, surprise. She was up for that.


    “And here I’d thought I’d left you with a lasting impression,” she said.


    He stopped again and turned toward her. “You’re pulling out all the stops, aren’t you?” His eyes narrowed, either because of the biting wind or because he was really angry with her remembering that last impression. “I’ll have to show you the scar you left me.”


    Scar? She thought she’d only left him with a scratch. It wasn’t like she’d meant to hurt him. She’d only wanted to get him to release her. Wasn’t her fault he’d underestimated how high she was or the lengths she’d go to be free of him in that state. She hadn’t even known until she’d awoken, hung over but sober, and listened to the list of charges against her at her arraignment.


    The memory silenced her inner bitch.


    What else would happen to him because of her? He already had a broken arm. Granted, she hadn’t done that, but she was nagging him when he obviously hurt. They were both wet and cold and probably hungry. She certainly was. Hunger could explain her bitchiness. She hadn’t had breakfast because her nerves had been too jittery knowing she was going home, and there was a good chance she’d see Skip. Lunch had consisted of the measly peanut mix and a small glass of artificial punch the airline from Anchorage to King Salmon had given everyone.


    God she hoped he knew where the plane was. Her feet were so cold, and she was in danger of losing digits. Then suddenly there it was. So close she almost ran into the door Skip opened for her.


    “Hurry. We don’t want it wetter inside than we can help.”


    She scampered into the upside down plane, having to crawl around the seats in the cockpit. Skip struggled to follow her. He shut and latched the door, but the wind whistled through the broken front window.


    “Get out of your wet clothes,” Skip said, following behind her, shrugging off his coat. “See if you can find my bag. If we don’t get dry, I don’t have to tell you how much trouble we’ll be in.”


    Hypothermia. Number one killer in the state of Alaska.


    She headed into the tail of the plane. “What does your bag look like?”


    “Blue and gold.”


    She should have known. Trooper colors. Also the colors of the state flag. “Eight stars of gold on a field of blue.” She bet his uniform was in his bag. Damn he looked good in his trooper uniform. She’d never admit it, but her good intentions would weaken to mush when he was all gussied up. Hell, who was she kidding? She’d never had good intentions back then. She barely had them now.


    She found his bag, and under it were boxes of food. Lots of food. Someone had gone to Costco!


    “There’s food!” Her stomach growled. She turned and tossed Skip’s bag toward him and then swiveled back to the food.


    “Change your clothes first,” Skip said.


    She glared at him from over her shoulder. “You knew there was food?”


    “Yes.” He bent, and one-handed, unzipped his bag.


    “You couldn’t have said something?”


    He paused and looked at her from under his brows. “Been kinda busy with other things.”


    “But I’m hungry.”


    “You’re cold too. You’re probably so cold that you don’t feel it anymore. Now, get out of those wet clothes, or I’ll have to warm you up myself. And there will be nudity.”


    A fiery blush heated her cheeks. She shivered, and hoped it was the cold and not the image his words invoked. She knelt, or fell as her knees gave out, next to her suitcase and rummaged through her clothes. She needed layers. Lots and lots of layers. She didn’t care that he was watching her this time, didn’t even ask him to turn around. The blush must have jumpstarted her thermostat because her body started to shake, and her teeth to rattle. She was freezing. Thinking of them naked, next to each other, started to sound very appealing. And not just in a survival nature.


    She whipped off her jacket, tossed it aside, and lifted her sweatshirt. Her Under Armour felt dry so she went to put on another sweatshirt.


    “Take it off,” Skip said.


    “It’s dry.”


    “If any part of it is wet, your body won’t warm up. So, be safe and take it off.”


    Was it wrong that there was a big part of her who wanted him to say that in a less impersonal way?


    “Fine.” She struggled out of the Under Armour. The cold sucked the breath out of her. She shivered into a long-sleeved t-shirt and followed that with another sweatshirt. Her jeans were next, and the Under Armour pants. Goose flesh was red and splotchy on her legs before she covered them up with a pair of black heavy sweats with Bristol Bay printed down the side of one leg. Wool socks followed. She was feeling much better when she turned to face Skip.


    He was a mess.


    Much like a two-year-old who’d just learned to change himself, his jeans were off and he was struggling into another pair. They weren’t going on easily with only one good arm and his skin being wet. He still had on his soaked shirt. She should have thought how hard changing his clothes would have been before she’d changed her own. Now she felt like mud on the bottom of his boots.


    “I’m sorry, Skip.” She reached out to help pull up his jeans. He sighed with what she assumed was relief and let his good arm drop away, letting her take over.


    She buttoned the jeans and went to pull up his zipper. Well...he hadn’t lost his balls out there in the freezing sleet. Hello. Her fingers jumped away, and she swallowed. “Uh . . . you’re going to have to zip up your pants.”


    “I can’t,” he said. Was there laughter in his tone? “Not one-handed. If you hold onto the crotch, I can pull up the zipper.”


    “I’m not grabbing your crotch.” Fire flamed in her cheeks. She wasn’t cold anymore. “Your jeans are too small to zip up anyway.” Oh God, had she pointed that out? She wanted to die.


    “It’s the crotch talk.” His words didn’t have laughter in them now. She recognized that tone. It jumpstarted areas of her body she thought had been put on the shelf.


    “Listen. I’m not touching that. You’ll just have to leave your pants unzipped until... things are back down to size.”


    “Things haven’t been down to size since I first saw you in the airport.” His nostrils flared, and he took a step closer to her.


    She backed up, her shoulder bumping into the top of the seat hanging above her. “Not my problem.”


    “The hell it isn’t.” He reached out with his good arm and hauled her against him, making sure she felt exactly how she affected him. “Do you have any idea how hard it’s been not touching you?”


    “This isn’t good for your arm.”


    “I’m feeling no pain in my arm. But there’s a serious ache farther south.”


    “Skip—”


    “Just let it happen, Wren.”


    He leaned down, paused as he looked into her eyes, and then kissed her softly, his lips a perfect fit over hers.


    She shuddered and leaned into him. This was like coming home. Oh, how she missed this. Being held by him, loved by him. The rich earthy scent of rugged outdoors, cool ocean breezes, with a hint of salmon berries infused her lungs as she breathed in his essence. How did he smell the same after so long?


    The heat of him seduced her closer. He groaned and breached past the seam of her lips, his tongue hot and devastating as he deepened the kiss. He pulled her into his hardness, ground against her and groaned again. His breath became choppy, his fingers digging into her hip as though he needed to be part of her.


    Blood surged in her veins, and she became a dizzy. Her breath caught as his hand slid up and under her sweatshirt, bypassing her layers, and finding her skin.


    Heat, delicious heat infused her body, killing any chill she had left. She wanted to feel that heat everywhere. Get naked with him and—


    Wait a minute. What the hell were they doing? His shirt was wet against her front. He was kissing her, more like devouring her, and they hadn’t seen each other in five years.


    Her hands came up and pushed against his chest, creating a little space to break the kiss. “We can’t.”


    He met her eyes, his unfocused, clouded with desire. “Yes, we can.” He leaned in to kiss her again. She pushed harder against him. His eyes narrowed and cleared a bit as he took a moment to study her. “It’s the dude, isn’t it?”


    “Dude?”


    “The contractor dude you’ve been seeing.”


    Stunned, she relaxed her hands until the words connected in her muddled brain. “Contractor? You mean Christopher?”


    “Yeah, him.”


    She pushed out of Skip’s hold. “How do you know about Christopher?”


    “I know a lot of things about you.”


    “H-have you—” No, he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. “Have you had me under surveillance?”


    He looked guilty as hell.


    “For-for how long?” She slapped his good arm when he didn’t answer her right away.


    “Since you were released from jail.” He shrugged his shoulder as though her slap had stung. “Actually, the whole time you were in jail too.”


    “You’ve been spying on me for the last five years?”


    “When you say it like that, yeah, it sounds really bad.”


    “It is bad. It’s restraining order bad. Why? Why would you do that?”


    “I sent you to jail—”


    “No, you didn’t. It was my fault. My consequences. I broke the law.”


    He took a step toward her. “Wren, it killed me to send you there. I had to know that you were all right.”


    “So, what, you’ve kept tabs on me since I was released to make sure I wasn’t using again?”


    “No. Yes. Kinda.” He shut his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. “Shit. This is all coming out wrong. I had to give you space to work through your rehab, get clean, stay sober. But I had to know you were okay. I couldn’t lose hope.”


    “Hope?”


    “That someday we could be together again. Then you started taking up with the contractor dude, and I thought you were over me and moving on with your life. I had to stop that.”


    “Stop me from moving on with my life?”


    He clammed up, rolled his lips over his teeth and refused to continue. It was her turn to narrow her eyes.


    “So you laid in wait until you thought I was ready? Ready for you to come charging back into my life to pick up were we left off?” Her tone continued to rise. “Where we left off was me standing over you after I shot you with your own gun.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    


    “So we have some relationship issues to work out. An apology wouldn’t be out of order either.” He rubbed the upper shoulder of his broken arm, where the bullet had grazed him. Maybe if he acted like he was in pain, she’d cut him some slack. It wouldn’t be much of an act with his aching broken arm. “That bullet really hurt.”


    “I sent you an apology.”


    “One your therapist probably told you to write.”


    “It was part of the program.”


    “You were still angry with me.”


    “Yes. I heard you went to the judge and testified against me. I’d already pled out. You made sure I was sent to jail.”


    So much for cutting him some slack. “There wasn’t any other way I knew that would get you off the drugs.” He reached out to take her hand, but she linked them behind her back. His attention was caught by her breasts as the action lifted them front and center. God, she had beautiful breasts. What he would give if she let him...


    The scowl on her face deepened. This wasn’t helping his cause either.


    “Wren, I’d tried everything, but nothing worked. You were going to kill yourself if something drastic wasn’t done.”


    “Sending me to jail almost killed me.”


    That tore his attention away from her generous breasts. “What are you talking about?” Dread settled into his stomach. He’d had people looking out for her, keeping tabs, reporting back. He hadn’t heard of anything life threatening happening to her inside.


    “Nothing.” She turned away from him.


    He grabbed her arm and swung her around. “Tell me.”


    “Get your hands off me.” She yanked her arm free of his grasp.


    “You didn’t mind them a few minutes ago.”


    “A few minutes ago I was out of my mind with cold and hunger.”


    “You’re still cold and hungry.”


    She growled. “Would you quit twisting my words?”


    “Then be honest with me, and tell me what happened, damn it.”


    “I almost ended it, okay.”


    “What?”


    She ran a hand through her hair, wincing as she brushed the bump on her head. “It was too much. The withdrawals, the confinement, not having you—it was just too much. One night, I tried to hang myself with the sheets from my bed.”


    He sucked in a breath as his heart missed a beat. “Why wasn’t I told of this?”


    “Probably because it didn’t work. I’m still here, aren’t I?” She arched a brow and folded her arms across her chest.


    Well, shit. He remembered that look all too well. He shouldn’t have reminded her that he had spies in the jail reporting back to him. Maybe if they ate, figured out a way to warm up this busted plane, she’d be a little more open for sharing, talking. He wasn’t going to get anywhere with her and their relationship if he didn’t at least try.


    A gust of wind, heavy with sleet, shook the plane. He shivered, realizing he still had on his wet shirt and his pants zipper wide open. He really needed the use of his other arm. To hell with his zipper. It didn’t bother him to be hanging out. But the shirt needed to go.


    He struggled with the buttons, one-handed.


    “Oh, for hell sake.” Wren brushed his hand out of the way. “You’re more work than a two-year-old.” She quickly freed the buttons of his shirt. She didn’t spare him a glance as his naked chest was revealed.


    That was an ego buster. He’d worked hard on his body since they’d been apart. Building muscle had been his focus, that and his job, which the muscle came in handy for. And she didn’t even look. He had pecs, damn it, and abs.


    She helped him peel the shirt free from his good arm and then carefully inched it over his broken one. She didn’t pause in what she was doing until the fabric fell away from his bullet-grazed shoulder.


    She gasped, her fingers lightly tracing the area where her bullet had cut into him.


    “See, I told you there was a scar,” he softly murmured, enjoying the delicate touch of her fingers on his cold skin.


    Her eyes narrowed to slits.


    Shit, he said the wrong thing again.


    “You chose this scar and it’s not a scar. It’s a tattoo. Of a wren.”


    And here he thought she’d appreciate the gesture.


    “It’s a sight better than the ragged scar you left me with. It was damn hard to explain at the gym that my girlfriend shot me. If I’d gotten it in the line of duty, that would have been different. So I got the tattoo to camouflage it.” And it hurt a hell of lot worse than the bullet had.


    “Of a wren?”


    “Well, yeah. It was your mark, after all. Your brand.” He shrugged. “I liked it. Seems poetic in a way. Like you’re always with me.”


    She briefly met his eyes, hers showing surprise and maybe a little wetness. He couldn’t tell for sure since she bent to rummage through his bag, yanking out a dry shirt. She found another button-down one, which would be the easiest—if not warmest—to get into with his broken arm.


    He wanted to look into those expressive eyes again. “Wren.”


    “Can we get you dressed so that I can eat something?”


    She refused to look at him as she inched the fabric carefully over his broken arm. But he caught the rapid blinking. Was she crying? Had he chipped through that icy shell she’d been encased in since they’d boarded this doomed airplane?

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    


    Why had he tattooed himself with a symbol of her? What kind of man does something that?


    She’d shot him.


    Didn’t he hate her for that? She hated herself for what she’d done to him. What did this all mean?


    And, damn it, why did he have to look so good?


    He’d been fit and lean before. Now he was mouth-watering. Her fingers begged to trace each definition in his rock-hard body. Did the man even have body fat? How could he with all that delicious muscle?


    Holy Mother of Pearl. She was toast.


    Something had to be stirred up between them, or she would have him for dinner. She wriggled the soft flannel shirt over his shoulders and faced him to button it up. She concentrated hard on the task at hand, not how enticing he smelled, or how his breath lightly blew wisps of her hair. He was the perfect height for her. His chin easily rested on her head. She missed how he’d tuck her into his side, and she’d snuggle her face in the crook of his neck.


    She finished the buttons and smoothed the fabric down his front without thinking. He sucked in his breath as her fingers brushed over the ridges of muscle on his stomach.


    She shouldn’t have done that.


    “Wren,” he groaned, his fingers brushing hair away from her face.


    “Oh, you need your boots tied.” She dropped to her knees and grabbed the laces before she did something really stupid and grab him. She thought he groaned again, but maybe it was the wind. She tied his Timberlines and glanced up.


    She shouldn’t have knelt at his feet.


    Her face was even with his gaping zipper and what was pressing hard through the opening. She closed her eyes and bit her lips before she could lick them.


    Or lick something else.


    What was wrong with her? It was like she hadn’t had sex... well she hadn’t had sex in a really long time. But sex with Skip would really fuck things up. And they were really fucked up to begin with. Hell, they were fighting for their lives. Unbuttoning his jeans and freeing that thick bulge wouldn’t help anyone.


    “Yes, it would,” Skip growled, reaching for her.


    Oh, no, she didn’t! Not again. She was such a mess. She couldn’t control her thoughts or what came out of her mouth. This was worse than the out of control feeling the drugs had given her. At least they had numbed. She wasn’t numb. She was a freaking live wire.


    She scrambled back like a crab and jerked to her feet.


    “Are you afraid of me?” Skip asked, his eyes ablaze with need. There was enough heat in his gaze to keep her burning all night.


    “Right.” She gulped.


    “You don’t want to be alone with me. Afraid of what I’ll do or what you’ll do?”


    “You are way off base here, buddy.” Hell, he was right on target.


    “Am I?” He inched toward her. She inched back. He smiled. She panicked.


    “Okay!” She threw up her hands as puny stop signs. “I need some space. I need to think.”


    “What’s there to think about? I want you, and you still want me.” His nostrils flared as though the realization impacted him deeply. Did he still care about her? How could he with all she’d done to him.


    She was no good for him. He needed a woman who was stable, competent. Who didn’t hurt people.


    She shook her head. “No. I want dinner. Food.” She’d used food as a substitute for sex the last five years and was damn good at it by now.


    Though she had a feeling it wasn’t going to work tonight.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    


    “We’re sleeping together,” Skip said. “Get used to the idea. You’re not going to be able to keep the beds apart.”


    They’d torn the cushions off the seats—well mostly Wren since she had the use of both of her hands—and made a bed of sorts on the ceiling of the plane. The ceiling was sloped so the cushions slid together. Skip was perfectly fine with that. It meant she’d slide into him too.


    Wren glared at him, but he knew it was a façade. She wasn’t angry, she was scared. He knew she wasn’t scared of him. He wasn’t the kind of man who would ever jump a woman. He’d never take advantage of her. Unless she asked him to. Didn’t mean he was above talking her into being taken advantage of.


    He hid the smile that split across his face with a cough. They’d worked hard in the limited light that was left. He’d found a flashlight among Jim’s survival gear and had it hanging off the exposed metal of the cushion-less seats. He’d also done his best to block the wind, rain and sleet, from coming in. With the plane upside down, the windows were low to the ground. Snow was already covering them, insulating the plane more from the elements. They had enough food to feed a wedding party, and the little village of Egegik, so they’d be fine for quite a while. Plenty of time for the Coast Guard to find them. Snow could provide water if they ran out of the four cases he’d brought along. Heat was the main issue.


    There was only one way he knew how to get warm without a fire.


    Time to play the injured card. Besides, he had to get Wren to calm down.


    “Wren, can we just sit? My arm aches like a sonofabitch. Are there any more pain pills? And I’d like some more of those candied almonds.” They’d torn open a bag of wedding almonds Wren had found in the groceries he’d brought back for his sister’s wedding. Wren hadn’t wanted to eat them, but he’d talked her into it since his sister would be really upset if they died out here because they wouldn’t eat the wedding food. The almonds had made a nice dessert after the deli meats and cheese in the cooler. He had a pretty good suspicion the wedding cake hadn’t survived the crash. His sister was going to be furious about the cake once she was over hugging and crying that they were still alive.


    Now if he could get Wren to stop fluttering around the damn plane. She was doing her best to stay as far away from him in the cramped space as she could.


    She turned and grabbed the first aid kit from the cockpit where she’d put it earlier. She’d been making a home out of this wreck, finding places for things, making everything as comfortable for them as she could. He understood the need, but now that it was done, she needed to conserve her energy and rest next to him where they could share each other’s heat.


    “I’m sorry, Skip. I should have thought about your arm. Here.” She shook out four pills and handed them to him, her arm fully extended so that she wouldn’t touch him.


    He enclosed his hand over hers. “I’m not going to jump you. Relax.”


    A blush flared in her cheeks. “Sorry.”


    “And quit saying you’re sorry. You have nothing to be sorry about.”


    “I have everything to be sorry about.” She tugged on her arm until he opened his hand. She dropped the pills into his palm and offered a water bottle.


    He swallowed the pills to keep from venting his frustration. She needed to get over the past. She was a different person. More mature, less fractured. The strong woman he’d always known she could be. Why couldn’t she see that?


    “We need to shut off the light to save the batteries. So if there’s anything you need to do or get before we head to bed, you’d better do it.”


    “Bathroom,” she blurted out. “I need to use the bathroom.”


    Did she really, or was it another delay? Whether she did or didn’t, it was something he needed to address.


    “Okay, we’ll go together.”


    “I’m not peeing with you.”


    “Have you looked out there?” He pointed to the snow plastered windows. “It’s a blizzard. You’ll get lost.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I grew up here too. I’m not some cheechako you have to teach the ropes to.” She stopped, and her eyes widened. “Rope. I saw rope.” She held up a finger in thought. “Give me a second.” She sidled past him and climbed into the tail of the plane. “Shine the flashlight this direction.”


    He tilted the flashlight toward her and was rewarded as her sweet ass caught in the beam of light. He smothered a groan. He wanted that ass snuggled up to his—


    “Hey, could you be helpful here or what?”


    He jerked the flashlight beam off her becoming backside and shined it where it would actually help her. Geez, where was his head? Get it together man. She’s going to think you only have sex on the brain. It was the truth, but he should pretend otherwise. Women didn’t like to know the truth about men.


    “Got it.” She held up some frayed rope like it was a trophy.


    “What are we going to do with that?” Tie each other up? Another pump of blood headed south.


    “I’ll tie one end around my waist, head out there—” she paused and shuddered “—tie the other end to the struts on the plane so I can find my way back in the snow.”


    He liked his idea better. But hers was more practical though less titillating. “Good idea.” She beamed, and he suddenly wondered how many people, him included, had ever complimented her. Yeah, he’d always told her how beautiful she was but never how brilliant. But then she hadn’t done a lot of smart things in her life. So many people had relished pointing that out to her. Her father especially.


    “Let me go first,” he said. He could at least break a trail.


    “If you don’t mind, I’m about to burst.” She grabbed her coat and slid it on.


    He reached up and untied the flashlight from where he’d hung it. “Take this.”


    He handed it to her but didn’t let it go when she grabbed it. “Don’t drop it.”


    “I won’t.”


    She tied an end of the rope around her waist. When she was finished, she met his eyes. “I won’t go far. Don’t worry.”


    He buried his hand in her hair, and yanked her in for a fast and hard kiss. He’d meant to only kiss her quick, but she did that softening thing again, and he helplessly sunk into her mouth. She moaned into his mouth and slid her arms around his neck. He reached out to pull her closer and tweaked his broken arm. He hissed and released her, pain flared hot and cold, diminishing his desire.


    “Be careful,” he gritted out, not wanting her to know how much pain he was in.


    “I will.” She cocked her head. “You okay?”


    “I’ll be fine once you’re back here. So hurry.”


    “See you in a few.” Then she turned and climbed through the cockpit. Opening the door, wind and snow swirled in, and then she was gone, and he was alone in the cold, in the dark, and in pain. But the pain had transferred from the physical to the emotional. He wanted her back. Now. He wanted to follow her out there.


    What if something happened? What if she tripped and hurt herself or lost the hold of the rope and couldn’t find the plane in the blowing snow? She hadn’t been able to see the plane when they had returned from depositing Jim.


    Jim.


    Holy shit. She was right. They should have tossed him over the bank. Right now, Wren could be fighting for her life against a bear. It was early yet for them to all be in bed. Just the other day, he’d spotted a sow and her cubs. Jim’s scent could have brought one close. Bears sense of smell was eight hundred times that of humans. There were wolves running about too.


    What the hell had he been thinking to let her go out there alone? She didn’t even have a weapon with her to help protect herself. He grabbed his coat and struggled into the one arm. He couldn’t get it to stay over his bad one. Frustrated, he tore the thing off and threw it on the bed of cushions.


    She’d been gone too long. What if she hadn’t tied the rope properly and the knot worked loose with the wind?


    That was it. He was going out there.


    ***


    Wren shuddered in the cold. There was nothing more bitterly cold than baring your ass in a blizzard. She’d finished her business and had her clothing back to rights when a large hulking creature stalked her way.


    A chill that rivaled the storm shivered through her. Skip should have listened to her. Jim should’ve gone over the bluff. She dropped to her knees and inched to the left, where she remembered the plane being.


    If the bear caught her scent, she’d lead him right to Skip.


    She grabbed the rope and struggled to untie the knot from around her waist, but the bear lumbered closer. Shit. She needed to get free, run. But where? Then she heard her name. At least she thought it was her name. One thing she did know, bears didn’t speak.


    She squinted against the slicing snow and instead of seeing a bear, the outline formed into a man.


    “Skip Kolenka Ozhuwan! You scared me to death. I thought you were a bear. What are you doing out here, and where is your coat? Are you insane?”


    “Apparently.” He shivered. “You were taking too long. I thought maybe you were in danger.”


    “It isn’t like women can just whip it out and pee anywhere. It takes some finesse. Besides, I can take care of myself.”


    “I was worried.”


    “Have a little faith. It’s not like I’m out here trying to score a line of coke.”


    “That thought never crossed my mind.”


    Suddenly she was ashamed of herself. He’d come looking for her because he’d been concerned, and she was jumping all over him. “I’m about froze to the bone. Can we continue this inside?” But when they returned to the closed confines of the plane, she realized there was no putting off going to bed with him.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    


    “How many layers are you going to put on?” Skip asked.


    As many as it takes. Wren struggled with a second pair of socks.


    “I’m cold,” she muttered, when in truth she was sweating. How was she going to sleep next to him?


    They had unzipped Jim’s sleeping bag they’d found in his survival kit and had it laying like a comforter over the cushions that would keep the cold from the ground seeping from the metal of the plane into them. It was actually quite cozy. Over the sleeping bag was a Mylar blanket they weren’t going to need.


    Wren couldn’t find another reason to postpone going to bed. She lay next to him, their shoulders and hips touching due to the slope of the plane underneath them. Her nerve endings sizzled to life, laying the length of him. She tried to move, giving him space, but no matter what she did she ended up touching him.


    “Are you going to squirm all night?”


    She didn’t bother answering him. She just might.


    “I’m going to turn off the light.”


    “Okay.” She hated that her voice sounded timid. She could do this.


    “Wren, relax.”


    The light clicked out and darkness closed in.


    Right. Like that was going to happen. She clutched the covers to her chin. With the darkness, her other senses picked up on the whistle and moan of the wind, the heavy splattering of the snow in its attempt to bury the plane from sight. Skip’s long even breaths, and her choppy ones. How could he be so relaxed?


    “We can’t go to bed mad at each other,” Skip said.


    “We’re not married.” She wanted to retract the words as soon as she said them.


    “And whose fault is that?”


    “You arrested me.”


    “Get over it.” He turned toward her and lifted up on his elbow. “You left me with no choice.”


    “I was entitled.”


    “Entitled didn’t make it right.”


    “You knew what he’d done.”


    “I still couldn’t let you take the law into your own hands.”


    “Nobody was punishing my dad, and he killed my mother.”


    “Wren—”


    “No, you know it, and I know it. The whole village knew why she did what she did.” Wren still saw her mom’s lifeless body, having been the one to find her beaten and bruised and dead. “She took all those sleeping pills because she couldn’t escape him any other way.”


    “It was still her choice. Your dad didn’t feed them to her.”


    “He might as well have.”


    “It wasn’t your call to make, Wren.”


    She knew he was right. He’d been right at the time to take the shovel away from her before she bashed in her father’s head. As it was, he’d let her wail on her father’s prized truck longer than he’d needed to, before restraining her. She’d been over all this in therapy.


    So much therapy.


    “Wren, I’m on your side here. If I could have arrested your father and thrown his ass in jail, I would have gladly done so. But you were the one who broke the law.”


    Yeah, and her old man had pressed charges, more concerned over his precious truck and who was going to pay for the damages than the suicide of his wife and meltdown of his daughter.


    He was free of both of them now.


    “So . . . what is he up to now?”


    Skip didn’t pretend to know what she was asking. “Same. Drinking, fishing, drinking more. At least, the women of the village steer clear of him. He’s alone. Fitting punishment if you ask me. Life without you a part of it is hell.”


    Her heart thumped. Did he mean his life was hell because she wasn’t in it?


    “Yes, Wren, that’s exactly what I mean.”


    Again. What was with her? It was like she didn’t have control of herself. Speaking her mind like this without being aware of it was disconcerting to say the least.


    Silence lengthened between them again. She understood it was up to her to make the next move.


    Skip wasn’t going to.


    If she wanted to be with him, it was up to her to let him know. But did she want that? Who was she kidding? That’s all she’d ever wanted. She’d always been too scared to reach for happiness. When she was a kid, anything she took a fancy to her father destroyed. Skip was the only person he hadn’t driven off. Skip wasn’t afraid.


    She needed to stop being afraid.


    “How’s the arm?” she softly asked.


    “Bearable.”


    “Bearable enough?”


    He groaned. “Wren, don’t tease me.”


    “You used to like it when I teased you.”


    He dragged in a heavy breath. “Don’t toy with me.” There was a pleading quality to his voice that had the knotted strings around her heart unraveling.


    She turned on her side to see him better. “What do you want from me?”


    His eyes glowed with intent in the snow-lit evening. “Everything.”


    She didn’t want to hurt him. She’d already hurt him more than she expected forgiveness for. “Skip,” she whispered.


    That’s all it took. He reached for her, cradling her head in his palm as his mouth captured hers. He groaned as she curled into him, fully aligning their bodies. They’d always fit together so well. Her breath caught, and she became dizzy from the intense rush of feeling and emotions unleashed.


    “Wren, baby, why oh why did you put on so many layers?”


    A giggle escaped her, and suddenly everything felt right. For the first time in years, things felt right. His hand snaked under her three shirts and found her skin. “You’re so hot.”


    “Hot as is ‘hot’ or hot as in heat?”


    “Hot. You’ve always been too hot to handle.” His fingers flicked open her bra. “You had to sleep with this on too.”


    “I needed everything I could think of.”


    He pulled back. “Are you sure about this?”


    She met his eyes, his searching. “Yes, Skip.” To prove it to him, she sat up and lifted off the sweatshirt, followed by the long-sleeved t-shirt, and finally the undershirt.


    An animalistic sound escaped him as she tossed off her bra.


    His one good hand shook as he cupped her breast. “Such beauty.” He lifted and took a nipple into his mouth, making her arch into him. It was her turn to express a wild noise. Little pulls contracted her nether regions as his mouth sucked her nipple, lightly at first then harder, flattening the nub to the roof of his mouth. A long drawn out moan followed. He released her and recaptured her mouth, as though he couldn’t decide where he wanted to be most. His hand continued to tweak her nipples, one minute cupping her breast the other molding the mounds and intermittingly flicking his thumb over the sensitive tips and rolling them between his fingers.


    “God, I need two hands. I need to touch more of you.”


    No, she needed to touch him.


    “Touch away,” Skip said. “I’m all yours, baby.”


    She didn’t mind so much that her words had escaped her this time. With a smile, she undid the buttons of his shirt and inch-by-inch revealed those taut muscles she hadn’t allowed herself to explore earlier.


    “Skip, you are... magnificent.”


    “And here I thought you hadn’t noticed.”


    “Oh, I noticed.”


    “I had to do something to work off my sexual frustrations while you were away.”


    Had he not indulged with other women?


    “They weren’t you.”


    Okay, she really needed to curb her tongue. She’d already revealed more than she was comfortable with.


    He must have felt her unease for he kissed her again. Thoughts flew out of her head, leaving it empty of everything but him. She’d wanted this for so long. His arms around her, his body pressing into hers.


    His fingers unbuttoned her pants, slid down the zipper, and found her. Heat infused her as his finger slipped along her folds, tested her readiness, before diving into her.


    Holy Mother of Pearl, it wasn’t going to take anything to make her come.


    Just a few strokes of his fingers deep inside her, and a few flicks of his thumb against her that ultrasensitive part of her, and she was soaring.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    Skip cursed his broken arm.


    He needed inside her. Now. This one-handed situation sucked. He wanted to lift her, position her, hold her tight, as he pounded into her. It wasn’t enough to have his fingers inside her.


    He needed more.


    Then she came apart, her nails digging into him, her pelvis grinding down on his hand.


    Oh, shit.


    He clamped down on his own excitement at watching her pleasure, or he was going to come in his pants. He hadn’t felt like this since high school. He tensed, counted to ten, twenty, a hundred, recited the star spangled banner, while she floated back to him.


    Her eyes opened and met his, and he caught his breath.


    She still cared.


    But could she still love him?


    Then she was kicking off her pants, fully naked except her double layers of socks, and his heart stopped at the goddess picture she made. Soft and curvy, so much more mature than the last time he’d been naked with her. The drugs had kept her skinny with bones protruding from her ribs and hips. How he wanted to explore this new body of lushness. His mouth watered and he reached for her, and she was there, her hands tearing at his jeans. She grabbed his erection. He hollered with pleasure so intense it pained him to stop her.


    “Wren, I won’t last.” Then her mouth was over him, her tongue sliding down his rigid length, swallowing him, sucking, he grabbed her head, burying his hand in her hair, twisting, trying to pull her off him before he...


    Oh, God.


    He hollered her name, his hips thrusting into her mouth as she took him, all of him. The night bloomed with iridescence as he exploded.


    He lay there, stunned with his inability to control his own body. He’d never lost himself like that. He’d wanted to be inside her.


    “Technically, you were,” she said her voice husky and pleased.


    Had he voiced that?


    “Yep. Guess I’m not the only one who has a problem with that.”


    He chuckled. This is a new development. What other new things did he get to experience with her?


    She slowly crawled up his body, her tongue licking his abs.


    His penis twitched, hardened with a new rush of blood. Hallelujah. One good thing about abstinence, he was good to go again. He groaned as her mouth traveled up his ribs, took his nipple into her mouth and teased. She was so expressive, wild yet with a balance of calm he hadn’t seen in her before. She was the same but more. So much more he wanted to explore.


    “How’s the arm?” she asked, her teeth closing over the vein in his neck.


    “What arm?”


    She gave a husky laugh that had him twitching again, reaching for her. She slid over him, parted her thighs, and hovered. Her eyes met his and stayed focused on him in the bluish light of the storm as she slowly, ever so slowly, took him inside the glorious heat of her delectable body.


    He gave a long drawn out groan as she took him as deeply as her body would allow. Her eyes shuddered closed as she rose above him and leisurely began to ride him.


    He watched in awe at the magnificence of her. Her long black hair trailed down her back, falling forward over her shoulders, over her breasts, to graze his stomach. Such glorious globes of perfection bounced as her hips picked up speed. His hand clutched her hip, and how he wished he could grab both, somehow take control of her movements, but she was in control.


    She took him, rode him, devastated him. Her hips gyrated faster, her breathing choppy, as long drawn out cry filled the plane in perfect harmony with the roar of the wind. She was one with Mother Nature. Bringing the forcefulness and beauty of the storm raging outside, inside to consume him. He was all hers to do with as she wanted. He shouted as he gave himself over to her, embraced the rightness of belonging to her, becoming one with her. Her scream of completeness followed, and then she folded in on him, collapsing over him like liquid heat. His broken arm was bumped.


    He felt no pain as pleasure wrapped him up in her blissful blanket.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    Wren lay in the afterglow, more content than she could remember. This was right. Skip was her past and her future. Even the storm outside seemed to have calmed as though in agreement. She’d only been living half a life without him. This feeling coursing through her body was higher than any drug had given her.


    “You okay?” Skip asked.


    She laughed. “I should be asking you that.”


    “Baby, I’m feeling no pain. You were freaking amazing.”


    She smiled. She’d felt damn invincible.


    Now she had to decide if she could trust herself enough to admit her love for Skip. She had disappointed so many people in her life. Especially him. She didn’t want to anymore.


    “You won’t,” Skip said, brushing back her hair.


    Geez. Whatever this thinking out loud thing was, it was damn annoying.


    “Wren. I want a life with you. Have a family.”


    “A family?” Kids? Her? That meant she’d be a mother. A child totally dependent on her for everything. No, she couldn’t do that.


    His hand settled on her stomach. “We might have already created a little Ozhuwan.”


    They hadn’t used protection.


    “Are you on anything?” he asked.


    “No drugs,” she choked out.


    “I meant birth control.”


    “Oh. No.” She swallowed, but it didn’t remove the lump that had formed in her throat. “Skip. I’m not mother material. Besides, I shot you. How can I be the mother of your children?”


    “If I can forgive you for shooting me, you can forgive yourself for shooting me.”


    “It isn’t that simple.”


    “It doesn’t need to be that difficult. I’ve always loved you, Wren. Even at your worst, I’ve loved you.”


    “Skip, I’m poison. Everything I’ve touched I’ve ruined.”


    “That was then. You’ve changed. You’re sober.”


    “For how long? I’ll always be an addict, and you are a trooper. Do you know the statistics for relapse? I have a seventy percent chance of using again.”


    “And a thirty percent chance of not, which gets smaller and smaller every year you stay sober.”


    “I move back to Egegik, and it will be a hundred percent. There’s a reason I haven’t been home.”


    “He can’t hurt you anymore. You’re stronger, he’s weaker. I won’t let him near you.”


    “You can’t protect me twenty-four/seven.”


    “We don’t have to live in Egegik.”


    She scoffed. “Right, your entire family is there. Generations of Ozuwans have lived in Egegik.”


    “A lot have left too.” He reached for her hand. “It isn’t the same without you. Nothing is. I’ve waited a long time, Wren. If I need to wait longer, I will.”


    Tears choked her throat, and she buried her face in the crook of his neck. “I’m not good enough for you.”


    “Nobody’s good enough for me. I’m quite the catch. Besides, I want someone who will challenge me, and nobody challenges me like you do.”


    “But—”


    “No buts. Work with me. Tell me what you are really afraid of. Or have you been lying to me about the contractor dude.” He stiffened. “Are you in love with him?”


    She gave a short laugh. “There is no contractor dude. Well, there is. But I hired him. He built me some bookcases, and now he’s working little by little on my kitchen.”


    “There isn’t anything romantic going on?”


    “Nope.”


    “You haven’t slept with him?”


    She leaned up on her elbow and looked at him, her eyes serious as the snow now softly falling outside the windows. “Skip, the only man I’ve ever slept with is you. There was this ‘almost’ incident in jail where this woman wanted—”


    She didn’t finish as he reached up and pulled her down to him, sealing her words with a kiss that lit her internal furnace.


    When he ended the kiss, he gazed lovingly into her eyes. “There’s been no one for me either. Only you.”


    “You mean...”


    “Yep,” he said with a silly smile. “The last person I had sex with—not counting myself—was you.”


    “You haven’t had sex in five years?”


    “You couldn’t tell how rusty I was?”


    She shook her head. “Though it does explain the constant hard on,” she tried to joke.


    “Wren, you were my first, my only. You’re everything. Marry me, love me, make a life with me.”


    Her heart melted, and tears sprain to her eyes. “Skip.” Her words shuddered on a sob as the impact of his words sank into her. How could this man love her so much?


    “Say yes. It’s such a short, simple, happy little word.”


    She took his face in her hands and gently kissed his lips. “Yes.”


    “Oh, thank you God.” He kissed her, relief and love mixed in with a desire that would never be sated. “Now, give me three little words that I’ve waited years to hear from your lips again.”


    “I love you, Skip Ozhuwan. Only you, always you.”


    ***


    They woke the next morning to sun shining, snow melting, and the whoop, whoop of helicopter blades.


    Skip groaned. “Sounds like the Coast Guard found us.”


    “Do they have to be so damn reliable?” Wren asked with a sexy stretch. “I had plans for this morning.”


    She leaned over and kissed him. He loved the feel of her pressed against him and the rightness of the moment. The promise of a new day, a new life, with the woman he’d always loved.


    He moaned around her kiss, loathe to break it off, but they needed to get moving. “Save that thought for later. We need to hurry and get dressed. Not only are they reliable, they’re damn fast too.”


    Sure enough, they heard a man running up to the plane, his boots crunching in the snow.


    Wren reached for her sweatshirt, but not before the man opened the door and was halfway inside the cockpit. With a squeak, she grabbed the covers and pulled them up to her chin, uncovering Skip’s nakedness.


    “Morning!” The Coast Guard crewman greeted. “Glad to see you two made it through the night.” He nodded to Skip and tried unsuccessfully to hide a smile. “Officer Ozhuwan, I see you’re conducting the correct deferment method of hypothermia.” He addressed Wren, “Ms. Wren, nice to see you, and that the two of you are back together again.”


    “Leroy,” Skip said, worried over how Wren was taking all this attention, “give us a few minutes, would you?”


    “Yes, sir.” Leroy ducked out of the plane.


    “Don’t tell me, that’s—”


    “The kid you used to babysit, yeah.”


    Leroy popped his head back into the plane, his eyes shut. “Sorry, just thought I’d mention your sister and her intended are impatiently waiting in the chopper. She is really, and I mean really, worried about the condition of her wedding cake.”


    “Leroy, you might as well leave us here. It’ll be safer for everybody.”


    Wren giggled, then laughed long and loud, falling into his one-armed embrace, where she’d always belonged.


    The realization that he could be waking every morning with her in his arms, had emotion bursting forth. “Wren, before our lives become hectic with this rescue, the wedding, and Jim’s funeral, I need you to know that no other woman could impact my soul the way you always have, always will. I don’t want to lose you again.” He didn’t think he’d survive a second time.


    The love in her eyes deepened, and she reached up to smooth the worry lines in his face. “You won’t lose me. I’ve missed you so much, Skip. You’re not just the love of my life, you are my best friend. Don’t worry, I’m strong enough now.”


    Moisture collected in his eyes and throat. He hadn’t realized how afraid he’d been that he’d truly lost her five year ago. Or that after last night and the light of this morning, the reality of a future with him would be too much for her. He shouldn’t have doubted his resilient, little wren. “I love you with everything that is in me and as soon as we get through this week, I don’t want to wait another day to marry you.”


    “Do we have to wait until then?” She gave him a crafty smile. “I’m sure your sister has a perfectly good priest we could maybe borrow after her ceremony. Want to elope with me?”


    Bet your ass, he did.


    


    The End
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    Prologue


    


    She’d always known she’d die this way.


    The strong tidal current dragged her farther into the unforgiving depths of the Bering Sea. She kicked and lashed until her limbs grew heavy, cold. Useless. Everything inside her screamed. She was too young. She had too much to live for.


    She had to kill that fucking bastard.


    Salt water burned and blinded. Filled her mouth and nose. Smothered and squeezed the life out of her.


    She’d cheated this bitch of an ocean fifteen years earlier, but she wouldn’t again. She’d never been destined to live through the sinking of the Mystic.


    Pain exploded in her chest, and her lungs flamed with the need for air.


    Blackness swallowed her.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter One


    


    Sonya Savonski screeched her ATV to a stop alongside the dirt runway as the puddle jumper touched down. The prop airplane had just made the fifteen-minute hop from King Salmon to the small fishing village of South Naknek, Alaska.


    “That was not a fair race,” Peter hollered, parking his four-wheeler next to hers.


    “Only because you lost.”


    “I’m towing a trailer,” he pointed out, tossing his head to the side, and clearing his eyes of dark hair. At seventeen, Peter hated to lose at anything.


    “An empty trailer,” Sonya said. “It comes down to the better driver, little brother.”


    The plane taxied toward them, the noise deafening. The engines thundered down and welcomed silence followed. A door opened, and passengers began to climb out. Most gazed around, not surprised by the wind-whipped banks, low-lying tundra, and the gray-green waters of the Bering Sea promising adventure, money, and possibly death. This wasn’t the tourist-friendly part of Alaska.


    Fuel and exhaust mixed with salty sea air and the smell of fish. Call her crazy, but it was a scent Sonya loved. The scent of fish meant money. Hopefully this fishing season they’d get stinking rich.


    “There they are.” Peter pointed to their grandparents as they stepped down from the plane.


    Gramps chatted animatedly while Grams seemed to listen with rapt attention. Sonya knew that look. Margaret Savonski was woolgathering.


    Peter rushed up to them, and Gramps’ face spilt into a grin as he grabbed him in a man hug. It had been weeks since they’d all seen each other. Sonya and Peter had headed out to open camp for this summer’s commercial sockeye season, knowing it would be one for the books—they were drifting and set netting this year.


    Their nonconformist plan was bound to upset some fishermen.


    Gramps greeted her with a bear hug. “How’s my favorite granddaughter?”


    She responded with the expected, “I’m your only granddaughter.”


    Nikolai Savonski’s dark brown eyes twinkled, and dimples cut deep grooves in his salt-and-pepper whiskered cheeks. A navy seaman’s cap hung lopsided over his thick wave of silver hair. He was a breed apart.


    “Nikky,” Grams said, “you and Peter get the bags, while I say hello to Sonya.” Margaret, with her regal bearing, immediately had the men jumping to do her bidding. The sweet-as-sugar smile, which accompanied the request had paved a long road of men bending over backward to fetch anything she needed. The woman had skills.


    “Sonya, my girl, I’ve missed you.” They embraced. “I’ve been too long in the company of men,” she said, indicating Nikolai. He and Peter were powwowing with a group of fishermen waiting for the plane to be unloaded. “We must make time for some girlie stuff before the season starts.”


    Girlie stuff on the Bering Sea of Alaska? They’d have a better chance locating an ice cream shop.


    “We’ll make a point of it,” Sonya said, her attention snagged by Gramps who’d thrown his head back and let loose with a booming laugh. He was conversing with a sandy-haired man. The man had broad shoulders powerful enough to haul in a boatload of fish without breaking a sweat. Gramps motioned for Sonya to hurry over.


    “Looks as though Nikky has another suitor to introduce you to.” Grams chuckled while smoothing her platinum—never gray—curls back from her face as the Bristol Bay wind puffed teasing gusts around them.


    Sonya moaned and moseyed over to Gramps and Peter. For some reason, her grandpa had decided she needed to get married. She was only twenty-nine for heaven’s sake. There was plenty of time for that nonsense, but Gramps was bull-headed, so she went to be paraded in front of another “potential.”


    “Sonya, I’d like you to meet Garrett... uh ...what’s your last name?”


    Great. He was so desperate to get her hitched that he wasn’t bothering to screen the men anymore. For all they knew, this man could have murdered a string of women.


    Peter turned his head to the side and snickered.


    “Hunt,” the stranger supplied. “Name’s Garrett Hunt.” He reached out a hand for her to shake. “It’s nice to meet you, Sonya.”


    Yeah, yeah, blah, blah, she wanted to say, but then her attention caught on his ice-blue eyes. Eyes that color shouldn’t project heat. Somehow she found her hand happily engaged in his. It wasn’t just his eyes that gave off heat. A slight smile crooked his lips.


    “Same,” she said, “to meet you, that is.” She gave Garrett Hunt a second look. The man wasn’t handsome... more interesting. Tough, muscled, and weathered. He looked like he could hold his own in any situation. Anywhere. Anytime. Chiseled jaw, sharp cheekbones, spiky military haircut, with a scar by his left temple. The only thing soft about him was his lips.


    Dang, she did not need this kind of distraction this summer.


    “Well, how do you like that?” Gramps commented with a hum, breaking Sonya out of her trance and reminding her of where she was. Gramps slapped Garrett on the back. “How about you join us for dinner tomorrow night? Red Fox Camp is about five miles down the beach. Can’t miss it. We should be ready for company by then, don’t ya think, Sonya?”


    “Uh... sure.” Even though she wanted to tell her grandpa to keep his busybody nose out of her business, she couldn’t.


    Garrett gave her that crooked smile again. It was quite sexy on him. “I’d like that.”


    “Hunt!” the pilot of the plane hollered, walking toward them carrying a surfboard. “You have any idea how hard this was to stuff into my plane?”


    “Thanks, Harry,” Garrett said, taking ownership of the board. “I appreciate you making the room.”


    Surfboard?


    “You owe me a drink for it,” Harry said. “I plan on collecting as soon as I get that swarm of fishermen flown over here.”


    “You got it,” Garrett said.


    Harry waved them goodbye and boarded the plane for the return hop to King Salmon. The fishermen were all coming in now that the fishing season would be opening in a few days. In that amount of time, the population went from around a hundred to thousands.


    “What are you going to do with that?” Peter asked, eyeing the surfboard.


    “Surf,” Garret said.


    The man was a nut. Gramps had to stop introducing her to just anyone. She looked at her grandfather and was glad to see that even his brows had risen in question.


    “Why?” Peter asked.


    Yeah, why, Sonya thought.


    “For fun,” Garrett said with a grin.


    “Nobody gets in that ocean for fun.” Sonya shivered. “You only get in it when you’re forced to.” The memory of the last time she’d been in that deadly ocean sliced through her like a cutting edge of an arctic wind. The freezing water, the screaming, the terrorizing silence. Death.


    “Well...hmm...hope to see you at dinner,” Gramps said, dragging Sonya back to the present. “Wait a minute, Garrett.” Gramps took another look at the man, as though sizing him up. “You military?”


    Garrett nodded. “Former SEAL. You?”


    Gramps’ smile stretched from ear to ear. Garrett had seen through the meddling grandparent to the seasoned warrior beneath. “Merchant Marines.”


    “Combat?” Garrett asked.


    “Vietnam. You?”


    “Iraq.”


    Nikolai nodded to the surfboard. “Well, being a SEAL explains the water toy.” He then offered his hand for Garrett to shake. “Very much looking forward to seeing you at dinner.”


    Garrett shook his hand. “It was nice meeting you, sir.” He looked at Sonya. “And your family.”


    ***


    Garrett pursed his lips and whistled under his breath as Sonya Savonski swaggered away from him, easily toting a duffel bag over her very capable shoulders. She wore a ball cap with a ponytail of dark hair hanging out the back. It seemed to tease him as it bounced in time to her step. She was garbed in faded jeans, and a t-shirt with a picture of a king salmon. The words, “Size Does Matter” blazed in red lettering across her ample breasts.


    Now there was a woman. Full mouth, full breasts, full hips. The trifecta. He’d never been able to resist that sexy combination.


    She must have sensed his scrutiny for she glanced back over her shoulder. He smiled. She frowned. He smiled wider. This summer was showing some promise.


    Sonya sidled up to her four-wheeler, and Peter mounted behind her. Nikolai had commandeered the other ATV for him and his wife. In a cloud of dust, they took off rumbling down the dirt road.


    Garrett was definitely showing up for dinner.


    Waiting for his own ride to manifest, he took a moment to look around. South Naknek didn’t have the postcard beauty of the Kenai Peninsula that he’d flown out of that morning, but it had a rough and ready appeal. An appeal that fit his mood as of late. He could use some getting back to nature and there wasn’t anything but nature at present. He’d spent too much time indoors, riding a desk, and needed some space around him. Nothing but space here. The only building next to the dirt-packed runway was a six-by-eight shack with a broken window and a doorway with no door. Someone with a sense of humor had painted a sign on the shed that read, “South Naknek International Airport.”


    There wasn’t a tree to block the wind or the view. Bright green tundra with the bloom of summer ended in silt cliffs that broke the ocean as she tumbled her destructive way to shore. Industry dotted the coastline in the form of canneries to help process the catch of the “Red Salmon Capital of the World.”


    As an Alaska Wildlife Officer, he’d come to this place under the guise of policing the craziness that the combination of money and cutthroat fishing brought out in people.


    “Yo, Hunt!”


    Garrett turned from surveying the area to see Judd Iverson stepping out of a brown Jeep. Garrett hadn’t seen Judd in two years, but he looked as though he hadn’t changed much, still had that playful swagger as though he hadn’t a care in the world. Judd had grayed more at the temples, but it looked good on him. Straight dark brows slashed over eyes that noticed the slightest infraction, unless a woman was in the vicinity. It would be fun working with Judd again, as long as Garrett remembered not to be coerced into joining in any poker games.


    “Iverson, you dog. How ya been?” he asked, slapping his hand out for a bone-crushing shake.


    “Same as ever.” Judd focused on the surfboard. “Couldn’t have left the board at home, could you?”


    Garrett’s face split into a grin. “Not a chance. Gotta have something to do on my off time.”


    “Right,” Judd scoffed. “Like we’re going to get any time to breathe once fishing starts. Your memory’s fading, old man.”


    “Last I heard, you had a few years on me. Like five.”


    “Damn, it’s good to have you here.” Judd slapped him on the back. “I was glad to hear you wanted a change of scene. We can use all the help we can get. I take it Homer’s not treating you well?”


    Homer had lost its appeal since his “friend with benefits” had revoked his bedding rights. Garrett shook off the melancholy. He’d had his chance with Mel Bennett and hadn’t taken advantage of it, though she might have been the one woman who wouldn’t have tethered him. He disregarded the thought and focused on Judd.


    “Homer’s fine,” Garrett answered. “I just wanted a little more action.”


    Judd grabbed Garrett’s bag and threw it into the back of the open Jeep. “There’s no shortage of action around here.”


    Just what he was after.


    


    


    The next book in the Alaskan Adventure series is coming soon.
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    Tiffinie Helmer is an award-winning author who is always up for a gripping adventure. Raised in Alaska, she was dragged “outside” by her husband, but escapes the lower forty-eight to spend her summers commercial fishing on the Bering Sea.


    A wife and mother of four, Tiffinie divides her time between enjoying her family, making pottery, and writing of flawed characters in unique and severe situations.


    To learn more about Tiffinie and her books, please visit: http://www.TiffinieHelmer.com


    


    FUN FACTS


    about the author


    


    - Tiffinie spends most of her summers working as a commercial salmon fisherman (er, woman), in Bristol Bay on the Bering Sea of Alaska.


    - Goes weak in the knees for "muscle cars." Mustangs, Camaros, and Chargers are right at the top of her list to own, race, or just sit in.


    - She is an accomplished potter with her own studio. When she's not writing, fishing or traveling, you can usually find her throwing clay on her wheel.


    - Her favorite foods are seafood (fisherman remember), olives, artichokes, mushrooms, cheese in general (unless it's processed and packaged in a cellophane wrapper), cheesecake (pretty much any kind, although she doesn't see much point in eating desserts unless it has chocolate in it) and all breads (which seem to adhere to her hips faster than sugar and Cheetos).


    - Is a gypsy at heart, with a wandering spirit and restless feet.


    - Enjoys flying in airplanes or being on the ocean, yet she suffers from motion sickness. When deep sea fishing, she's always the first one to chum the waters. That's usually when the fishing really gets started. Coincidence? I think not.

  


  


  


  
    If you enjoyed IMPACT, you might like read MOOSED-UP.


    


    MOOSED UP


    


    Stay out of the woods...the moose are loose and the men are hungry.


    


    Nurse Practitioner Eva Stuart’s life is messed-up. She found her fiancé in bed with her best friend Jeremy, which has killed her confidence as a desirable woman and brought her judgment into question when it comes to men. Needing a change of scenery, she leaves Cincinnati behind for the wilds of Alaska and opts for running a medical clinic in a remote town. Her life quickly changes from messed-up to moosed-up as nature takes a stab at her.


    Wildlife Refuge Officer Lynx Maiski is big... and hot... and hungry for a mate. He’s more than willing to show Eva just how sexy she is. After all, sometimes what a street-smart woman really needs is a forest-smart mountain man. But he’s keeping a secret that seems destined to ruin his chances at love.


    Soon they are dealing with small town interference, a sun that refuses to set, deadly poachers, out of control lust, and a matchmaking moose on the loose.


    


    [image: ]


    


    To purchase from Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/7mfskx2


    To purchase from Barnes & Noble: http://tinyurl.com/6sqpck9
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