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    Chapter One


    


    She was out of her ever-loving mind.


    Eva Stuart trekked over the forest carpet of lowbush cranberries, wild mushrooms, and who knew what else. Yes, it was beautiful, stunning really, but Chatanika, Alaska? They had said remote. They hadn’t said end of the world, or in this case, top of the world. She didn’t even know what time of day it was. Just that she was lost. What had she been thinking, taking a walk about town, when there really was no town? It was a freaking village. And she was the only medical personnel here. She thought she’d be working in a medical clinic with a staff of doctors and nurses.


    Nope. Nurse Practitioner was all they could afford. She was it. If there was an emergency, and she couldn’t save a patient in time, they were out of luck. She’d wanted something completely removed from Cincinnati, but taking a position like this without really thinking it through because her rat-bastard ex-fiancé was banging her best friend was the definition of extreme. Or stupidity. Davis and Jeremy were probably enjoying a fine meal in her favorite Italian restaurant, drinking an expensive bottle of wine, while she was lost in the woods slapping bird-size mosquitoes.


    Yeah, she sure showed them.


    What did it say about her that she was still more upset with her best friend Jeremy betraying her with Davis, rather than the fact that Davis was obviously gay too? She missed Jeremy. She could always talk to him, go shopping. He got her. He was the best girlfriend she’d ever had. And now he was shacked up with her former boyfriend planning to adopt a baby and starting the family she’d always wanted.


    Rustling in the brush behind her caused her to freeze.


    What was that?


    She swiveled at the sound of branches breaking behind her and came face to face with a bull moose.


    Shiiit.


    “Nice Moosey.”


    His nostrils flared, and his ears twitched. What had the travel brochure said? Moose weren’t cute Disney characters. They weren’t dumb, and they weren’t nice, and they probably didn’t like being called “Moosey” either.


    The moose lowered his massive head and glared at her from under the shadow of his impressive antlers. Eva inched back, her heart in her throat.


    He charged.


    She screamed, and ran for her life, twisting through paper birch and sick-looking spruce trees.


    ***


    Lynx Maiski whipped off his shirt and wiped his face and the back of his neck with it. He picked up the ax and continued to chop firewood. It was a gorgeous, hot summer day. Well, night actually, as it was headed toward ten o’clock, but you wouldn’t know it by the sun. He loved it up here in the north.


    Plenty to do, plenty of food, and plenty of peace.


    “Heeeelp!”


    He turned toward the scream and caught a glimpse of Eva, the little sprite of a nurse new to town. He wondered how long she’d last. Hopefully a while, since she was the hottest piece of ass he’d seen in a long time.


    What was she doing running hell bent for high water like that? Then he heard the thrashing in the brush right before a Bull Moose appeared.


    Oh, boy.


    Lynx sunk the ax in the log and took off after the pair. He hollered and waved his arms, making himself appear bigger than he was, in the hopes of scaring off the wild animal. The moose slowed his gait as the trees thickened.


    Smart girl, heading into smaller places where your predator couldn’t follow. Much like a bird, Eva flew up a black spruce tree.


    Ah, now that’s not going to work.


    The moose, not afraid of Lynx, stopped at the base of the tree. Eva yelped and climbed higher, spindly branches breaking beneath her.


    “Don’t move,” Lynx warned. She was going to break her cute little neck.


    “Shoot it!” she yelled.


    “It’s not moose season.”


    “I don’t give a shit. Shoot it!”


    The moose turned his head and seemed to share a look with Lynx over the new Cheechako in town.


    “Come on, BW, git!” He slapped his hands together, spooking the moose into charging off into the forest. The dang thing was up to no good. Not the way to welcome a pretty girl to town.


    “Do you know that moose?” she squeaked.


    Crap, he had to watch that, especially with a Cheechako. She wouldn’t understand.


    “You called it BW,” she persisted like a badger.


    “I think you’re hearing things.” The branch she held onto started to creak and give way. “Don’t move. You can’t climb trees like...that.”


    She tumbled down through the boughs. He tried to catch her but wasn’t fast enough, and she dropped to the pine-needled forest floor.


    He hurried and knelt by her side, his fingers spread wide over her, afraid to touch in case she was hurt bad. Her big blueberry eyes were wide open, and she didn’t seem to be breathing.


    “You okay?” Please be okay. He’d planned to make a move once he got up the courage.


    She sucked in a deep breath and glared at him. “You suck at this hero shit.”


    “I wasn’t ready. Besides, anyone should know with one gander at these trees that they aren’t up to holding your weight.”


    “Are you calling me fat?” Her eyes narrowed.


    “Whoa.” He had three sisters and knew enough to tread carefully here. “If anything, you need to pack on a few pounds. Winter’s coming, and you need a layer of fat to survive it.” Or someone hot like me in your bed keeping you warm, he thought. Damn if she didn’t look adorable with her feathers all out of whack. He wanted to smooth her down. Maybe he should help her up off the ground first? “Here, let me give you a hand.” He reached for her, and she slapped his hands away.


    “I don’t need any help.” She struggled to her feet, took one step and faltered. Luckily he was right there to wrap an arm around her. She sure was a little-bitty thing. Fairy-like really.


    “Take it easy. That was a big fright you just suffered. Moose can be meaner than a stirred up porcupine.”


    She once again slapped his hands back. “I can handle a fright. I think I cut my leg when you didn’t catch me.”


    He let the ‘didn’t catch me’ accusation slide. “Let me see.” He turned her around like she was no more than a doll. Blood saturated her pant leg in the back of her upper thigh.


    “Well, guess I get to play hero after all.” Lynx swung her up into his arms, against his bare chest, before she could utter an objection. The woman weighed no more than one of his nephew’s sled dogs. He probably shouldn’t mention that. Her being city folk and all, chances were she wouldn’t take nicely to being compared to a dog.


    “Where are you taking me?”


    “My house. It’s not far.”


    She tightened her lips. Very nice lips. He’d noticed them before, but he hadn’t been this close. Now he wanted to get closer. A whole lot closer.


    “Quit looking at me that way and watch where you’re walking. I don’t need to fall again. My backside is already going to be black and blue.”


    He could rub something on her skin to help with the bruising.


    “Don’t even say it.”


    He had a feeling if he said anything right now it would be wrong. His mother would classify Eva as one of those high-maintenance types. But that was okay. He was as patient as the days were currently long.


    Lynx walked out of the trees and into his backyard, up the stairs on his deck and into the log cabin he’d built himself.


    “You live here?” Eva asked when he positioned her next to the kitchen bar so she’d have something to help hold her up. “I was this close to civilization? I thought I was lost.”


    “Technically, if you don’t know your surroundings it doesn’t matter how close to town you are, the minute you step into the trees you’re lost.” He regarded her pixie-blond haircut, bird-like bones, and shortness of stature. “You shouldn’t go anywhere into the forest without someone with you.” An eagle could pick her off and feed her to its young.


    Something must have shown in his expression. “I’m not a child.”


    He buttoned up his lips and didn’t point out her attempt to outrun a fifteen-hundred pound moose and her non-existent tree climbing skills. Instead, he looked at the tear in her jeans. “That’s a pretty bad cut.”


    She twisted to get a better look, but the area was high on her left leg right under that sweet little ass of hers. “Damn it, I can’t see.”


    “Quit twisting like that. People aren’t meant to bend that way.” If she was that flexible—


    He’d been too long without a woman.


    “I need to get these jeans off in order to assess the situation,” she said.


    If she took those jeans off, they’d have a situation all right.


    “Are you just going to stand there?” she asked, glaring up at him. “Or help me?”


    “Uh... we should get you to the clinic.”


    “I am the clinic.”


    Well, she had him there.


    “You’ll have to help fix me up.” She glanced around his kitchen. “I need a first aid kit, scissors, rubbing alcohol, clean towels, and a mirror.” She reached for the button on her jeans and freed it.


    His mouth dropped open as she began a slow striptease out of her jeans, being careful as she peeled the material from the wound.


    “Get a move on,” she scolded. “I don’t want to bleed all over your kitchen.”


    Her tone, more than her words, snapped him out of his salacious, sexual fantasy.


    “Right.” He turned and exited the room, mentally slapping himself. Get a grip. She’s hurt, not looking for a hook-up.


    He returned to find her without her pants in the cutest, littlest pink panties he could remember seeing. He swallowed hard as the blood in his brain flowed south.


    “There you are.” She gestured toward the heavy toolbox he’d set on the counter. “This is a first aid kit?”


    He unclipped the latches and opened it up. “Yep, everything you could possibly need is in here.” He didn’t know how he spoke seeing all that creamy skin on display in his kitchen. All he needed to do was lift her up on that counter, and she’d be the perfect height for him to—


    “What do you use this for?” She held up a tranquillizer dart.


    “In case I need to put you down.” She didn’t laugh at his joke. The wrinkling of her forehead increased. “I’m the law enforcement officer for the Refuge,” he explained further before she thought he was a loon.


    “Huh.” She looked him up and down with what he hoped was renewed interest, her eyes taking their time traveling over his exposed chest. Guess, he should put a shirt on, but he might as well enjoy her examination. Packing on these muscles hadn’t come easy, and they didn’t come from a gym.


    “Where’s the mirror?” she asked, tearing her gaze away and studying the items he unpacked from the first aid kit.


    “Don’t have one.”


    “What do you mean you don’t have one? Everyone has a mirror.”


    He shrugged. He was a guy. What did she want from him? “There’s just the one over the sink in the bathroom.”


    She twisted, and her soft cotton blouse rose up to reveal a flat stomach. “How am I going to sew myself up?” she muttered to herself.


    He walked around to look at her backside. “Yep, that’s going to need stitches.”


    “I know that. Geez. I could tell by the amount of blood loss.”


    “Are you feeling faint?”


    “I’m a nurse practitioner. I don’t faint at the sight of blood.”


    “I meant from the loss of blood.”


    She gritted her teeth together. “Listen. I need a mirror so I can sew this closed.”


    “I can sew you closed.”


    “Seriously?” Her tone said differently.


    “Done it many times. What? You think since I live in a small village in Alaska that I don’t know how to do stuff?” He met her eyes. She did. His ego hit the floor. “Hell, woman. I live in Alaska. Have all my life. I can stitch on a button, sew up a cut, set a broken bone and cook my own dinner. Self-sufficient. Heard of it before?” Besides, not only was he a Fish and Wildlife Officer, he was a certified veterinarian. The injured had been coming to him before she’d arrived, four-legged and two-legged alike.


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you.”


    “Right.” He huffed. “We haven’t had anyone manning that little clinic for years. How do you think we survived?” He answered for her. “We did for ourselves and each other. You want to fit in, you’d better adjust your attitude.”


    “I said I was sorry,” she muttered.


    Yeah, she was sexy as hell, but her attitude was down-right ugly.


    “Bend over,” he said.


    “Excuse me?” Her big blueberry eyes got even bigger.


    “So I can clean and sew this up. You’re bleeding all over my kitchen, and I just mopped my floor. Yeah, I know how to use a mop too.”


    She slowly leaned over the counter, bracing herself on her elbows, showing her ass off to its advantage. Since she’d gotten him so hot under the collar, he was able to see the wound objectively. Somewhat. She smelled good too. Like some hot house flower. Tropical with hints of heat. Heat that had his blood quickening a trail back down south. He did a better job of controlling his physical responses to her when she was running her mouth.


    “So what brought you here?” he asked.


    He thought he heard her mutter “stupidity” before she asked, “Could you keep me abreast of what you are doing as you do it? I don’t like surprises.”


    Good thing she didn’t have eyes in the back of her head, or she’d be surprised by the hard-on he sported. He’d never sewn someone up with a woody before. This might be interesting.


    He surveyed the injury. Luckily, her jeans had kept most of the bark and debris from the wound. It was more of a deep puncture than a long cut. Might take just a few stitches. It looked worse than it was.


    “Hey,” she said, startling him. “What’s your name?”


    “Lynx Maiski. Hand me the alcohol.”


    She passed him the bottle, her butt cheeks clenching as she readied herself for the sting. He wiped the area and quickly blew on it to help lessen the bite. Goose bumps erupted on her skin, and her voice had a breathy quality to it when she spoke again. “As in Raven and Fox Maiski?”


    “My sister and nephew.”


    “Then you’re also related to Chickadee, Tern, Pike, Fiona, and Coho?”


    “Yep, sisters, uncle, mother and grandmother.”


    “Pretty much most of the town.”


    “A good portion of it.”


    “So why haven’t I met you before?”


    “Didn’t need any medical attention, I guess. But I’ve seen you around.” He sterilized the needle and thread, and knelt behind her for better access. “Ready? This is going to pinch.”


    Those adorable butt cheeks of hers clenched again, and he had a moment of light-headedness.


    She didn’t make a sound as he stitched the neatest, smallest, damn stitches he could. It hurt him to know that she’d have a scar on her perfect milky skin, and he wanted to minimize the blemish as best as he could. Four little sutures later, his brow sweating, Lynx clipped the thread and stood.


    “There. Take a few Tylenol as needed for pain and see me in six to seven days for removal.”


    She turned to face him. “Very funny. How would you like your bill paid?”


    The answer was on the tip of his tongue as he was lost in those eyes of hers, but luckily he bit it back in time.


    “Sorry for being such a bitch earlier.” Was her voice huskier? “As you’ve probably guessed, I haven’t quite assimilated to the area.”


    He could help her assimilate.


    She stood half naked with the counter behind her and him in front. If he placed his hands on the counter, she’d be caged within his arms.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    


    Eva dragged in a steadying breath hoping it would slow down the galloping of her heart. Nope. Didn’t even come close to calming her down. How did this backwoods bear of a man raise her blood pressure? Her eyes dipped to his naked chest. Hills and valleys of muscle had her eyes traveling lower and lower until she had to jerk her head up to break contact with all that hard, smooth, sun-baked skin.


    She was fascinated by the human body. One of the many reasons she’d gone into medicine, but Lynx’s body far impressed her over any other specimen that she’d yet to see. Maybe it was the Native Alaskan she could clearly see in him. He was bigger, features sharper, darker, more dangerous than other men she’d been around.


    Why hadn’t he put on a shirt? Was he messing with her? Did he know how long it had been since she’d had sex?


    Hell, she didn’t even know, just knew it had been a really, really long time. And good sex hadn’t happened in an even longer time. Knowing that Davis was gay explained a lot about their failings—his failings—in the bedroom.


    She bet Lynx could satisfy her in the bedroom.


    She licked her lips.


    Did he just groan?


    His eyes were focused on her mouth, so she licked her lips again. There was no mistaking the mix of growl and groan this time.


    Usually her surly attitude did a good job of keeping the male species at bay. She still hated men for the two who had broken her heart. Maybe she should do something about changing that?


    Her eyes connected with his and without thinking it through, she stretched up on her tippy toes and grabbed his face between her hands and kissed him.


    For a second, he stood frozen as her lips pressed against his, and then he growled, taking over the kiss and devouring her. His big beefy arms banded around her and lifted her off her toes. Her world tipped.


    Oh, baby.


    This was a bad idea. One of those really bad ideas that felt so good. Her hands dived into his thick, inky-black hair. Her legs naturally came up around his hips and cradled the impressive—somewhat worrisome—engorged member. Now it was her turn to groan. Her heart thundered in her ears, lights twinkled behind her closed lids. Oh yes! With him between her legs she wasn’t going to need a bedroom romp to satisfy her. She was going to come right here.


    “Uncle Lynx?”


    Lynx went rigid in her arms.


    Eva tightened her hold on him as he tried unlocking her legs from around his waist. “No, not yet.”


    “Eva,” he murmured, his voice peppered with pain. “My nephew.”


    “What?” Nephew? She didn’t care about anything except the sensations slipping away from her at an alarming rate.


    Lynx carefully pried her off him and set her on her bare feet. She stood in the shadow of Lynx’s big body, his breathing ragged.


    “Uncle Lynx what are you doing to Ms. Stuart?” Fox Maiski stood off to the side behind Lynx in the doorway of the cabin, a Siberian Husky pup in his arms.


    “Uh... examining her?” Lynx clamped his eyes shut and whispered under his breath, “Shit, the kid is never going to fall for that.”


    “Why?” Fox asked. “Is she hurt? She doesn’t look hurt.”


    Oh, she was hurting all right.


    Eva took a long deep breath and held it in until spots started to show and then let it out in a rush. She needed to get dressed. By her estimate, Fox was like nine or ten. She was showing way too much skin for a boy of that age. Hell, any boy. Including the big boy in front of her. What was she thinking? Sure, nudity had never been a problem for her. She was a nurse practitioner and saw nude bodies all the time. But maybe not nude as in sexually aroused nude. Geez. She was going to hell.


    “Fox, why don’t you hang back a minute? Ms. Stuart and I need to finish—


    Boy, did they ever.


    —bandaging her stitches.”


    “‘Kay.” There seemed to be a smile in his tone though his face was stoic. “I’ll be outside on the deck.”


    After Fox exited, Eva leaned in, catching a whiff of forest and man that curled her toes. “Isn’t it like after ten o’clock? Why is he running around this late?” She dragged a shaky hand through her mussed up hair.


    “We’re Alaskans. The sun is up. We’ll sleep come winter.”


    “Where’s his mother? It’s not safe for him to be out wandering alone. Look what happened to me.”


    Lynx tried to bite back a smile. “Fox is wilderness savvy. It’s almost uncanny. Like the animals watch out for him.”


    Right. She needed to get dressed and out of here. She grabbed her pants and hitched them up her legs.


    “Wait. Let me put a bandage over your stitches.”


    She held her breath as she stood there trying not to rub up against Lynx like the cat he was named for as he reached over her to grab the gauze and tape on the counter. He had her caged between his big body and the counter. And surprise, surprise, she didn’t mind.


    What was wrong with her? Seriously, women went without sex for longer than she had. They didn’t go around acting like they were in heat.


    He cut tape and handed her the strips. “Here, hold onto this. Now turn around.”


    Her heart leaped with a thrill of excitement with the way he looked at her and spoke in that sexy growl. She normally didn’t like to do anyone’s bidding, but found herself turning and bending over, and wishing that his nephew wasn’t just outside, waiting.


    Lynx carefully laid the gauze over her stitches. Would he kiss it and make it feel better? The hair rose on the back of her neck. She swallowed, her breathing coming in short little gasps.


    “Tape,” Lynx instructed.


    She held out the tape for him and closed her eyes as he smoothed the adhesive over the edge of the gauze pad onto her skin. Goose bumps erupted on her over-sensitized flesh.


    She needed a cold shower in the worst way.


    “Tape.”


    How in the world could bandaging someone be such a turn on?


    “There.” His heated palm cupped the gauze pad just below her butt cheek. “How does that feel?”


    Get real. Like she was going to tell him that if he would just breathe on the back of her neck she’d rocket off into the midnight sun.


    “Fine,” she squeaked.


    He chuckled, leaned over, and whispered in her ear, “If my nephew hadn’t shown up, you’d be feeling more than fine.”


    Oh, God.


    “Are you free tomorrow?”


    She had a feeling she’d be free any time this man wanted to see her. Oh shit, she wasn’t that easy was she?


    “Yes.”


    “Want to have dinner?”


    Was that have dinner or have him for dinner? Either way she was fine with it. Okay, she needed to create some distance, because she wasn’t thinking clearly. Hell, she wasn’t thinking at all. She didn’t even know who this man was an hour ago. Did she want to get to know him or just have sex with him?


    She was so messed-up.


    She bent and grabbed her jeans and hiked them onto her hips, making him wait for her answer. “Where would we have dinner?”


    He took a step back when her elbow connected with his abs as she buttoned her jeans. “I’d like to suggest here, but maybe the lodge would be a better idea?”


    The Chatanika Lodge was a combination hotel, restaurant, and general store for the little town. Everyone hung out there, including most of his family, since they owned it.


    “Or we could drive into Fairbanks?” he suggested when she didn’t say anything.


    Fairbanks was thirty miles away, but it took an hour to drive the windy, frost-heaved road. She’d be stuck in a car with him, and what if they didn’t have anything to say to each other? What if this... chemistry was just her over-stimulated hormones or something?


    “The lodge will be fine.” She took a couple of more steps away from him toward the door leading out onto the deck.


    “Six o’clock?”


    “Sure. I’ll meet you there.” Now that she wasn’t standing so close to him, the reality of what could have happened between them flushed through her system in a fiery blush. “Thanks for, uhmm, everything.”


    “You’re welcome. See you tomorrow night.”


    Her heart flipped in her chest at his sexy half smile.


    “Right. Tomorrow.” One last look at all that muscled skin on display and she let herself out of his cabin and into the bright sunlight, softly shutting the screen door behind her. She squinted, trying to focus. Fox sat in a lounge chair, the black bandit-painted puppy asleep on his lap. What did you say to a kid who had caught you in a compromising position? “Hey.”


    “Hey, Ms. Stuart.”


    “Call me Eva.” He’d seen her in her underwear with her tongue in his uncle’s mouth. He could call her Eva.


    He smiled, his dark eyes all-a-twinkle. “Okay, Eva.”


    “What’s your dog’s name?” There, that was a good safe subject.


    “Kiski. She’s the runt of the litter and finally strong enough for her vaccinations.” At her frown, Fox continued. “Uncle Lynx is going to give them to her.”


    Uncle Lynx opened the screen door, and stepped out, having put on a snug-fitting t-shirt in dusty blue. “Okay, I’m ready for my next patient.” He bent down and rubbed Kiski’s ears. She perked up and licked his hand.


    “Eva? Why’d you need stitches?” Fox asked with the tilt of his head, looking a lot like the adorable puppy in his lap.


    “She’s been moosed-up,” Lynx said before she could offer anything.


    Fox nodded as though he actually understood the term and that it was a common occurrence.


    Lynx took pity on her. “Moosed-up is when you’ve been messed-up by a moose. It’s just faster and easier to say moosed-up.”


    “Oh. Well. I’ll let you tend to your patient then.” She followed the steps down from the deck and went to turn left, the way she’d come.


    “Eva.” Lynx leaned over the railing, his elbows taking his weight, making his shoulders seem even wider than they were. “Head right about three hundred yards and you’ll come to a road. You’ll find your way home safe enough in that direction.” He gave her a knowing smile and then disappeared inside the cabin with Fox.


    She traipsed off in the direction he indicated, exiting the forest onto the road that led to the clinic and her small apartment attached to it.


    Well, shit. Lynx Maiski was her next door neighbor.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    


    She shouldn’t be here.


    Eva traced the lines of filigree on her silverware. Why had she agreed to have dinner with Lynx? And here, where his family and friends could all keep tabs on their date? Pike, Lynx’s uncle, kept looking at her through the cutout behind the bar where the kitchen must be. He was another good looking man for his age. Tall, thick salt-and-peppered hair, with dark eyes that didn’t miss much. They sure did grow them big and muscled up here in the Arctic. Lynx would probably look a lot like his uncle when he got older.


    Not something she needed to be thinking about. Davis was a handsome man, but more metro-sexual than mountain man. He’d dressed impeccably in suits and designer menswear, which should have given her a clue. He could color-coordinate better than any woman she knew.


    She picked up her water glass and sipped. It was now half empty. She glanced at her watch again.


    Lynx was late.


    How long should she wait for him? Why was she even waiting for him? Because they’d shared spit, and she didn’t want to be one of those easy women. Meeting him tonight did not guarantee that they would be returning to his place or hers to have sex. No matter what last night’s impression had given him.


    Tonight was about getting to know each other and then hopefully moving onto sex. Soon. She wanted him bad. Had thought of nothing else but being in those arms again and having him between her legs.


    “Would you like to order an appetizer while you wait?” the young waitress asked.


    Eva hadn’t caught her name. She looked for a tag, but there wasn’t one. She wore a simple white t-shirt and comfortable jeans, with a short apron tied around her waist.


    She needed more liquid courage than food right now. “How about a drink. What can you suggest?”


    The waitress cocked her head, pointed with her pencil to the empty seat next to Eva.” You waitin’ on Lynx?”


    “Yes. How’d you know?”


    “Word gets around.”


    Had word spread about her legs clamped around Lynx too? She felt a blush start at the base of her neck. “Well, then, how about something with a kick?”


    She tucked her pencil into her amber ponytail. “I got just the thing. Be right back.”


    Eva watched her hips tick back and forth like the second hand of a clock. She took in the group of diners enjoying their evening meal. She’d purposely showed early and taken a seat in the back corner so that she could watch Lynx arrive. The big windows gave her a view of the parking lot. Now she felt trapped as all eyes routinely flicked her direction. Everyone in this damn village knew she was Lynx’s date.


    Were they the Saturday night entertainment for the little town?


    The waitress returned and set a drink in front of her. “We call it the Ugly Moose. Basically, it’s a bold and spicy Bloody Mary made Alaskan style. The celery stalks, bleu cheese stuffed olives, and slices of venison sausage are supposed to look like an ugly moose. It will also give you something to snack on until Lynx gets his butt here.”


    Eva took a sip around the stalks of celery. “Wow, does that have a kick.” It tasted yummy too. She took another sip. “So what’s your name, and is Lynx often late to dates?” Now why did she go and ask that?


    “Name’s, Bree. One thing you need to know about Lynx is that he’s easily distracted. Not that he has ADD or somethin’, well maybe just a touch.” Bree shrugged her shoulders. “He’ll have a good reason for being late, or at least an interesting one.” Bree smiled and patted Eva’s shoulder. “Let me know when you’re ready for somethin’ else.”


    Eva fished out one of the olives that represented an eye of the Ugly Moose and ate it. Interesting name for a drink. She systemically ate all the pieces of the moose and then drained the glass. Yeah, she was a fan. She glanced at her watch again. Lynx was now forty-five minutes late. She’d never been stood-up before, but forty-five minutes had to be in the stood-up range.


    To hell with Lynx. And sex.


    She ordered another drink and then ordered dinner. She’d have Ugly Mooses—Meeses?—and good food. Both were great replacements for sex.


    Sort of.


    She ordered a triple berry pie for dessert.


    ***


    Damn poachers.


    Lynx had been called out on a report of poachers. He’d been after this bunch for a couple of weeks with no leads. A Dall sheep had been shot and its head taken, leaving the rest of the meat to waste. Burned him up something awful. He’d been able to snap some pictures of the crime right before a mama bear and her two cubs cornered him.


    Now he was stuck up here on the bluff overlooking the scene, waiting out mama and her babies as they feasted on the meat. Well, mama bear feasted, while the rambunctious cubs had their fill and were now tearing apart his four-wheeler.


    Not the tires.


    Damn little heathens. They were cute as heck as they mauled his four-wheeler, shredding the leather seat, pulling and chewing on wires, and puncturing his tires with their wicked sharp claws and teeth. Lynx snapped some pictures of the destructive tykes for his insurance company.


    Well, he wasn’t getting back to town with that thing, and he wasn’t about to take on the hungry mother. Some things weren’t worth fighting nature for.


    Hiking out looked like his only option. He checked his GPS. Roughly eleven miles. Great. His cell phone was no use. He had only his GPS spot locater to push that he was OK or not. If he indicated he wasn’t OK, the troopers in Fairbanks would be notified. He’d have Search and Rescue out looking for his sorry ass. As a law enforcement officer for the Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge he’d never live it down that bear cubs got the best of him. It was his own fault, his mind occupied with thoughts of Eva and what tonight might bring, rather than his surroundings. He knew better.


    Now he’d be late for their dinner date. He looked at the time again. Hell, he’d be more than late. He’d be a no-show.


    He wondered how understanding Eva Stuart was.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    


    Not very understanding at all.


    Lynx stood there on Eva’s doorstep, staring at the door she’d just slammed in his face. Not the type to give up easily, he knocked again.


    “Go away,” her muffled reply carried through the plank of wood.


    “I have a really good excuse.”


    “You aren’t bleeding.”


    “My four-wheeler is. Let me in so I can explain. Please. I brought breakfast.”


    There was a long pause. “What did you bring for breakfast?”


    “My mother’s homemade cranberry muffins, oatmeal with fresh berries, and coffee that will grow hair on your chest.”


    The door opened. “Give me the coffee.” She reached out a hand for one of the large cups he held and took a long sip. She closed her eyes on a sigh, her head tilted slightly back, and he was dumbstruck by the sensuality of the simple action. His heart thumped hard in his chest like it was waking up for the first time.


    “Come in, if you want.” She turned and walked into the darkness of her apartment as though she didn’t give a damn if he followed or not.


    Obviously not a morning person, or she’d come in contact with too many Ugly Moose at the lodge last night. He’d already been dressed down by his mother and Uncle Pike for standing up the cute little nurse. Most likely he’d be hearing it from the townsfolk next.


    Eva was dressed in a knit top and form-fitting jeans with bare feet, her toes painted a glittery purple and her blond hair spiked.


    The place was dark, all the curtains closed, like a cave. Eva dropped into a seat at the little dining table and motioned for him to bring the sack of food over.


    He put the food in front of her much the way he’d approach a wild animal.


    Cautiously.


    Everything about this woman made him alert, all his senses on high octane.


    She opened the bag and took out one of the muffins. Biting into it, she moaned over a mouthful. “Your mother can sure cook.” She looked up at him and frowned. “Take a seat or I’m going to get a pain in my neck looking up at you. Lord knows you go on forever. How tall are you anyway?”


    “Six-three.” He sat feeling as though he’d been granted an audience with the queen. She was sure demanding for such a little thing. Would she be demanding in bed? The thought sent a pump of blood to his nether regions. “Listen, Eva, I’m sorry—”


    She cut him off with a dismissive motion of her hand. “Just tell me why you didn’t show up. And for the record, I’ve never been stood up before.” Her bloodshot eyes met his. “Never.”


    He took a moment to study her. She seemed slightly hung over. Either because she’d had her feelings hurt and tried to silence them with alcohol, or embarrassment had gotten the best of her since he’d left her sitting in a restaurant where everyone in attendance knew they’d had a date. He hoped it was hurt feelings. That meant their kiss had meant something to her too. He’d never been knocked back like that before from a mere meeting of lips. Never had a woman occupied his every waking thought and dreams like she did.


    He launched into his story of destructive bear cubs and the long trek back to town not leaving out one little detail.


    She abandoned her muffin halfway through his explanation, and cradled the coffee cup in her hands. When he finished, she took a long draw of the coffee before setting the cup on the table.


    “That’s quite the story. Do you seriously expect me to buy that?”


    He paused. He never thought she wouldn’t believe him. But then she was from Outside where things like this weren’t the norm. “Yeah, I expect you to buy it. Remember you were chased by a moose yesterday.”


    “You do have me there. So, what is it that you actually do?”


    “I’m an officer for the Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge.”


    “Like what? An animal cop?”


    “It’s a lot more complicated than that.” He tried not to take her comment as an insult. She was uneducated in Alaska. And he planned to educate her. In many things. “I police the Refuge. I’m in charge of conserving fish and wildlife, international treaty obligations, subsistence uses, which is a big part of my job with so many people who depend on fish and wildlife in order to survive. Safety of people using the Refuge, and assisting with Search and Rescue when needed, which is called on more than I’d like.” He’d come close to being another statistic himself. “I monitor commercial activities on the Refuge, and Alaska is rich in oil, gas, and gold this far north. Way more politics than I signed up for,” he muttered under his breath.


    “How big is the Refuge?”


    “Yukon Flats is about eight and a half million acres, spanning an area roughly two hundred and twenty miles east to west and one hundred and twenty miles north to south.”


    “How many officers do you work with?”


    “It’s just me.” He continued when her mouth fell open, “I have other law enforcements agencies that I can call on if needed. But, basically, it’s just me.”


    “How do you patrol something that... big?”


    He shrugged getting uncomfortable talking so much about himself. Wasn’t that a red flag where women were concerned? But then if she was asking questions, she was at least talking to him and not slamming a door in his face. “By any means necessary. Horse, four-wheeler—which I’m going to need a spare until I get my other one back and repaired—plane, snow machine, dog team you name it. Whatever it takes to get the job done.”


    “Huh.” She picked up her coffee cup and studied him like bacteria in a Petri dish.


    Uh-oh. He had talked too much. She didn’t have that glazed over look that some women got, but she was from a big city. This had to be boring her to death. “How about I show you a part of the Refuge? It’s supposed to be nice today.” Which could change faster than a woman changed her mind. “I could take you on a tour, so you can get a feel of the place you are now calling home.” When she didn’t look like she was going to agree he added, “Show you the lay of the land so that you don’t get turned around so easily, and find yourself lost in your own backyard again.” That did it. He saw the shift in her eyes as she accepted his challenge. So she was the type who couldn’t turn down a dare. That was handy information to have.


    “How long will we be gone?”


    “A few hours. I’ll pack a picnic lunch. After all, I do owe you dinner.”


    “That you do.” She smiled.


    The movement focused his gaze on the lips he couldn’t stop thinking about.


    “Okay, you’re on,” she said.


    Now who was laying down a challenge?

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    


    “I thought you said ‘land’?” Eva asked, staring at the canoe beached on the bank of the Chatanika River.


    “Best way to get a feel for the place is by boat.”


    “This isn’t a boat.” A boat had a motor not a paddle, and seats not planks.


    He laughed. The sound and the way he tipped his head back charmed her in a way that she couldn’t explain or begin to understand. He was so different from any other man she’d been attracted to. But then the others had never measured up when it counted. He was big enough and tall enough that he could probably measure up to anything.


    She glanced back at the paint-scraped, dented, weary-worn canoe. Yeah, she’d give this a chance. Just like she realized, she’d give him a chance.


    “Okay, what do I do?” she asked.


    “First—” he held up a yellow lifejacket “—you have to put this on.” He held the vest out for her like a gentleman holding a coat for her to slip into. Once she had the lifejacket on, she faced him, looking down at the zipper and clips, not knowing what to snap, zip, or buckle first. Turn out that wasn’t something she needed to worry about as he went about securing the lifejacket tightly to her torso. His hands were all business until he finished with the belt around her waist, then they fell to her hips and just stayed there warming her from the inside out. His eyes met hers, and heat simmered between them. Just like that her internal temperature rose, and she wanted the jacket off. Wanted to strip all her clothes off and his too.


    His nostrils flared, and he leaned closer, stopping just before his lips would have taken possession of hers. “If I kiss you, we won’t be canoeing.”


    A large part of her was perfectly fine with that. Another, the more sensible part—damn it—insisted she step back. “So... ” She bent down and picked up a paddle. “Show me how to work a canoe.”


    He cocked his lips in a smile that had her wishing she’d taken him up on that kiss instead of the canoeing. But if she was going to live here in the wilds of Alaska she needed to know a few things. From what she could tell, people did a lot of outdoor activities.


    Like canoeing.


    “Second rule of thumb. Do not stand up in the canoe. When you feel comfortable enough with everything else, I’ll show you how that can be safely accomplished. Just know that if you stand up, you will most likely dump us both in the water. Third, we don’t want to be dumped into the water. Average temperature of the river is roughly ten degrees above freezing this time of year. By the end of summer it might be fifteen degrees above freezing.”


    “I have no plans to get wet.”


    “I’ve heard it before. Let’s just plan it now and hope for the best.”


    “I’m not an idiot. I know what hypothermia is, and I have no plans to experience it first hand.”


    “Good. Fourth—”


    “How many rules are you going to name? This is going to take all day.”


    “You want to learn as we go?”


    “At least we’ll be going somewhere,” she muttered.


    He pursed his lips.


    Guess she’d pissed him off. She was good at doing that. Impatience was one of her strong suits.


    “Here.” He handed her a can of bug spray.


    “There’s DEET in this thing. Have you heard the statistics of what it can do to you?”


    “Less harm than the mosquitoes you will encounter today.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding me?”


    “One of the ways they used to punish a criminal back in the gold rush days was to tie the perp naked in a canoe and launch him on the Yukon. The man would jump into the freezing, silt-filled water with his hands tied behind his back knowing full well he’d drown to escape the mosquitoes.”


    She arched a brow in disbelief. “That’s some tall tale.”


    He stared at her for a long silent minute, and then stepped back and sprayed himself down, adding a healthy coating to his hands and wiping the stuff onto his face and neck, making sure he covered his ears too. She started to rethink her need for bug spray. He did live here. He wouldn’t be messing with her, would he?


    “Fine, give me that.” She exchanged the paddle for the can from his hands and gave herself a light dusting.


    He smirked and packed the can in the backpack he carried. “Let me know when you need some more.”


    “What? Are there vamp mosquitoes out there?” Geez. She wasn’t that naive.


    He ignored her and positioned the canoe to launch. “Go ahead and get in. Face the front, and I’ll give us a push.”


    She climbed in, her arms flaying wide when the canoe rocked under her feet and quickly took a seat. She gulped. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.


    “Here’s your paddle.” Lynx handed it back to her. She took it not knowing what he expected her to do with it. Maybe she should have let him finish his never-ending list of rules.


    But how hard could it be? People canoed all the time.


    Lynx stepped in behind her. She dropped the paddle as the canoe rocked back and forth with his movements. Luckily it landed between her legs and not into the river.


    There was a sound of them sliding on sand. She glanced back to see him using the paddle to push them out into the rushing current. The canoe easily flowed with the water and picked up speed. Her hands tightened on the edges.


    “Grab your paddle,” Lynx said from behind. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those women who expects the man to do all the work.”


    She arrowed him a look, and he laughed when she picked up her paddle and dipped it into the water.


    “The water’s fairly calm here, so get the feel of how stroking the paddle directs the canoe. Stay on the right,” he instructed when she picked up the paddle to stroke left. “Think of this like sex.” His voice purred, raising goose flesh on her arms. “Sex is best when we find a rhythm and stroke deep.”


    She swallowed hard, visually seeing him above her, her hips finding his rhythm as he stroked deep within her. He had to purposely be doing that. He didn’t teach everyone to canoe using words like that. Just how many other women had he canoed with? He’d said that awfully smooth.


    “We need to work together or we’ll just spin in circles. I’ll stroke from the back left, you front right. Find the rhythm.”


    She began to feel the difference when she wasn’t fighting him and matched him stroke for stroke.


    “There you go.”


    She felt a thrill at his words, and the hair rose on the back of her neck. He had such a seductive voice, and with him behind her giving her instruction, it left her feeling vulnerable, needy. Normally not something she liked. She liked being in charge. Hell, taking charge. But it was actually nice knowing he was back there, directing them. Steering them on the correct course.


    She began taking in her surroundings. The water lapped by the base of the canoe, the cutting of the paddles causing eddies to swirl in the clear water. She thought she saw a fish swim by and wondered what kind it was. Birch leaves tinkled like jewelry as they brushed each other in the slight breeze. A huge bird soared not making a sound as it glided above them.


    “Is that—?”


    “A bald eagle. You’ll see lots of wildlife on this trip. The Chatanika River is prime habitat for birds and animals.”


    He set an easy pace, one that gave her the chance to see what was flowing by them. The air was crisp. The sun warm on her skin, and there didn’t seem to be another soul around but them. The beauty of the place stole her breath.


    “Stunning,” she whispered.


    “Yeah,” he agreed as though he was in church. But then this was spiritual in a way. God’s church. “Look left.”


    She followed where he pointed and saw a beaver rush up the bank, slapping its flat tail as though to scare them off. She laughed, realizing as the sound escaped her that it had been a long time since she’d felt this free.


    The water slowed more.


    “Rest your arms,” Lynx recommended.


    She turned to see him with the paddle straddled across the canoe, resting his arms.


    “When we flow around that bend ahead the water is going to speed up. Not a lot of rapids in this river but there are a few. Just don’t panic, and we’ll be fine. One other thing. The Chatanika is famous for its sweepers.”


    “Sweepers?”


    “Low hanging trees where they have been uprooted because of the flow of the ever changing river. Break up around here can be quite turbulent. So watch your head. See.” He indicated such a tree hanging across the river. They ducked and smoothly floated under it.


    The next one came up faster. She tried to steer them around it.


    “No. Let me steer. You keep paddling left. Eva, left.”


    The water had picked up fast. One minute calm, almost lake-like, and the next rushing like a faucet. A tree was suddenly there. She paddled hard right getting confused and overwhelmed all at once. They hit the roots of the tree. It banged the canoe hard enough to cause it to bounce upriver a few feet, swinging them into the rapids Lynx had been trying to avoid. The canoe rocked and bounced as they sped up, and she panicked.


    “Stay put. Eva, don’t move like that. Duck!”


    A sweeper swept her right out of the canoe.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    


    Lynx grabbed the branches overhead and tied a rope to secure the canoe so it didn’t float downriver.


    Eva gasped and splashed as she fought to swim against the current. “Help! I’m drowning!”


    “Eva, stand up.” He tried to fight back the laugh bubbling to the surface and lost. The woman was so out of her element, she was adorable. Her spiky hair lay plastered against her skull, her violet eyes went from filled with fear to fury as she stood up and the water came to her upper thighs.


    She planted hands on her hips and narrowed those livid eyes at him, and he laughed harder. His sides hurt with it. If the woman could zap him with a spell, he’d be a horny toad right now. Actually he was already horny, had been since he’d picked her up. Scratch that. Since he’d carried her back to his place when she’d been moosed-up.


    There was something about her that fired to life every one of his need-to-mate receptors.


    “Help me out of h-here you... you b-big moose.” Eva shivered, her hand shaking as she slicked back her wet hair.


    Ooh, now she looked sexy and mysterious like some exotic European model.


    He remained seated and braced his legs on each side of the canoe so that helping her back in didn’t tip him into the river. He reached for her and pulled her in. Even soaking wet, the woman weighed nothing. He helped her to sit in the bottom of the canoe, facing him. She cradled her knees to her chest and shook. That sobered him up. She was cold and probably miserable. He’d save his laughter until later when he was alone and maybe retelling this story to Fox. Right now, he needed to get her warmed up. The thought shouldn’t please him so much. He took another look at her and decided warming her up might not be as pleasurable as he’d hoped. Not with the blame shooting his way.


    He untied the canoe and picked up the paddle, easily navigating them away from the nest of sweepers and the rapids until he reached a pool of water where he could bank the canoe. He jumped out and secured the craft to a tree, reaching back to help guide Eva to shore. She was shaking so badly that he gave up and swung her up into his arms.


    She slapped his shoulder. “P-put me d-down.”


    “Make me,” he fired back and tried not to laugh again. He got another slap for his comment. He carried her to a clearing blooming with wildflowers and set her on her feet then proceeded to unstrap her from the wet lifejacket. He tossed that to the ground and went for the buttons on her shirt.


    “W-what are you d-doing?” She knocked his fingers away.


    “We need to get you warmed up.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “It’s a nice day. I don’t think I’m going to f-freeze to death. In fact, the m-madder I get, the less cold I feel.”


    She should be smoking hot then.


    He bit back the reply and instead asked, “Did you pack what I told you to bring?”


    She bared her teeth and growled.


    He blinked.


    Damn if she wasn’t the most adorable woman he’d ever laid eyes on. He couldn’t stop himself from grabbing her upper arms, lifting her up, and kissing the mad right out of her. She sputtered when he set her back on her feet. He gave her a goofy smile. “Be right back.”


    He left her to stew and headed to the canoe for their backpacks. When he returned she’d shed her shirt and wore a wet tank top.


    Oh, he was in trouble here.


    Her nipples beaded like small stones through the tissue-thin, white material. The lace of her bra was defined through the soft fabric. She glared at him as she struggled to get her tennis shoes off. “Stay away from me.”


    Yeah, not going to happen.


    The more time he spent around her the more he wanted to be around her. Who would have thought he’d fall for a pixie of a woman with an Amazonian temper? She went for the button of her jeans next and slowly peeled the wet material down her hips and thighs, until she stomped free of them, wearing only her tank top and lacy pair of electric blue panties.


    He took a step closer.


    “Stay right there!” She pointed at him with her finger, and if it had been loaded he’d be dead right now.


    She really wasn’t happy with him. And why did that please him so much?


    Probably because she wasn’t afraid of him. Most people saw his size and either figured he was as dumb as a musk ox or a man to be feared. Women tended to think the latter and a few men had been educated in the former. Eva was a breath of fresh air he hadn’t known he needed.


    He stayed rooted to his spot and focused on her every move. The woman was perfectly fine with being practically naked in front of him. He was just grateful. She gathered up her wet clothes and laid them over tree branches to help them dry. He took in her creamy skin, so different from the brown of his, and couldn’t wait to join the two of them together. She bent over and fluffed her hair in the breeze. He groaned. She was just messing with him now.


    “How are your stitches?” he asked, eyes rooted to her ass.


    She turned and looked at him over her shoulder, her back arched in a pose worthy of Playboy.


    The minx.


    Did she have any idea what she was doing to him?


    “They seem fine.” She started to ring the water out of her socks.


    “You seem warmer now.”


    She lifted her face to the clear blue sky and closed her eyes. “This sun is just glorious.”


    It wasn’t the only thing. “Would you like your backpack,” he asked, his voice husky. She turned and gave him a full frontal view. With the sun behind her, she resembled a mystical faerie sent to sexually enslave him.


    Where did he sign?


    If he didn’t get her covered up, he was afraid of what he might do. There was only so much temptation he could resist.


    A hungry man was going to eat.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    


    The look in Lynx’s eyes had Eva faltering in her actions. Maybe she’d pushed him enough. She’d gotten drunk on the power. Never had a man devoured her like he was currently doing. It was heady and something she could definitely get used to.


    Served him right for dowsing her in the river. So, it wasn’t really his fault, but he’d laughed, so therefore the man had to pay.


    She figured she’d tortured him enough. Besides, she’d just been bitten by a mosquito. She yanked her backpack from his grip and tore into it, grabbing the hoodie she’d stuffed into it early, believing she wouldn’t need it. He’d said a full change of clothes, “just in case.” She should have listened. All she’d put in here was the hoodie.


    Chalk one up for the mountain man.


    She covered up. The sweatshirt ended just past her hips.


    “Is that all you brought?” Lynx asked. He looked as though he was in pain as he stared at her bare legs.


    She slapped her upper thigh and gave it a scratch. Crap. These damn things were going to suck her dry. “Can I have the bug spray again?”


    Chalk two up for the mountain man.


    He offered her the can of spray. No light coating this time. She bathed in the stuff and did the same thing he’d done with wetting his hands and rubbing the smelly spray on her face and neck. She swore she could hear them buzzing inside her ears.


    “Seriously, you need to put some clothes on,” Lynx said.


    “This is all I brought,” she admitted.


    He opened his pack and pulled out a blanket and tossed it to her. “I’ll be right back.” And then he disappeared into the woods.


    She was suddenly alone.


    Really alone.


    She glanced around. A raven sat on a branch in a spruce tree. Its beady eye met hers and it cawed, the sharp sound making her jerk. Then it flew off in a blur of black and blue feathers. The clearing was roughly the size of her apartment. Trees crowded in from all sides. She couldn’t even tell what direction Lynx had vanished off to.


    She sat on a rock and took in her surroundings. No longer was she finding the beauty and tranquility of earlier on the river. Now there seemed to be eyes watching her from the shadows. A rustling to her left had her jumping back to her feet. Her heart in her throat, she waited to see what would appear.


    What did she do if it was a bear? She didn’t have a gun to protect herself with. She could get back into the canoe, but no way could she out paddle a bear, and didn’t bears swim? Nothing ventured from the darkness beyond what she could see. She shouldn’t have pissed off Lynx. Why would he just leave her like that?


    What was she going to do if he didn’t return?


    She rotated in a slow circle, scanning the thick trees. She didn’t even know which way was home.


    Who was she kidding? This wasn’t home. It was another planet and all the people here, aliens.


    She’d chosen to move here. She could leave.


    Not for another two years. She’d signed a contract in exchange for an impressive bonus and the cost of being moved up here. She really needed her head examined.


    Another rustling and this time her eyes went wide with fright.


    There was something out there!


    She hadn’t imagined those eyes. It was a dog... or a wolf. Oh God. Was she going to be eaten?


    “Hey.” Lynx appeared from behind her.


    She screamed. He jumped a few steps back.


    “What was that for?”


    “T-there’s a w-wolf out there.” She pointed to the trees.


    He followed her finger.


    “Well, he isn’t there now. I doubt there’s any wildlife within a hundred miles after that scream.”


    He stuck a finger in his ear as though to help with the ringing.


    She tossed him the blanket and grabbed her jeans off the branch. “Get me out of here.” She struggled into the damp denim, but by God she got them on. Her socks and shoes were next.


    “What about lunch?”


    “No way. I’m not taking the chance of being lunch.”


    “Eva, calm down. There is nothing out there.”


    “Where the hell did you go, anyway?”


    “I needed a... minute to cool down.”


    “Are you freaking kidding me? You left me here alone in the wilds because you needed a minute.”


    “Yeah.” He tightened his lips. One hard look and he gathered up her lifejacket, tossing it at her and grabbing the backpacks. “Fine, I’ll take you home.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    


    “The woman is nuts,” Lynx said, slumping on the barstool in his sister Raven’s kitchen. It had been a few days since the failed canoe trip, and he needed to figure out a way to get Eva talking to him again.


    Much like his house, Raven’s was built of logs, with a loft above the kitchen area, leaving the living room open with a cathedral ceiling. But her place overlooked the Chatanika River with floor to ceiling windows. She had a stunning view. While his cabin was more nestled in the trees. Cozy and hidden.


    “Really?” Raven raised a brow over the mug of tea she held to her lips, her long black hair pulled up into a clip. She was dressed in jean overalls with smears of clay all over the fabric. She supported herself and son Fox with her pottery and spent a good portion of her day in the studio connected to the cabin. “Is she nuts or driving you nuts?”


    “Both.”


    “Hmm.”


    He hated it when she did that. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you worked up like this over a woman. Heck, over anything.”


    She had a point. He was normally a very patient kind of man, but he could have wrung Eva’s neck this afternoon.


    “You know, you shouldn’t have laughed,” Fox piped up from the couch.


    Lynx had thought the kid was playing a video game or something. He knew better than to underestimate that Fox could keep track of a conversation while he fought some virtual war in a far off galaxy.


    “You should have seen her.” Lynx chuckled at the memory, all his anger evaporating into nothing. “Damn, she was cute.”


    Fox set down his game controller, shut off the TV, and turned to face Lynx. “You need to apologize.”


    “Me?” He glanced from Fox to Raven.


    Raven smiled and patted his shoulder. “Fox is right.”


    “B-but—”


    “You laughed, making her feel like an idiot, and then you left her alone,” Fox pointed out. “She’s not from around here. She’s probably never been alone like that in her life.”


    Damn, the kid made sense. Lynx wasn’t going to get into Eva’s bed with her mad at him like this. Not that he needed to tell his nephew that.


    How did he apologize? She wasn’t talking to him. He’d tried when he’d dropped her back at her place, but all he’d gotten was the door slammed in his face again.


    “Take her some chocolate,” Fox suggested, and then went into the kitchen and lost himself in the contents of the refrigerator.


    Raven shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt.”


    ***


    “What kind of woman doesn’t like chocolate?” Lynx shouted through the slammed door.


    “The kind of woman who likes caramel,” was the muffled—though impressively loud—reply from Eva.


    Lynx stood there on the doorstep, one hand clutching the box of chocolates he’d bought in Fairbanks. Did she have any idea how much time he’d given to this venture? Shouldn’t he get points for that?


    If he could just get her to open the door long enough to get close to her, kiss her, shut up that mouth of hers, he might be able to apologize.


    Instead, he turned and stomped off her porch, tore open the box of chocolate and ate all of them on the short walk to his place. He liked chocolate just fine. And he’d done a great job picking them out. They tasted rich and dark with all manner of nuts. No creams for the lady he was lusting after.


    Hell, he’d failed on the chocolate and didn’t even know enough about her to know if she liked nuts. And he wanted to know.


    It wasn’t just lust he was feeling or he wouldn’t care. She fascinated him, and not just sexually, though that did occupy a large part of his day. He wanted to know little things too. Like why she moved to Alaska. Did she have family? Did she want a family?


    Whoa. This was getting serious if he was thinking kids.


    Yeah, he loved kids. Loved his nephew Fox and wanted a bunch of rug rats running around. He’d always thought that would be for someday. Could someday be here?


    Could Eva be his someone?


    His stomach churned. He shouldn’t have eaten so many chocolates. The sugar overload wouldn’t help him with all he needed to think about.


    He’d cut through the trees and came out of the woods into his backyard. He could see that a path would be worn between her house and his before whatever was between them was resolved. He climbed up on the back deck and found Fox with the ever present puppy, Kiski.


    He rubbed Kiski’s ear and let her gnaw on his hand for a bit before taking a seat next to Fox.


    Fox indicated the empty box of chocolates. “I take it they weren’t a hit?”


    “Turns out she doesn’t like chocolate.” He tossed the box aside. Kiski scrambled out of Fox’s arms to attack it.


    “Hmm, well that’s a new one.”


    Lynx harrumphed in agreement.


    They sat quietly watching the puppy destroy the box. At least one female enjoyed the box of chocolates. And this one a real bitch.


    “What’s your next step?” Fox asked.


    Next step? He was at a loss on how to deal with Eva. Alaskan women loved him. A few international ones had too. But this spitfire from the Midwest left him stumped.


    “I don’t have a clue what to do with Eva.” And he shouldn’t be confiding in his ten-year-old nephew. But it was either that or the woodland creatures.


    “Have you told her how pretty her hair is?”


    “Uh... no.”


    Fox made a tsking sound. “Women like to be complimented, to know they are thought of.”


    “So then what do you suggest I do? I can’t get her to keep her door open long enough to tell her how pretty she is.”


    “Take her some flowers. How hard is this?”


    Hell, no. “I’d have to drive back to Fairbanks to buy her flowers.” With his luck she’d hate roses. Would she prefer daisies? Lilies? Ugh, too many choices. Flowers were way more difficult than chocolate. He’d never survive it.


    Fox pointed to the field of wildflowers that made up Lynx’s backyard. “Pick her some flowers.”


    “Huh, would you look at that.” He reached out and ruffled the boy’s hair. “How’d you get so smart anyway?”


    Fox shrugged. “Mom watches a lot of chick flicks.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    


    Eva felt a ping of guilt for not letting Lynx in earlier. She could have been nicer. Not yelled at him as much. Maybe not slam the door as hard as she had. But damn it, she was still mad. A part of her realized the mad came from being scared, and he was to blame for that too. She liked control, and he’d left her in a situation where she’d had none. Granted, she might have driven him to leave her.


    Seemed she was good at that too.


    Hadn’t she driven Davis into Jeremy’s arms? Or was it the other way around? Not that she’d wanted to keep Davis, but she sure missed Jeremy. He’d know what to do about Lynx. He’d want to know what the hell held her back from partaking of such a beautiful man.


    A bittersweet smile played at the corners of her mouth. Maybe she should pick up the phone and check in with Jeremy?


    She reached for her cell and then set it down. No, that part of her life was over. She was on to new and better things.


    New, yes. Better? That still remained to be seen.


    Though she had to admit, she’d been happier in the short time since arriving here in Alaska than she’d been in Cincinnati. She might be considered a Cheechako, but she was learning, making new friends, discovering new things daily. But the one thing she really wanted to experience was sex with Lynx.


    It wasn’t healthy to go this long without sex. Her mouth watered with the thought of being with Lynx. He made her feel desirable.


    Lynx was so big and manly, she felt like a woman, all fragile and feminine around him. Not something she’d had a lot of experience with around Davis. With Davis, she’d been the man in their relationship. Funny, she hadn’t figured that out before she’d found him and Jeremy in her bed.


    Lynx made her feel desired.


    That’s it. She needed to apologize to Lynx, and the best way to show her sincerity was to have her way with him.


    Plan decided, Eva quickly went and changed her clothes, slipping into sexy under things that would make Lynx stutter. She followed the lingerie with a low, snug-fitting violet top that let the lavender lace of her bra peek over the edges of the material. That would drive him crazy. She added a blue and purple glass pendant on a long silver chain around her neck to help draw his eye to her pushed up cleavage. Just in case he missed it.


    Slipping into a floral skirt in pinks, blues, and purples that ended just above her knees, she hoped she wasn’t going too far. She hadn’t noticed a lot of skirts being worn here in Chatanika. This was Carhartt and Timberland country. But the day was nice, with the sun hot and high in the sky. Besides the skirt would allow her freedom of movement and quick access to Lynx when she got him horizontal. That thought had her inner muscles clenching with excitement.


    She stepped into red-hot strappy sandals, knowing they would to be murder to walk in on the gravel driveway, but they completed the look and did great things for her legs. She wouldn’t be walking long in them anyway. She planned to drive over to his house. No more trekking through the forest until she got her bearings or bought a handheld GPS.


    She stood in front of the full-length mirror and shared a satisfied smile with her reflection. The man would have to be dense as wood not to understand her intent.


    Eva picked up her purse and opened her front door, skidding to a stop. A surprised squeal escaped her before she could cover her mouth. A Bull Moose chomped the grass that needed to be mowed in her front yard. It was so close to the house there was no way she’d be going anywhere. The moose glanced up.


    Hey, she recognized that look in his eye.


    It was the same damn moose who’d chased her up a tree last week. Was he the town mascot? Welcoming committee? That would explain one reason for the small population. A rogue moose chasing people off.


    “Shoo!” she hollered and received a bored blink for her efforts.


    “Get!” she tried again. This time the moose took a big step toward her. She squealed again, and jumped back into the house, slamming the door. Her heart pounded, and her breath came out in loud gasps. What did she do now? She ran to the window and looked out.


    The intimidating animal was still there. She’d slammed the door hard enough to sway the trees and yet he still stood there. He turned back to his lunch and continued grazing as though he had no intentions of leaving.


    Was this a common occurrence in Alaska? Could you be held hostage in your own house by a moose? She did not want the headline of The Daily News Miner to read: Woman expires as a Bull Moose held her prisoner in her house.


    


    She wasn’t dying this way.


    And she wasn’t dying without sleeping with Lynx first.


    This was ridiculous. She needed something to scare the thing away. A gun was a thought. It was the second time she’d had that thought, so she’d better look into it. First, she had to learn how to shoot one so she didn’t accidentally kill herself or someone else. She headed to the kitchen. There had to be something in there that she could use.


    Knives? Right, get serious. Pans? No, she liked her pans. They’d come with her from Cincinnati, and it wasn’t like there was a Williams Sonoma down the street, or probably in the state. Nope. Not taking that chance. She saw the bowl of fruit and reached for the apples. Maybe she could scare him away with these. She didn’t want to hurt him, just startle him into scampering off.


    She returned to the window to see him munching away as though he had nowhere else to be. Slowly, she cracked open the front door. His ears twitched, and his head came up. She let an apple fly. It hit him on the front flank and bounced off. The moose blinked again and then ambled over to where the apple had rolled to a stop. It sniffed and then ate it in one bite. His head came up with what she could assume was more interest. He took a step toward her, and with his long legs, his step was considerable. She screamed and threw all the apples at him. He bobbed his head and went after each one. She slammed the door.


    That wasn’t the smartest thing she could have done. She’d fed a wild animal.


    Yeah, you sure taught him.


    So much for taking care of this problem herself. She prided herself on being smart enough to realize when she needed back up.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    


    Lynx stuffed his phone back in his pocket. “Gotta go, kid.”


    “Poachers again?” Fox gathered up the scraps of cardboard Kiski had torn into little pieces while she currently investigated a butterfly.


    “Nope. BW has Eva trapped in her house. I’ve been called to play hero again.” This time he wasn’t moosin—messing it up either.


    “Take her flowers!” Fox hollered as Lynx jumped the last three steps from the deck.


    “Right. Thanks.” That kid was a freaking genius.


    Lynx yanked flowers in his sprint to Eva’s. She wouldn’t slam the door in his face this time. He exited the trees with a handful of sweet-smelling wildflowers intermixed with some weeds. While he approached the moose, he attempted to clean up the mess and rearrange the blooms. BW was doing a fine job of mowing Eva’s front yard.


    Maybe he should mow it for her. Chances were she didn’t have a lawn mower. There wasn’t much of a lawn either, more like forest carpet than grass.


    “What are you up to, BW?” Lynx slowly drew near the big Bull Moose, glancing around the opening, suddenly conscious that he had a handful of flowers and was talking to a moose. There was no sign of Eva, but he could feel eyes on him and knew she watched from the window.


    Now how did he talk a moose into leaving an all-you-can-eat buffet of sweet greens?


    At the sound of Lynx’s voice, BW bobbed his head a few times, much like a horse that was happy to see him.


    “You can’t keep doing this,” Lynx tried to reason, knowing he was setting himself up for a psych evaluation. He hoped Eva couldn’t hear him. It was bad enough she was witnessing this. On the phone, she’d demanded he come bearing arms. “We want her to stay, and while this is one tactic, it’s going to backfire.”


    BW took a step closer and extended his head, his nostrils quivering. Then quick as an owl snatching a shrew, BW chomped the tops off the flowers Lynx had picked for Eva.


    “Ah dude, you are not helping my cause, here.”


    The moose bobbed his head again, nudged Lynx playfully in the chest, throwing him back a few steps, and then walked off without a care in the world, blending into the trees. The breaking of branches was the only proof he was still out there.


    The door opened behind him. Lynx turned to see Eva, and his mouth hit the ground.


    “What was that all about?” Eva asked.


    What was she wearing? She looked all womanly and stuff.


    “Lynx?” A scowl appeared on her forehead as she studied him.


    He needed to tread carefully or that door would be slammed in his face again. There was no way in hell that was happening, not with her all gussied up. He couldn’t remember seeing a woman so beautiful before. He remembered Fox asking him if he’d given her any compliments.


    “I like your hair,” he blurted out.


    “Huh?” Her scowl deepened, and then she shook her head as if to clear it. “Explain to me what just happened here. How did you get that moose to move on so easily? And don’t tell me I didn’t hear you right this time. You called him BW.”


    Uh-oh.


    If he told her how he’d gotten BW to move on, she wouldn’t let him into her bed. That door would be slammed in his face for the last time. And by the looks of her, he wasn’t getting anywhere unless he did something fast.


    “Here, I picked these for you.” He held out the munched stems with a few remaining limp flowers.


    She didn’t seem impressed. “Why did you call that moose BW? And why did it look like he was ‘friendly’ with you?”


    “Can we talk inside?” His eyes bugged when he caught sight of the lacy bra peeking up to say hello under her form-fitting top.


    “BW stands for Bullwinkle, doesn’t it?”


    Damn, why did she have to be so intuitive? “Uh, maybe.”


    She folded her arms pushing her breasts up and deepening the cleavage that was already blood-starving his brain cells.


    “Tell me why when I yelled, waved my hands, and threw apples at BW, he didn’t scare off until you talked to him?”


    Oh, no. “Tell me you didn’t feed him apples.” BW wouldn’t leave her alone now.


    “It’s not like I had rocks in the house or a gun.”


    She didn’t need a gun, not with the heart-stopping punch she packed in that get up.


    He needed to do something quick to change the subject, get her focused on something else. “God, how I want you.”


    “Huh-what?”


    He tossed the chomped steams aside and advanced. “Where were you headed?” He reached out and fingered one of her dangling earrings. What perfect little ears she had, elfin-like really. He wanted to nibble.


    “I... uh, was actually coming to see you.”


    He stepped back so he could see into her eyes. “Why?” He liked her suddenly uneasy around him.


    She shrugged, and swallowed. “Well, I got to thinking. Maybe I’d been a little rough on you. The chocolates were a thoughtful gesture.”


    “I’m sorry about the other day, Eva. I shouldn’t have left you alone.” He realized that he should’ve apologized first, before trying chocolates or flowers.


    Her wary eyes met his. “Why did you? Leave me alone, that is.”


    “If I hadn’t taken a minute to get blood back into my head, I would have taken you against a tree like a wild animal.”


    A switch seemed to go off at his words. “Next time, take me against a tree.” She reached out and grabbed the fabric of his t-shirt, fisting her hand in the soft cotton. Pulling him down, she kissed him.


    His heart leaped, and his blood raced. He growled and yanked her into his arms. His hands snaked under the soft knit top and tugged it up and over her head, revealing the sexiest bra he’d ever seen. Lacy, with thin straps and the color of wild lupine, it cupped her perfect breasts, pushing them up for his eyes to devour.


    He wanted it off. “What are you wearing?”


    She smiled, her magical eyes bewitching him, daring him. “Hardly anything at all.”


    It hit him then. She’d been on her way to see him, dressed like this for him, so he could do all manner of naughty things to her.


    He reached behind her and flicked open the clasp of her bra, letting it drop to where her blouse had fallen. Her breasts were perfect. Small, rounded, and perky with extended rosy nipples. His hand cupped her breast, while his heart swelled with something that made his breath hard to catch.


    What was she doing to him?


    “Lynx?”


    He took in her beauty and knew deep within his soul she was the one for him. This pixie of a woman had somehow, with her sharp tongue and daring spirit, captured his heart.


    How did something like that happen in so short a time?


    He remembered the telling of his parents’ short courtship. How his dad had taken one look at his mom and absconded with her. From that moment on there had been no other woman for Fox Maiski Sr. She’d remained the love of his life until his untimely death when Lynx had been nineteen.


    “Lynx?” Eva called his name again. “Are you okay?”


    No, he wasn’t. He was falling in love with a woman who could easily break his heart and destroy him. A woman who didn’t understand all there was to know about him and when she did, she’d probably hightail it right back to her former life in the lower forty-eight.


    He had to stop that from happening. Somehow he needed to bind her to him. The only way he knew to do that was to follow his animal instincts.


    They’d saved his sorry ass many a time.


    He lifted her right off her feet, carrying her into the house, and kicking the door shut with his boot. It felt powerful to be on the inside of her door. Her legs came up and circled his hips, and he nearly hit the floor. There wasn’t much between him and her besides his jeans and the laughable barrier of her panties. He could feel her heat pressing into him as she ground herself against his erection.


    “Bed,” he growled.


    “Second door on the left.” She tightened her arms around him and held on, her lips nibbling down his neck.


    He tumbled her onto the bed, her skirt riding up, showing a flash of more lavender lace.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    Eva caught her breath at the predatory look in Lynx’s eyes.


    He’d gone from perplexed, to worry, to decision. And his decision had gooseflesh rising up all over her body.


    He stood at the end of the bed and never broke eye contact. Sprawled on the blankets, she didn't breathe as he untied his boots and toed them off. She wanted to smooth the skirt down her legs from where it was bunched on her upper thighs, but was almost afraid to move, worried that if she did, he’d pounce.


    She thought she’d been ready to be taken, but by the sweet, thoughtful man who had brought her chocolate, and picked her wildflowers.


    This man was someone different.


    Wild, hot, unpredictable, looking a lot like the feral arctic cat he was named after. He was so far out of her realm of experience, for the first time in her life she didn’t know what to do.


    Her eyes widened as he jerked his t-shirt off, and then unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, taking his plaid boxers off with his pants, leaving him completely naked at the end of her bed.


    Oh, she was in trouble.


    He was glorious... and huge.


    His penis pulsed forward, thick and long, and fear strangled her excitement. There was no freaking way. He’d render her in two.


    She scrambled up the bed, but he grabbed her ankles and yanked her back down, holding her spread out before him. He growled, and she let out startled squeak, feeling like a mouse caught in the clutches of a cat. A thrill she didn’t want to put a name to strangled her vocal cords and had her breathing in short, choppy bursts of air.


    He stripped off her skirt in one yank, leaving her wearing only the thong, and strappy heels. His eyes blazed amber at the thin, lacy, thong she wore. A raw, inhuman sound traveled up his chest and vibrated out his throat. He crawled up her body, all six feet and three inches of him. Toffee smooth skin, swathed over rock-hard muscle, caged her on the bed. His considerable weight pinned her to the mattress. Her hands came up to push against his immovable chest, to no avail. She might as well be pushing against a concrete dam.


    He settled in the apex of her thighs, his hands grabbed her legs spreading them farther apart for the breadth of his hips.


    She braced herself for what was to come. The little piece of lace that covered her wouldn’t bar his penetration. His fingers tore the lace in two at her hips. The friction of lace grazed her clitoris in a long delicious abrasion as he slowly pulled it free of her body. Her legs clenched around him, her hands falling away from pushing against his chest and grabbed at his hips, as her lower body tried to seek more.


    She was totally naked except for her shoes and jewelry, and she’d never felt more vulnerable . . . or more alive. More in tuned to Lynx’s every move, every touch as he knocked her off balance with every second that ticked by.


    Sex with Davis had taken place in the dark, under the covers, probably so he could fantasize that she was someone else.


    It was daylight, she had no idea what time it was, but the sun was full and bright, and Lynx was big and bold, taking charge of her, reminding her with every heated look and touch that she was a woman, physically weaker and softer than him. There was a dangerous element to being anchored under him that she shouldn’t admit thrilled her, just a little.


    Scared her, too. More than a little.


    “Do I need a condom?” he asked, as though forming words pained him.


    “Uh... yes.” She nervously licked her lips. His eyes watched her tongue, and then he claimed her mouth, making her forget about protection and everything else.


    It was a brand more than a kiss. He plundered the depths of her mouth, his tongue dueled and conquered hers as though he were giving her some insight of what to expect. He tore his lips free of hers and met her eyes for a long moment as though to see if she got the message. Then he clamped his mouth over her breast, his teeth taking her nipple, so his tongue could flick back and forth over the tip.


    On a startled screech, her back arched like a bow, and his arm snaked under her, pulling her closer to him, if that were possible. Overwhelmed with sensations that she’d never felt before, Eva squirmed, seeking out his erection, wanting to ride his thick shaft as he sucked and tormented her nipple.


    “Please,” she begged, not believing what she was asking. She’d seen that thing. Knew there was no way they would fit together, and yet she didn’t care. She’d never felt this way before, like she wanted to sink her teeth into him, and then she found herself doing exactly that.


    He growled, as her teeth bit into his shoulder, the sound more of a snarl as he moved his hips lower out of the reach of her questing need. He released her nipple and turned to the other one. Grabbing both of her hands in one of his, he anchored them above her head.


    She was caught, laid out for his pleasure and dark urges. Liquid heat flared her insides to an out of control inferno.


    This man, what was he?


    He purred against her nipple as he sucked it into his mouth. Her inner muscles quivered as they contracted around emptiness, wanting him inside her. Then his fingers were there, tormenting her, testing her, twisting and flicking the sensitive nub that had suddenly become her universe.


    Her hips arched off the bed as he inserted one finger, then two, then three inside her, stretching her. A rumbling of what she thought was satisfaction pulsated from him at finding her wet and slick with want.


    He slowly moved his fingers in and out of her while his thumb did a titillating dance with her clitoris. Her hips gyrated with him, arching, meeting the thrusts of his hand. His mouth continued to play homage to her breasts as he worked her like an instrument. Seeming to know just what she needed when she needed it. How hard to push, when to let up, until she flew. Her world burst into little sparks of color as it imploded around her.


    She lay there gasping and tried to understand what had just happened. She’d climaxed before, mostly by herself, and never like that.


    But he wasn’t done with her yet.


    Lynx inched off her and stood at the end of the bed, if anything looking more predatory than he had before. There was a glint of satisfaction and craving in his gaze that had her sucking in air for what would happen next. She worried her lower lip with her teeth as she once again took in the man before her. If anything he was larger, thicker.


    He grabbed a condom from the pocket of his jeans and with a rip of foil, sheathed himself.


    How was she going to do this?


    The question was taken out of her hands when he confused her. Instead of grabbing her and rendering her asunder, he gently picked up her foot and took off her shoe, kissing the sensitive skin on the inner part of her ankle. Who knew the area of her ankle was so sensitive?


    Apparently he did.


    In turn, he did the same with her other shoe and ankle. He knew other places too, farther up her calf, then behind her knees, the inside of her thighs. His lips nibbled, and his tongue licked and teased erogenous zones she had believed in medical school to be a myth. Lord knew no other man had ever found them on her body.


    Until now.


    He took his time exploring, letting her float in a sea of sensation that was more enticing and seductive than any drug. She was his to mold, to have, to do with what he wished. There was no objection, no voice willing to work as his mouth found her. He spread her open for him to feast, his tongue circling, stabbing, sucking. His lips nipping, his teeth grazing.


    Inserting two fingers inside her this time, he growled in appreciation as she moaned with pleasure. He took his time, but it wasn’t long before stars exploded before her eyes again. Her world tipped as she soared to the heavens.


    Boneless, she floated back to earth. With no strength left to brace herself for his penetration, she was beyond caring if the act killed her. At this point, she’d die with a smile on her face.


    Positioned at her opening, he slowly and relentlessly entered her. He gave no quarter, and held her down with his hands on her hips keeping her from moving. His taking was deliberate... and perfect. He filled her as no man ever had or, she doubted, ever would again. If he hadn’t made her come twice already, prepared her body to receive him, she didn’t think it would have happened.


    He groaned and closed his eyes. “You feel so fucking good.”


    His words thrilled her. They were naughty and dark and promised things she couldn’t wait to partake of. Then he was seated so deep inside her she couldn’t breathe. He waited, giving her time to adjust to his size.


    It was perfect, so deliciously perfect. She’d never felt so in tune with another man, so much a part of him and him with her. Just as slowly as he’d entered her, he pulled out and entered her again. Each thrust gathered force and speed until he began to hammer into her. The tension rose, became too much. She twisted on the bed, her legs locking around his waist.


    He wouldn’t have it and pulled her legs from around him and stretch them farther apart as he bucked into her. A hoarse cry tore from him, and he bared his clenched teeth. Veins roped in his neck as his shoulder muscles bunched.


    Heat climbed in her again, this time becoming a viral thing that consumed and demanded her ultimate surrender. She screamed as the orgasm ripped through her.


    His body arched and shuddered. He gripped her hips and pulled her even tighter against him as he pulsed deeper within her.


    Spent, he slowly collapsed on top of her, and she gave into the darkness.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    What had she done?


    Eva lay on the bed, not knowing how long she’d drifted. Had she blacked out? Lynx lay next to her, one leg draped over hers, his arm wrapped around her middle as though not willing to let her go.


    That had been intense. It had been more than just sex. They’d mated. And with mating all sorts of implications were attached.


    She wasn’t ready to love again. Especially since she didn’t really know the man resting silently next to her. Was he sleeping? Most men snored after sex, dropping right off.


    Lynx was as quiet as a cat. Too quiet to be sleeping. He laid in wait. For what she didn’t have a clue. This was all new territory to her. And she didn’t like it. She felt unbalanced, as though at any moment the floor would open up and swallow her. She needed to gain back control, but how did she do that when he’d showed her how easily he could strip that control from her?


    “You’re thinking too much,” Lynx’s voice rumbled next to her.


    She turned toward him and found it disconcerting to see him watching her with those dark eyes of his. They’d returned to a more sated espresso color instead of the glowing amber of earlier when he’d taken her.


    “I can’t seem to stop,” she answered.


    He reached out and fingered the glass pendant still around her neck nestled between her breasts. “Did I hurt you?” His wary eyes flickered back to hers.


    A fiery blush heated her face. She was sore, and knew she’d feel what they’d done for a while. But hurt? No, if anything, she tingled everywhere. She shook her head.


    “Are you sure?”


    This time she nodded.


    “I don’t usually get so carried away. There is just something about you.”


    There was something about him too. But there were too many unanswered questions between them. First and foremost, how had Lynx talked BW into leaving? She couldn’t believe she now thought of the rogue moose as BW. Maybe this midnight sun was frying her brain cells.


    Had Lynx used sex as a reason not to answer her earlier questions? Or had their coming together meant as much to him as it had to her? Either way, she needed to know.


    Now.


    What was she thinking?


    Not now.


    That was the quickest way she knew to scare off a man. Did she want to scare off Lynx? Her body still hummed with the tune he’d made it play. While she really wanted to feel like that again, she wasn’t ready for what shown in his eyes. What she needed was a moment to herself and time to think.


    “I’m going to take a shower,” she said.


    “Would you like some company?” Lynx asked.


    “No. I... uh... need a few minutes.”


    He nodded. “Just don’t think too hard while you’re in there. There’s something special here, Eva.”


    She climbed off the bed and grabbed a blanket to wrap up in. It wasn’t lost on her that she had no problem being half-dressed or even naked in front of Lynx before, and now that he knew her intimately, she needed to cover up.


    As she entered the bathroom and started the shower, muscles that hadn’t been used in a while ached for a soak in a hot tub. She didn’t have time for that kind of indulgence with Lynx still out there. Part of her wished he’d be gone when she finished. The other part called her a coward. Was she really hiding in the bathroom because the sex had been too good?


    God, she was messed-up.


    ***


    Lynx covered his face with his hands. He should’ve handled that better. Damn it, he’d scared her. He’d come on too strong, too extreme. It had been too soon to take their relationship into the bedroom.


    Hell, what relationship?


    He’d stood her up on their first date, dunked and abandoned her on their second, and couldn’t talk her into keeping her door open long enough to get a third.


    So what was he doing here lying on her bed? Something had to be going his way, and it wasn’t BW’s involvement.


    Could she care about him too?


    Women didn’t usually have sex with men unless their heart was somehow involved. At least, that’s what his sisters always said. He didn’t know what to believe. He’d been with women who wanted him because he was the big Alaskan Native. Women could be as callous as men. But Eva didn’t fall into that category, he’d bet his life on it. She was shaken up. What had happened between them had blown her mind too.


    He sat up and looked around the room. Clothes were flung everywhere, the bed a rumpled mess. Since he’d done most of the flinging, he could straighten up.


    One thing for certain, he wasn’t leaving until they ironed out where they both stood with each other.


    Whether Eva liked it or not.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Lynx was dressed and in the kitchen when Eva entered wearing a short, azure silk Japanese robe that complimented the violet of her eyes. She hastily tied the belt when she saw him, which answered his question if she was naked under it or not. He wanted the woman who had no problem stripping down in front of him when she needed stitches.


    “I thought you left.” She fluffed her damp hair.


    “Not until we talk.” He flipped the grilled cheese sandwiches he was cooking and tried not to feel the sting of her frown. “Besides, while I’m here, I might as well remove your stitches.” Her eyes widened and he had to bite back a smile.


    “No, that’s okay. I can take care of it.”


    “Eva, you can’t reach them.”


    “Seriously, I can do it.”


    He moved the sandwiches to the plates he’d set out earlier, turned off the gas stove, and faced her. “I stitched you up, therefore, I’m duty sworn to remove them.” Besides, he didn’t want anyone else seeing her sweet backside but him.


    “Fine. Can we eat first? I’m starving.”


    Once again he bit back a smile. While he enjoyed the ballsy woman he’d first met, this shy and cautious woman charmed him too. He’d taken control by sleeping with her. Now she was the one off balance. He brought the plates to the small table and remained standing until she took a seat.


    She adjusted the hem on the robe to cover more of her legs as she sat, but the silky material slid back up her thighs. Rather than fight the fabric, she scooted her chair farther under the table. He sat across from her, wondering what she was going to do next. He was at a loss of what to do with himself. It would help if he knew more about her.


    She picked up a triangle of her sandwich that he’d cut into fourths and met his stare. “You are sooo not my type,” she blurted out, before taking a bite.


    Well, he could have done without knowing this. “What is your type?”


    “I don’t know.” She dropped her sandwich and buried her hands in her hair. “I thought I did, but all the men I’ve loved have turned out to be gay.”


    Did she love him? Had that been a slip?


    “You are not gay,” she continued. Though this wasn’t a question, it sounded tentative as though she wasn’t convinced.


    “Damn right I’m not gay.” He was willing to prove it over and over again until she had no doubt in her soul. Skeletons were rattling in her closet, and usually this was the time he stood up and made his excuses, instead he nudged opened the door. “Tell me about them.”


    She did. He learned all about Davis, the douche bag, and Jeremy, the man who had really hurt her, the one she still mourned. He reached out and held her hand until she ran out of words. He wanted to hold her but was afraid she’d stop talking if he made any sudden movements. So he just held her hand like they were high school sweethearts.


    When she finished, she met his eyes and gave him a slight smile. “Sorry about that, guess I had some feelings bottled up.”


    “Explains why you needed a change of scenery.” Something he’d been wondering about. But would she stay?


    “What’s going on here, Lynx?” She released his hand and slumped back in her chair. “What we did in there—” she gestured toward the bedroom “—I’ve never experienced that before. I don’t know you well enough to have lost myself like that. Who are you? What are you?”


    “I’m just a man, Eva.”


    “I don’t buy it. Clarify what happened earlier with BW.”


    He let out a deep breath. She’d been honest with him, but he couldn’t return the favor. To do so would ruin another chance at a relationship. He shrugged and didn’t meet her eyes. “Maybe he was finished mowing your front yard and decided it was time to move on.” He hated lying to her, but wasn’t willing to risk losing her so soon. Then again he wasn’t really lying, just not telling the full truth. It still wasn’t the best foot to start a relationship on. He was torn, and it must have shown in his face.


    “That wasn’t how it looked to me.”


    “How did it look?”


    “As though you were talking to him. He acted as if he ‘liked’ you. Even in captivity Moose aren’t ‘friendly’.”


    He held his breath. He couldn’t go there with her, not yet. She wouldn’t understand, and if he came clean now, she’d walk away just like the others had.


    Her eyes narrowed as she studied him. Then she came to some sort of decision. “Want a cup of coffee?”


    His heart skipped a beat. She wasn’t throwing him out. Coffee meant caffeine, talking and sharing and staying up all night. “I’d love one.”


    Eva stood and entered the kitchen, motioning for him to stay seated. “Instead of coffee, how about a bottle of wine?”


    A bottle?


    “Okay.” He watched her work, gathering glasses, wine from the refrigerator, and a corkscrew. She seemed comfortable in the kitchen, which shouldn’t be a turn on in this day and age. He completely believed in equal rights and a woman’s choice to do what she wanted, whether it was a doctor, trooper, or cook. He came from a very strong matriarchal family, with his grandmother and mother calling the shots, and if there were any decisions left to be made, his three sisters eagerly took charge. He’d spent most of his time growing up getting out of the way. But if any of them needed him, he was there and could protect and defend better than any grizzly bear.


    Eva popped the cork from the bottle and poured two glasses of red wine, handing him one, and then setting her glass and the bottle on the table.


    She sat, crossed her legs, the hem of her robe riding up higher on her bare thighs. “So, what now?”


    He tore his gaze away from all her creamy flesh, and adjusted himself. Oh man. This wasn’t going to be easy. In fact, things were getting harder and harder the longer he sat across from her, catching her scent that was more prevalent to him now that he’d tasted her, and seeing all that soft skin and knowing how it felt to sink into her. She probably didn’t want to know what he’d like to do now.


    He gathered a deep breath and let it out in a whoosh. “I’d like to keep seeing you.”


    She took a long sip of wine. “Does that mean we are just dating?”


    “No.” His tone was sharper than he’d meant it to be. Well, hell. In for a pound and all that. “I want to be exclusive.” Isn’t that the word women used? What he really wanted was to move her in with him and never let her go, but that might have her packing and running for the Canadian border.


    “Like boyfriend and girlfriend?”


    More like husband and wife. “Yeah.” He’d take what he could get at this point. And having her call him husband might be a stretch this early.


    She seemed to roll the idea around as she rolled the wine around in her glass. She lifted the wine to her lips and drank, then set the glass down and stood. “Okay. Let’s take out my stitches.”


    So was that an agreement? Now who was off balance? Just like that, she’d taken the back reins. He bet she killed at chess.


    His chair scraped the floor as he stood to follow. Instead of taking him to her bedroom or bathroom, she opened the door that entered into the back of the clinic. A stab of regret hit his heart. She might want this to be impersonal or clinical.


    Well, she wasn’t going to get it.


    ***


    Eva opened an exam room and set the instruments needed to remove her stitches on a tray.


    He was keeping something from her.


    She wasn’t ready to have him touch her again. Not when her emotions were still reeling from his lovemaking. Why had she agreed to be his girlfriend? She wasn’t in high school or college for that matter. The man was keeping a secret from her, and she detested secrets. Why was she willing to do it, just because he was a God in the bedroom? Could she really be that easy?


    Apparently.


    He was so... much. More man then she’d ever dealt with before.


    “Ready?” Lynx asked, having stayed back by the door as she prepared the room.


    How long had she been standing there staring off into the photo of the northern lights hanging on the wall? “Yes.” Once the stitches were removed then she could show him the door and take the emotional breather she needed.


    He came up behind her, and what air she had left in her body lodged in her chest. Just having him close, had her resolve scattering.


    He held out his hand to help her up on the examining table. The protective paper crinkled loudly in the stillness of the room as she lay on her stomach. She adjusted her robe so she wasn’t lying on the material, and he could easily raise it to get to her stitches.


    “Ready?” he asked again, his voice deep, dark.


    She nodded, knowing she wasn’t up to speaking.


    He dragged the silk over her skin to reveal the stitches. His breathing turned heavier, and she gritted her teeth to keep the moan from escaping from the sexiness of his caress.


    She turned her head to the side so she could watch him. His brows knitted together in concentration, and she heard metal rasp as he picked up the cutters from the tray. He took a seat on the rolling stool, and his left hand cupped the cheek of her bottom, pulling the skin taut. She shivered.


    “Are you cold?” he asked.


    “No.” Cold, she was not. If anything she wouldn’t mind a winter squall blowing through the room about now.


    Very professionally, he clipped each stitch and pulled them out. Total time couldn’t have been more than a minute. Yet, her nerves were so on edge she was sweating when he finished.


    “Got a mirror?” he asked, his voice husky as his fingers smoothed over the scar.


    “Counter.” She pointed to the hand mirror standing next to the sink. She rose on her elbows to get off the table.


    He placed his hand in the middle of her back and held her down. “Not yet.” He grabbed the mirror and positioned it for her to see. “Take a look.”


    She squinted and then squinted some more. “You’re good.” There was hardly a scar to speak of. Someone would have to be really close to find it. As close as Lynx currently was.


    He set down the mirror, his long arm easily reaching the counter while his body stayed next to her, his other hand still on her lower back keeping her in place. Then he lowered his mouth and kissed her.


    Right on the scar.


    A moan escaped her. No. She wasn’t going to do this. Not here. That’s why she’d brought him into the clinic. What said no sex better than an exam room? Okay, maybe wrong choice of words as he proceeded to examine her.


    “Lynx, we can’t.”


    “Oh, yes, we can.”


    “I work here. I can’t have sex here.”


    He laughed, his lips moving up her backside, uncovering her bottom completely. “Haven’t you always wanted to play naughty nurse to sexy woodsman?”


    Damn, he was sexy, and he had plenty of “wood.” She was torn.


    “I have appointments tomorrow. Little kids, I think. Vaccinations.”


    His hands snaked under her to cup her breasts, and he pulled her back against him. The exam room table was the perfect height for him to enter her from behind. “Just say the word, Eva, and I’ll stop.” He nipped the back of her neck.


    Damn, he didn’t play fair.


    Oh hell, she didn’t care. She could put the room back to rights, and no one would be the wiser except her. “Take me.”


    And he did.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    


    Eva stretched and woke to the sun shining bright in her window like it was midday. She glanced at the clock in panic and then breathed easier when it revealed seven in the morning. Would she ever get used to this midnight sun? At least she’d slept last night. A marathon of sex would exhaust most, but a Lynx marathon put her into a coma. She’d vaguely remembered him kissing her goodbye some time around five, saying he’d been called out on a report. She’d have to have him clarify that later. He’d told her what he did for a living, but she still didn’t fully understand it.


    She groaned as she headed for the shower. No, make that tub. This morning she’d take the time needed for a hot soak in the bathtub. Otherwise she wouldn’t get through her day of appointments. Maybe she should up her exercise routine. Who was she kidding? Lynx had upped it. It would just take a while to strengthen muscles she’d never used before, muscles she planned to use a lot in the future.


    The day was a weird one. Either everyone was being affected by the twenty-four hours of daylight, the summer solstice coming up, or she wasn’t privy to a town “language” that everyone else was. She tried calling Lynx, hoping he was free to have lunch with her, but had to leave a voicemail when he didn’t answer.


    When there was no word from him at the end of her day, Eva decided to head to the lodge for dinner.


    She nodded to a few people on her walk as the lodge was only a mile from her place. Nice thing about small towns, most things were in walking distance. She’d probably only need her car to travel to Fairbanks, or to explore farther than the village. It would sure save her a lot in gas money. Besides, it was calming and beautiful to walk outside in the fresh air and sunshine. In Cincinnati she was always in the car from work to home to store. It was an effort to spend anytime outside because she was always rushing somewhere. This was a nice change of pace she hadn’t known she needed.


    She stepped up on the plank sidewalk of the lodge and entered the restaurant section. The lodge was the town hub. Part hotel, part restaurant, and part country store. If they didn’t have what she needed, Fairbanks or the Internet was her only hope.


    “Hey, Eva,” Lynx’s uncle Pike hollered from the kitchen. “How’s life treating ya?”


    “Great. Just great.”


    “So I heard.” He saluted her with his spatula and a smile, returning his focus to the grill.


    What did he mean by that?


    She took a seat at the same table she’d waited for Lynx the night he’d stood her up so she could see out the windows, which were wide open to let the cooler air in. She’d be hard pressed to find any building in Alaska with air conditioning.


    “Good to see you again, Eva,” Bree greeted, setting a water glass in front of her. “Looks as if you and Lynx made up. Is he meeting you?”


    “No. It’s just me.” Did everyone know they were a couple already? Who had Lynx been talking to? She hadn’t told anyone. Not that she had many friends to tell. She hadn’t made more than acquaintances as of yet.


    There weren’t many people in the restaurant as it was early for the dinner crowd. A few tourists at one table and two old Sourdoughs sitting near the window. One with bat-winged brows and another with a snowy beard that would give Santa a run for his money. She half listened to the conversations going on around her as she studied the menu. She was starved after the night she’d had.


    “Now, that there ain’t no Fred Meyer bra,” Bat-wing brow said around a mouthful of food. “That’s one of those fancy Victoria Secret numbers.”


    How would they know what kind of bra a woman was wearing under her clothes? Eva centered more of her hearing on their conversation. Beat the one with the woman tourist discussing the merits of different bug spray brands to her husband who looked like he was ready to bug out.


    “Bet you a cord of wood that’s a citified garment,” Bat-winged brow said.


    “How in the hell do you know that?” Snowy-beard asked.


    “No way is that boulder holder going to keep the titties warm come winter. I guarantee you that.”


    “Like you’ve seen any titties in the last two decades,” Snowy beard said, shoveling mashed potatoes in his mouth.


    “Now don’t be spouting off about things you no nothing about,” Bat-winged brow said. “Granted it’s been a few seasons between the lovelies, but by the looks of the bra BW is sporting, I’d lay ten to one odds that bra is our new nurse practitioner’s.”


    Eva jerked up from the menu and looked out the window at what the men were talking about.


    There was BW grazing on wildflowers alongside the road with her lavender bra hanging off his antlers.


    Holy shit.


    How had that moose gotten a hold of her bra? She sank into her chair and raised the menu to cover her face. Her heart thrashed like a hummingbird’s as she tried to think it through.


    Lynx had taken the bra off her last night along with her top while they were still outside her door. Come to think of it, she didn’t know where her top was either. She hadn’t given her clothes a thought, not when all she could think of was Lynx. Embarrassment flamed up her body in waves.


    “No way am I taking that bet,” Snowy-beard said. “But I’ll think I’ll make an appointment with the little gal. How do you think BW came about such a lovely garment?”


    “I wouldn’t put it past Lynx to have found a way around her mad for standing her up the other night. That boy never did stay in trouble for long.”


    “Yep, he sure does have a way with the ladies.”


    Eva sank farther behind her menu. A way with the ladies? How many ladies? Maybe he wasn’t as invested in their relationship as she realized she was.


    Had she jumped from one doomed relationship to another? You couldn’t call what she’d done a pattern because she hadn’t fallen for another gay man. Lynx was as straight as a birch tree. But could he be just entertaining himself with her? And where the hell was he anyway?


    “Have you decided what to order?” Bree asked, trying her hardest to keep a straight face. She’d heard those old Sourdoughs too. Damn it.


    Eva slapped the menu down on the table. It wasn’t in her to hide like some simpering female. “I want the moose steak. Rare.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    


    Crap, there were three of them.


    How was he going to take down three poachers? Lynx settled back on his haunches, hiding deep within the diamond willow and watched. He needed to catch them unawares, and so far they’d been pretty damn aware.


    He should have known it was Chad Diamond bringing in hunters on Refuge land. Damn idiot, he knew better than to risk poaching. They’d put him away for good this time. The other two men Lynx didn’t recognize. Knowing Chad, he was hiring out as a guide and charging a king’s ransom.


    One man was big, well over six feet, probably as tall as Lynx was, somewhere in his forties, but that beer belly would slow him down. The other worried Lynx a little more. About ten years younger than Beer Belly, he had a military stance and comfortable manner in which he held his rifle as though it were an extension of his limbs. He wore camo cargo pants with a big knife strapped to his belt, along with a handgun. Lynx figured he probably had a smaller one strapped to his ankle. Yeah, he’d be the one to worry about. Chad would most likely run for the hills.


    Lynx had found their truck where his informant had said it was and parked right next to it. Not leaving anything to chance, he’d disabled the late 80’s pick-up by taking out the distributor cap and hiding it in the woods. He snapped pictures of the butchered moose head already lying in the bed of the truck, sickened over the needless waste for a fucking trophy to hang on some idiot’s wall. He’d tracked them into the woods from there. Now he sat, ignoring the protesting of his muscles as he blended into the foliage around him.


    The evidence indicated a snatch and grab. The trio had no camping equipment, and didn’t build a fire to cook their lunch as they rested and ate MREs.


    Lynx slowly slid his cell phone from his pocket. One bar. Pretty soon he wouldn’t have that. He texted his trooper buddy in Fairbanks and sent his GPS coordinates. Chances were this would be all over with by the time Nate could get here. Lynx was on his own, but that didn’t really bother him. He did most of his job alone.


    He waited. One thing about stopping for lunch, their next step would be to relieve themselves. Then he’d catch them with their pants down.


    Beer Belly was the first to stand, spitting and hiking up his belt.


    “Fucking-a, Pete,” Beer Belly said. “As soon as we bag that other moose I’m going to get me some of that honey at the Lodge. Did you see the lips on that native? They’re going to look might purty around my pecker.” He turned to Chad. “Whatdaya say her name was?”


    “Raven,” Chad answered, tearing off another bite of jerky.


    Lynx steeled himself to remain where he was and not gut the man where he stood.


    “But if I were you, I’d leave her alone,” Chad continued. “She’s got a badass of a brother who also happens to be the Refuge Officer.”


    Whom they were about to meet. At least Chad was showing some sense. Dumbass. Breaking bread with these men.


    “Naw,” Pete said, relaxing his stance a little. He’d yet to sit. “You can go for the native, Big Bart. I want a taste of that sweet little blonde nurse. Bet she’s a hellcat in the sack.”


    Yeah, he had to die.


    “You can’t be dipping your wicks in Chatanika,” Chad said, with a shake of his head. “Bad enough you’ve been hanging out there. We bag that second Bull Moose, and you get the fuck out of town, and forget you were ever here. No dawdling.”


    “Relax, Chad,” Big Bart said. “We’re savvy enough to bag more than one trophy on this trip.” Big Bart gave a raunchy laugh along with a few hip thrusts. Pete joined in with a more sedate chuckle while Chad shook his head again.


    Lynx almost felt sorry for him.


    Pete looked around and then seemed to relax his guard and took a seat on a fallen log.


    Yeah, get comfortable with your surroundings, Lynx thought.


    Big Bart grabbed his rifle. “I’m going to go give Mother Nature a what for.” And headed off into the trees.


    Lynx readied himself, inching quiet as a cat, in the direction of Beer Belly Bart.


    “Don’t be taking all day,” Pete hollered. “I want to be in that blonde’s bed by sundown.”


    Asshole. Sundown wasn’t happening until sometime in July, and no way was Lynx letting him get close to Eva.


    “No sundown, remember,” Chad pointed out.


    “It’s an expression,” Pete responded. “You’re strung too tight.”


    “Let’s just get the moose and get out of here.” Chad looked around. “Something doesn’t feel right.”


    Pete stood, drawing his gun, scanning the clearing. A porcupine swaggered slowly by. “It’s just a rodent. You need a woman worse than we do.”


    “What I need is to get this over with.”


    Not to worry, Lynx thought. It will be over with soon enough.


    He skirted the clearing, staying deep within the shadows. The forest seemed to hold its breath as he headed in the direction of Big Bart.


    The man was whizzing on a poor bush of wild rosehips. Lynx snuck up behind him, Glock already palmed, and placed the barrel at the base of Bart’s head. “Don’t move,” he growled softly.


    Bart squeaked.


    “Shake it off, and put your hands in the air,” Lynx said.


    “Shit, man. I need to shit.”


    “Not my problem, dumbass. Come on, zip it up.” Lynx waited until the man did what he said. With his hands in the air, Lynx searched him, finding a hunting knife, pepper spray, and another firearm. He was packing more than Lynx had given him credit for.


    Never underestimate your prey.


    Big Bart’s rifle leaned against a tree too far out of range. First rule of the forest, you never put your rifle out of arm’s reach even while answering a call of nature.


    “Hands behind you,” Lynx said.


    “Come on, man, all I was doing was taking a piss. Don’t tell me there’s a law against that?”


    “I’m sure the rosehips would like to file a charge. You know what this is about. You picked the wrong place to poach. Alaskans take the crime of poaching seriously.”


    “P-poaching? Man, we’re out here for a nature hike.”


    “Right. Hands behind you.”


    “Give me a break,” Bart whined. “I can’t get my hands behind me.”


    That was a problem. The man’s girth started at his shoulders and worked its way down to his gut, his legs looked fairly trim, causing him to resemble an ostrich.


    “Fine, in front then.” Though Lynx preferred the off-balance of a prisoner’s arms behind him, the man would still be restrained.


    Big Bart gave a deep sigh and put his hands together over his stomach. “I could really make this worth your time if you would forget I was here.”


    “I can’t be bribed, but I’m happy to add that to the list of charges.” Lynx zip-tied Bart’s hands together while he read him his rights. All the while Bart bitched like a PMSing woman.


    “Yo, Big Bart, what the hell’s taking you so long?” Pete hollered.


    “Run, Pete! I’ve been snagged by a trooper,” Bart bellowed.


    Shit.


    The problem was Pete didn’t run.


    Before Lynx could blink a fist slammed into his face, followed up by another to his gut. Air whooshed out of him, and he fought to stay on his feet with stars blinking overhead. He blocked another hit, but not the one to the back of his head.


    Damn, Chad, the weasel, had snuck up behind him.


    The midnight sun set behind his eyelids.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    


    Eva sat in wait for BW.


    She’d get her bra back from that reputation-ruining moose if it was the last thing she did. She’d bought apples at the lodge’s market and laid a trail back to her place. With her kitchen shears in hand, she watched BW munch away and wondered how stupid she really was to sneak up on him and cut her bra free of his antlers.


    Where the hell was Lynx? The man had tranquilizers that would come in real handy right about now.


    There had been no return calls from her messages. Yes, she was upset with herself that she’d actually left more than one. All right three. Lynx hadn’t seemed the type of man to sleep with a woman and then forget her the next day. She hadn’t figured him for a player. But then, she didn’t have the best track record with men either. So what the hell did she know?


    Case in point, she was stalking a moose with a pair of scissors.


    She crept up on BW. His ears twitched, one facing toward her, the other facing back. This damn moose was determined to make a headline out of her. Instead of her being held hostage in her house, she was now going to be known as the Cheechako in a tug-a-war for her bra, which would bring up questions of how she lost it in the first place.


    This was so messed-up. Or fucking moosed-up. Yeah, she completely understood the terminology now.


    She inched a couple of feet closer to BW. His head stayed down as he munched the pieces of apples she’d sliced with her newly purchased pocket knife—also from the lodge—while on the trek back to the clinic.


    She bit her lips to keep from uttering, “Nice moosey” again. Last time that had gotten her chased up a tree. A few more inches closer, and suddenly BW raised his massive rack and pierced her with his deep, knowing brown eyes. There was intelligence there, probably more than she possessed. Her very expensive, lavender, Victoria Secret bra—the Sourdoughs knew their lingerie—swung from his antlers.


    They stared at each other. Eva didn’t breathe as she slowly raised her hand with the scissors.


    “What are you doing?”


    Eva yelped, jumping back and dropping the scissors while BW took off into the woods, spraying her with clumps of dirt, her lavender bra waving like a flag as he navigated the trees.


    Damn it.


    Eva swung around to find Raven behind her.


    “Are you nuts?” Raven asked. “What did you think you were doing?”


    “Trying to cut my bra off his antlers.” Wasn’t it obvious?


    Raven paused and then started to laugh, holding her stomach as she bent at the waist and gave into the belly roll.


    In disgust, Eva gave a longing look in BW’s direction. No sign of him. Who knew how long it would take to coax him back, and how many apples? She’d have to drive into Fairbanks since she’d bought out the lodge.


    She picked up the scissors and took a seat on the stairs while Raven laughed. Raven eventually sobered, wiping her eyes of tears, and joined Eva.


    “You should have seen yourself. I thought you were going to stab him or something.”


    “I’m not that much of an idiot. Besides, if I want to stab someone, I have much sharper instruments in the clinic.”


    “So, it is true. Want to tell me how BW came about wearing your undergarments?”


    “One undergarment. And would you buy that I’d hung clothes to dry, and he got tangled in the clothes line?”


    “No, not when I see how Lynx looks at you.”


    “Does everyone know?” This small town stuff was going to take a lot of getting used to. She never thought she’d miss the anonymity of the big city.


    “Yes. They’re taking bets.”


    “Bets! On what?”


    “Well, the first—and this was set when you arrived in town—how long you’d last. The second, and more interesting, is whether or not you’ll tame Lynx.”


    “Tame Lynx? As in . . . ?” She couldn’t bring herself to utter the word.


    “Yes, marriage.” Raven laughed all over again at Eva’s shocked expression. “Relax, the invitations haven’t gone out. Yet.” She giggled again, wiping at the mirth tearing in her eyes. “Damn, but you are fun.”


    “We aren’t even technically dating. He stood me up, and after sleeping with him last night, he hasn’t returned any of my calls.”


    Now, why had she said that?


    “Ah, I knew there was a good story on how BW got a hold of your bra.” Raven suddenly got serious. “How do you feel about Lynx?”


    “Uh.” Did she share with this woman? While they had been friendly since she’d arrived in town, they weren’t really confidants. She hadn’t had a confidant since Jeremy. Did she want to risk developing another one? Yes, as it turned out, she did. “Can we talk?” She dropped the scissors on the stair next to her and clasped her hands between her knees. “I really could use another woman to talk to.”


    Raven met her eyes and studied her for a long uncomfortable minute, as though really sizing her up. “You realize he’s my brother?”


    “Can you be impartial?”


    “I think so.”


    Eva gathered her courage. Courage that she used to have buckets full of until Davis and Jeremy had emotionally beaten her up. She set all that aside. This was a new life, a new beginning, and Raven, a new friend.


    “I think I could really care for Lynx. What am I saying? I already care too much for him.”


    “And the problem?” Raven’s lips flirted with a smile.


    “I don’t know him,” Eva said. Raven cocked a brow, and the heat of Eva’s blush belied the fact. “Okay, so I might physically know him after last night.” And very much wanted to physically know him better. “But I’ve never fallen so fast into bed before. I usually take a long time getting to know a man before taking that step. I’m off balance.”


    “Isn’t love all about being off balance? Explains that tingling in the belly and dizziness. That’s why they call it falling in love.”


    Could she really be falling in love? So fast?


    “There is no time frame for love,” Raven continued, having correctly read the panic Eva felt. “You can’t put logical parameters on it. Love just is.”


    “But what about Lynx?” Was she the only one hanging out here on the proverbial limb?


    “I don’t know what he’s feeling, but I will tell you this. I’ve never seen him make a fool of himself over a woman like he has you.”


    “Then where is he? I haven’t heard a word from him since he left early this morning.” She hoped she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt, but was very much afraid her desperation had vocalized itself loud and clear.


    “Did he say were he was going?”


    “Something about a report of poachers he’d been tracking.”


    “Hmm.” Raven swung a long wing of black hair over her shoulder. “His job is one of those where he can be gone for days. Once even a few weeks.”


    “Weeks?”


    “He’s usually good about checking in when he can. He has a GPS spot tracker on him if he’s out of cell range, which is most of the time. He’s in charge of a big area, and it requires a lot of his time.” She paused and slightly narrowed her eyes. “Are you one of those women who need a lot of attention?”


    Eva paused wondering if that was some sort of insult and then decided it was an honest question, trying to get to know more about her. “No. I don’t mind being alone, and Lord knows men get underfoot when they are around too long, but when I share myself with a man for the first time, I wouldn’t mind a return phone call.”


    “Totally understandable. And knowing Lynx, he’d call if he could.”


    “You don’t think he could be in danger, do you?” The thought had the power to paralyze her if she let it.


    “I don’t know many men who can handle themselves in the woods like Lynx can. It’s like he’s one with the animals. Don’t worry, I’d know if he were in trouble.”


    “How?”


    Raven waited another long minute before responding, and Eva got the impression she was letting her in on a secret.


    “I’d feel it.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Seventeen


    


    He was going to feel this for days.


    Lynx lay on his side, pretending he was still unconscious as the three men argued about what to do with him. He took stock of his injuries and decided he was bruised but not beaten. Nothing broken, nor internal bleeding, but damn he was going to hurt. He’d make them hurt as soon as he could get out of his own restraints.


    They had found his zip ties and had his hands secured behind his back and his feet restrained together. He’d never live this down if his fellow officers found him like this. He’d have to make sure that didn’t happen.


    “We can dump him in the river,” Pete snarled.


    That got Lynx’s attention off his injuries and back to the conversation these dumbasses were having. He slowly cracked open one eye. No one paid any attention to him. Were they really thinking of killing him? That was so not going to happen.


    “We can’t k-kill him,” Chad sputtered. “He’s a trooper. And I know him.”


    “You want to go to jail?” Pete got up in Chad’s face.


    Chad cowered back. “No. But I’m not going to be a part of murder either.”


    “You’re either with us or against us,” Big Bart added. “Guess what happens if you’re against us?” He belly laughed when Chad paled. “Got that right.” Big Bart slid a shifty look Pete’s way. “You know we could try a whole other type of hunting?”


    Pete shared a look with Big Bart and then a smiled. “I haven’t done that since Iraq.”


    Lynx’s blood shivered through his veins. Chad paled even further and backed up a few more steps. Then he ran for his life.


    Pete threw his head back with sick laughter. “Let’s do it! But I want the trooper.”


    Big Bart had an unnatural gleam in his eyes. “Just remember our motto.”


    “Shoot, shovel, and shut up,” they quoted together following with a fist bump.


    Big Bart grabbed his rifle and gear and traipsed after poor Chad.


    Pete paced toward Lynx. “Been awake a while, I see.”


    “You two are nuts.” Lynx struggled into a sitting position.


    “There is nothing that makes you feel more alive than taking a life, whether big game or human. But hunting someone who I can pit skill and brains against is another high all its own.”


    Lynx kept his mouth shut and let the idiot talk himself into his own grave.


    “It’s actually more sporting for you this way. I could just leave you here to die, dump your body in the river, or give you the chance to kill me while I attempt to kill you.”


    Lynx knew without a doubt how that scenario would turn out. This idiot was fertilizer.


    “So what’s the game plan?” Lynx asked. “How sporting is this going to be?” Would the dumbass actually cut loose his ties?


    “Think you have what it takes to take out a marine?”


    “You’re a marine? Funny, all the marines I know have honor. There’s no honor in this.”


    Pete smirked. “If I had no honor I’d shoot you where you sit. Instead, I’m going to let you go, and then hunt you down.”


    “You are warped.” And it would be Lynx’s pleasure putting this bastard away.


    “Just living on the edge.” Pete flipped open his switchblade. “Turn around.”


    Like he would give this psychopath his back. Instead Lynx moved his restrained hands to his hips so Pete could cut the zip tie.


    Pete chuckled. “This is going to be fun.”


    Next he cut loose Lynx’s feet. Lynx fisted and released his hands, trying to pump blood back into his arms. He didn’t make any sudden moves as Pete had his rifle trained on him with one hand as he flipped the switchblade closed and pocketed it with the other.


    “Are you going to leave me my weapon?” It galled him to know that this piss-ant had gotten the jump on him and had his Glock tucked into the waistband of his cargo pants.


    Pete looked at him under hooded eyes. “That knock on your head must’ve fucked up your brains.” Pete took Lynx’s Glock out of his waistband and hefted it up and down. “Nice piece. I’ll keep it as a trophy of your kill as I can’t really stuff and mount you on my wall.” He laughed at his sick joke. “But to make it more sporting, I’ll give you a ten minute head start.” His lips smirked into a cruel smile. “Promise.”


    No way in hell did Lynx believe him. Slowly, he got to his feet, feeling the soreness from the hits to his gut and head. He wanted to rush Pete, take him down like a linebacker, but not when he held all the weapons.


    Lynx inched back into the forest, not taking his eyes off Pete. When he felt more blended with his surroundings, he took off at a run for Chad. The idiot wouldn’t survive these fuckups. And he’d make damn sure the fuckups didn’t survive him.


    Lynx became one with the forest, listening to her breathe, the animals converse, focusing on the subtle clues on which direction Chad and Big Bart had headed, all the while not leaving a trail for Pete to follow.


    It didn’t take long for crashing up ahead, alerting him to Chad bumbling through the undergrowth. Then the cackle of Big Bart’s laughter taunting him.


    “Dude, please, I’ve got me a wife and kids,” Chad begged for his life. Lynx had to give him props for trying. The man was as single as Lynx was. Scratch that. More single, since Lynx no longer considered himself unattached, not with Eva holding his heart.


    Lynx snuck up on them, and peered through the thick brush. Chad was on his knees, his hands in the air, and Big Bart had his rifle trained on him.


    “I really hoped you would’ve made this more sporting,” Big Bart said. “I hate it when they beg.”


    They? How many times had these two done this?


    Pete burst through the trees. “Fuck. I lost him.”


    “The trooper? Are you shitting me?”


    “Just finish this, and help me track him down. He just disappeared. No trace of him at all. Never seen anything like it.”


    “Better let us go,” Chad said. “Lynx Maiski is different, he’s more.”


    “More what?”


    “They say more animal than man.”


    Shut up, Chad. Lynx positioned himself to make a grab for Pete.


    “Right,” Pete scoffed.


    “No, listen, man. You don’t mess with the Maiskis.”


    “Well, since you aren’t one of them we can dispose of you right here,” Pete said, raising his rifle. “Take your shot, Big Bart, or I’ll do it for you.”


    Lynx rushed Pete from behind, taking him down to the forest floor, and getting Big Bart’s attention off Chad and onto them. They struggled, Lynx getting in a few lucky jabs, to repay him for the sucker punches of earlier, grabbing his weapon back in the tussle. He was too close to Pete to do any real damage, and vice versa. It was more of a wrestling match that Pete started to lose.


    “Shoot the fucker!” Pete yelled, grunting as Lynx got an arm around his neck.


    Lynx rolled him just as there was the repeat of the rifle going off. Pete’s body jerked, and then went still.


    Lynx whipped his gun around, and Big Bart froze.


    “Put the gun down,” Lynx said in a deadly voice.


    “Oh, thank you, God.” Chad raised his face into the heavens, his hands together while he prayed.


    “Pete, man, talk to me,” Big Bart pleaded.


    “I said put down the gun,” Lynx hollered, standing and inching toward Big Bart.


    Big Bart blinked at Lynx. “I shot him.”


    “Yeah, you did. And I’m going to shoot you if you don’t lay down your goddamn weapon.” The resolve in Lynx’s voice must have gotten through that thick skull of his, because he slowly lowered his rifle to the ground.


    Lynx didn’t take his eyes off him as with one hand holding the Glock, he searched Big Bart’s pockets and located his zip ties. He secured his weapon in its holster, grabbing both of Big Bart’s arms and wrenched them behind his back.


    “Shit, man, you’re killing me.” Big Bart groaned in pain.


    “Uh, Lynx,” Chad said.


    “Shut up, Chad. And don’t you dare move. I’m so fucking mad at you.”


    “But, man—“


    “Shut the hell up.” Lynx finished restraining Big Bart with the zip tie, and searched him for weapons. He shoved him down to his knees. “Don’t even blink.”


    Then he turned to Chad, his eyes scanning the area. “Where the hell did Pete go?”


    “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Chad said. “He crawled off that way.” Chad pointed north.


    Shit.


    “Hands behind you, Chad.”


    “Me? What did I do?”


    “Brought these poachers onto my Refuge, and I suspect you were responsible for the other kills I’ve found in the last few weeks.”


    “Oh, man. Come on, don’t arrest me. Think of my mother.”


    “I’m sure she could use the break from your constant screw-ups.” Lynx restrained Chad the same as he had Big Bart. Searching for weapons and finding him clean, Lynx grabbed his elbow and helped him to his feet. “You really are a dumbass.”


    “I know. I promise to change. Can’t you just let it go?”


    Lynx looked him in the eye until Chad glanced down at his feet. “Uh, guess not,” Chad said.


    “You cooperate and I’ll tell the judge. That’s the best I can do. ”


    Chad had enough smarts to give up on the matter.


    He turned to Big Bart and yanked him to his feet. “Now, listen up. We are going to hike out of here. You two don’t want to give me any more trouble, because I’m really pissed off.” He read them their rights as he picked up Big Bart’s rifle and had both guns trained on them, marching them out of the forest, keeping an eye out for wounded Pete.


    “Pete’s gonna get you,” Big Bart said. “You’re a dead man.”


    Lynx nudged him to move faster as he opened up all his senses, scanning for anything that would warn him of Pete’s whereabouts. He should have made sure Pete was restrained rather than thinking he was dead. He knew better than to assume anything in his job. Assumptions got you killed.


    Strung tight, he hiked his prisoners to the place he’d parked his truck.


    Ah, shit.


    His truck was gone. Pete had taken his keys when he’d gone through his pockets.


    “Climb in the back,” Lynx said to the two, lowering the tailgate of the truck he’d disabled. Next time he’d disable his own, too, in order to safeguard against this happening again.


    “I’m not riding back there with that,” Big Bart said, gesturing with his head to the severed moose they’d already poached.


    Lynx prodded him with the end of the rifle. “Move.”


    Cussing, Big Bart rolled into the bed of the truck, trying to stay clear of the blood and flies already gathering on the rotting, exposed flesh.


    “Chad.”


    “Seriously, dude.”


    “Seriously. Get up there.”


    There wasn’t a lot of room with the huge pointy rack of the Bull Moose.


    “Backs together,” Lynx instructed, looking around the clearing just in case Pete laid in wait after moving his truck. There was nothing but silence. Even the forest creatures were quiet as they took time out to watch the entertainment. Lynx set down the rifle and holstered his Glock. Grabbing the rope laying in the bed of the truck, he secured the men together and then tied them to the moose carcass.


    “Oh, man,” Chad complained.


    “I’m sure this falls under cruel and unusual punishment,” Big Bart said.


    Lynx smiled and made sure the knots were tight. He then hiked back into the forest and grabbed the distributer cap that he’d hidden. Making quick work of putting the part back and then using the keys he’d taken off of Big Bart, Lynx started the truck and headed to Chatanika. He called Nate, who it had turned out hadn’t received his previous text, and told him he needed backup, giving him Pete’s description and that he’d commandeered his U.S. National Fish and Wildlife Refuge vehicle.


    Yeah, he’d have a tough time living that down.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Eighteen


    


    Eva heard Lynx’s truck pull up outside and tried to calm the beating of her heart.


    What was she sixteen again?


    She rushed to the front door and forced herself to slow to a moderate pace. It wouldn’t look good for her to swing open the door and greet him before he even got out of his truck. That would give away too much of what she was feeling. Give him more power over her. She stood on the inside of the door, waiting instead. Hearing him shut the door to his truck and walking up to the path to her door, his gait seemed tired, and she wondered for the umpteenth time what he had been out doing all day. She glanced at her watch. It was headed on eleven. With this crazy sun, there was no way she’d be able to tell night from day without her watch.


    As Lynx shuffled up the stairs, she couldn’t wait anymore to see him. She swung open the door, and found herself staring into the barrel of a gun.


    “Hey, Blondie,” the man greeted. “Do as I say and you won’t get hurt. Now, back up. Slow like. That’s my girl.”


    Eva’s heart skipped and then lurched with panic. “Where’s Lynx?” That was Lynx’s truck this dirty, gun-wielding bastard had gotten out of.


    “Don’t worry about him. Worry about yourself and what I’m going to do to you if you don’t follow my instructions.”


    Eva swallowed her panic. She needed to keep her head about her, somehow deal with this piece of trash, find Lynx, and make sure he was okay and that this douche bag hadn’t hurt him.


    “What do you want?”


    The man smiled, shutting the door behind him as he continued to back her up with the gun in her face. “Let’s start with the more pressing issues.” His smile turned creepy as he looked her up and down, licking his lips. “Then we’ll move on from there.”


    She read that look. No way were they moving into that territory. Blood coated the side of his shirt.


    “Let’s go into the clinic,” she said, “and I’ll take a look at your injury.”


    “I do like an agreeable woman.”


    Agreeable? She couldn’t wait to go all psycho bitch on his ass. If he hurt Lynx, she’d do worse than that. First, she needed to get the gun out of her face.


    “Can you lower that thing?” she asked, as she backed up to the door that entered into the clinic.


    He sized her up and down again, and lowered the gun to his side, seeming to find her harmless.


    His mistake.


    She showed him into the exam room across the hall from where Lynx had removed her stitches. No way could she use the same room, not with the memories still floating around in there from the night before.


    “Get up on the table, and take off your shirt,” Eva said.


    He climbed up, setting the gun next to his hip and slowly unbuttoned his shirt. The man was packed with muscle, not as much muscle as Lynx, but enough to render her useless in a struggle. He winced as he pulled the bloody fabric loose from his left side.


    “Ooh, that’s nasty,” she said, carefully inching in for a closer look. Blood bubbled out from the wound. “I’m surprised you made it here without passing out.” Now there was a thought. She prayed he’d lost enough blood to do exactly that.


    “It’s fine. Just close it up.” He took his eyes off her to look at the wound, his skin paling.


    She reached for a drawer and the gun came up in her face lightning-quick.


    “What are you doing?” he asked.


    She had to swallow past the fear in her throat in order to respond. “Getting gloves and supplies so I can assess the situation.”


    The gun wavered, and then he dropped it back to the exam table. Was it getting heavy for him to hold?


    “Tell me everything you’re doing before you do it, and we’ll get along just fine.”


    “Okay. Just relax.” Stupid Neanderthal. She snapped gloves on, never happier than right now not having actual skin to skin contact with someone, and grabbed a handful of gauze pads. She held up the gauze for him to see before wiping blood from the wound for a better look.


    “Tell me how you got this wound.”


    “No.”


    Her eyes flicked to his. “You realize I need to know what happened so I can figure out the best way to treat you.”


    “Just patch me up and stop the pain.”


    She tightened her lips and examined the wound. She’d only seen a bullet wound once, but that was enough to know exactly what this was. She hoped to God, Lynx had been the one to shoot his sorry ass. But what if he’d gotten to Lynx first and he lay bleeding to death out there right now while she was wasting time nursing this guy?


    “Ouch! Watch what the hell you’re doing.”


    She jumped back when he’d hollered. “There is no exit wound.”


    “So.”


    “I know this is from a bullet. You need to go to the hospital.”


    “I’m not going to any fucking hospital.” His hand tightened on the gun, and he pointed it back at her, resting the butt of the weapon on his thigh. “Now fix me up.”


    Oh, she’d do that all right. “You want me to dig the bullet out, or sew you up with it still inside?”


    The direness of his situation finally dawned on him, and he swore.


    “You could have internal bleeding,” she said, piling on the bad news. “I’m not equipped for surgery here.”


    He swore some more. “I’m going to kill that fucking bastard.”


    Did that mean Lynx was still alive? Her heart swelled, and she had to glance away or chance revealing the rush of feelings coursing through her.


    “Can you tell where the bullet is?”


    She met his eyes. “It’s going to hurt if I probe in there, but I’ll be able to tell fairly quickly if it’s something I can treat or not.”


    He studied her for what felt like another endless night. “Do it.” He released a deep breath out of his nostrils.


    She placed gauze pads over the wound to help with the bleeding. “Here hold these in place, and could you put the gun somewhere else? I don’t want you to ‘accidently’ shoot me if I hurt you.” And she planned on hurting him.


    “Don’t hurt me, and I won’t shoot you.”


    “Seriously? What’s your name solider?” She’d recognized the marine tattoo. That seemed to get her somewhere with this redneck.


    “Pete.”


    “Okay, Pete. How about you let me give you an injection. I have locals here for stitches and such. Nothing stronger than that.” She lied when he went to shake his head. “This is a small clinic. I can’t have hard drugs here. People would be breaking in all the time.” She said that with enough deadpan that he bought it.


    “Do it.”


    She pointed to the cupboard above her. “I’m going to open the door and grab medicine. I should give you a shot of antibiotics too.”


    “Yeah. Good idea.”


    She relaxed her breathing, trying to show a calm she didn’t feel as she turned and opened the door, slowly going through the vials of medication, looking for something that would knock this douche bag on his ass. She couldn’t go for anything that he’d recognize or anything that would take too long, since he’d feel the results and probably shoot her dead before the drugs completely took affect.


    “Nice ass,” Pete hummed. “The higher you reach the better your ass looks.”


    Oh yeah, he was going down. In the back, she found what she was searching for.


    Ah, that would do nicely. She opened the other cupboard and pulled out a vile of penicillin. “Are you allergic to anything?”


    “No.”


    It seemed the more medical in nature she kept the conversation, the more he lowered his guard.


    “I’m grabbing a syringe.”


    “Let me see the meds.”


    Holding her breath, she carefully picked up the bottles and showed them to him. He studied the meds, barely glancing at the penicillin which was clearly labeled. “What’s this?” He pointed.


    “A common local, used to deaden the area so that it doesn’t hurt when I dig into you with tweezers looking for that bullet.”


    He winced at her words, and then gestured with his hand. “Get to it then.”


    She turned back to the cabinets as relief flushed through her in a hot rush. Her hands shook, readying the two syringes. She faced him again, placing the full syringes on the tray next to the table. She carefully peeled back the gauze pads to see the angry wound. Yeah, this wasn’t going to be pleasant for either of them. Him, it was going to hurt, and if she wasn’t careful, he’d kill her for hurting him. Talk about a sticky situation. She bit her lip and wiped the area with alcohol. “This is going to pinch,” she warned before sticking him with the needle.


    He hissed through his teeth.


    She depressed the syringe watching the narcotic disappear into his body. She’d doubled the dose not taking any chances on it not being enough. He was a big man, probably tipping the scales at over two hundred with the amount of muscle on display. The double dose might kill him. But, surprisingly she was okay with that. Served him right for hurting Lynx and threatening her, besides if she didn’t get him under control, he’d kill her or worse.


    She finished injecting him and set the empty syringe on the tray. “I need to inject the penicillin in your behind.”


    He grunted and leaned over so she could reach his ass.


    She stabbed the needle into him, really loving her job when he swore.


    “Shit, woman.”


    “Sorry.” She pulled out the needle and didn’t rub the injection site like she usually did with any other patient. No way was she touching him any more than she had to.


    “Now what are you doing?” he hollered, when she turned back to the drawers.


    “Sorry, gathering instruments to probe the wound.”


    He winced at her choice of words, which is why she’d chose them. No reason to sugarcoat anything.


    She took pleasure in dropping the wicked sharp, long tweezers on the tray and enjoyed his skin paling when she next picked up a scalpel.


    “Whoa,” he said, the gun rising again. “Is that a knife?”


    She glanced down at the scalpel in her fingers. “I guess you could call it that.” She looked at him as innocently as she could, praying she was pulling it off. “I might need it to make the entry site bigger in order to dig out the bullet.”


    “Shit.” He nodded, and she noticed his head seemed to flop more than it should. “Put it on the tray, but don’t reach for it without asking me first.”


    “Okay.” Slower, she added disinfectant, sutures, needle and bandages. “I’m going to need you to lie on your side.”


    He looked at the door and around the room, much like a cornered animal who wasn’t willing to lower his guard. “No.”


    “Listen, Pete.” She used her most convincing nurse-maid voice. “I need the light in order to investigate the wound. Your body creates a shadow. It will be more comfortable for you to lie down, and I’ll be quicker.”


    He seemed to war with himself, and then gave in and lay on his side, keeping his arm free with the gun still glued in his hand. She noticed his eyelids dip and stay closed longer than normal.


    Come on drug, do your thing.


    “What are you looking at?” he demanded, when he opened his eyes to find her watching him.


    “Nothing.” Keep working, Eva. Don’t give him a reason to suspect that you shot him up with narcotics. He was feeling the effects. She needed him to think of another reason to explain the tiredness that would hit him any minute. “We really need to get you to a hospital. You’ve lost a lot of blood.”


    Maybe she’d taken it too far or he’d finally wised up. “You bitch. Whatdaya give me?”


    The gun came up, and she knew she was toast. With nothing to lose, she made a grab for the gun. It went off, putting a nice hole in her ceiling, and had plaster raining down on them. They struggled, and she fell on him, making sure her elbow dug into his wounded side. Pete screamed, and she freed the gun from his hand.


    The door to the room slammed open against the opposing wall, and Lynx rushed in, his gun raised with another armed man in a navy and gold trooper uniform right behind him.


    Reflexes had her swinging the gun toward the new interruption.


    “Eva, honey, hand me the gun,” Lynx soothed, reaching out his hand.


    She stood frozen for a moment, the gun still trained on Lynx as Pete threatened and cursed her heritage.


    “Eva, hand me the gun.” Lynx slowly inched toward her, letting the guy standing behind him cover Pete in case he decided to give them any trouble. Lynx’s hand enclosed hers. “That’s it. Let go. I’ve got it.” He talked to her in a calming voice, like he was talking down a jumper.


    She didn’t realize how tight she was strung until Lynx had Pete’s gun and yanked her into the warmth and safety of his arms. Then she started to shake like a dried, golden birch leaf ready to fall.


    “You got this?” Lynx asked the uniform over her head.


    “What’s to get? Your woman took him out.”


    Eva disengaged herself from Lynx’s comforting arms. She wanted to stay and never leave the protective circle, but she still had a patient.


    “I drugged him up. We need to call an ambulance or air flight him to Fairbanks. I might have overdosed him.”


    “You are quite the woman,” the uniform said with an appreciative look. “No wonder Lynx is ready to call bachelor life quits.”


    “Nate,” Lynx growled the warning through his teeth.


    “What? You haven’t finalized the deal yet?” Nate turned toward Eva and gave her a smile that twinkled. “Hi, I’m Nate Lewis. And if you’d like to have dinner with me, I’d love to feed you.”


    “Back off. She only eats dinner with me.”


    “I’ve yet to eat dinner with you,” Eva said. “You stood me up, remember? Besides, I don’t belong to anyone.”


    Nate choked on his laugh, and Lynx’s expression darkened. Then he grasped Eva’s arm turning it to see better. “Are you bleeding?”


    She shook her head. “It’s not mine.”


    “Nice,” Nate said.


    “Let’s get this dirt bag out of here,” Eva said. “He’s mudding up my clinic.” Eva turned back to Pete. He was out cold but still bleeding. She moved to stanch the blood, but Lynx grabbed her arm.


    “You don’t have to do this. He held you hostage.”


    “I’m okay.”


    “You might think you are.” He held up his hand when she went to interrupt. “I can bandage him until the paramedics get here. I’m a registered veterinarian, and he’s basically an animal.”


    “Let me help. I’ll be fine. Seriously. I can do this.”


    He smiled at her with what she interpreted to be pride, and it made her heart swell with that teenage excitement. She did her best to tamp it back. There was too much going on to let an infatuation with this man stay in the forefront. “After we take care of him, and you get him out of my clinic, I need an explanation on what the hell this was all about.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Nineteen


    


    Lynx returned to Chatanika after delivering the poachers to the jail in Fairbanks. The paperwork had seemed endless, and a new day had begun by the time he was finished. Pete was handcuffed to his bed in the Fairbanks Memorial Hospital with a guard stationed outside his room. Last Lynx had heard, Pete had come to and cussing about the demon nurse in Chatanika. Lynx liked the description, so proud of Eva and the way she’d handled herself, though he never wanted to see her in danger again.


    That was one woman with a level head on her shoulders. And a very pretty one at that. He passed the clinic on the way to his place, badly wanting to pull in and see her. But a shower, shave, and a few hours of sleep would do him some good. He tended to get a little stupid when he didn’t get enough sleep, and he’d need all his brain cells for the conversation he knew they’d be having later.


    He parked and got out of his truck. He’d have to get it cleaned, since Pete had bled all over the front seat. For today, he’d grabbed a tarp from the precinct and covered his seat. Climbing up the stairs to the deck, he felt the many hours he’d gone without rest, and entered the unlocked cabin to find Eva curled asleep on his couch.


    His heart flipped seeing her sleeping in his place. It was never clearer to him than right now that she belonged here with him. Quietly, he walked over to the couch and knelt down. She’d tossed and turned during her sleep. The blanket she’d covered herself with pooled at her waist, probably due to what she’d endured the night before. He should have had Raven come and stay with her so she wasn’t alone. He tugged the blanket up to her shoulders, tucking the edges in around her.


    Her eyes fluttered open, and his heart did that stuttering thing again. He loved this woman.


    “Hey,” she greeted.


    “Hey, yourself.”


    She went to smile, doing a half stretch when she caught site of her surroundings. Everything must have come crashing back to her, for she sat up quickly and wrapped her arms in the blanket, keeping it close to her body.


    “I’m sorry for making myself at home. It’s just after you left, I couldn’t stay at my place.”


    “I understand. I’m glad you came here. I should have called Raven, or gotten you a room at the lodge.”


    “No. I would have been mortified if everyone knew I was freaked out.”


    “Eva, you were held hostage, threatened at gunpoint. I don’t know of any civilian who could’ve handled themselves better than you did. You kept your wits about you and defeated the bad guy. Pretty ingenious of you too. Nate’s singing your praises. So am I.”


    She glanced down, her fingers plucking the material of the patchwork quilt his Grandma Coho had made for him last Christmas. “Thanks for that.”


    He tilted his head toward the bedroom. “Want to catch a few more winks with me in a more comfortable place?”


    “Uh, about that. We need to get some truths out in the open before whatever this is between us goes any further.”


    “What kind of truths?” This is not where he wanted to go. He wanted to lift her up in his arms, carry her to his bed, and after loving her, fall asleep in her arms.


    “You’re keeping a secret from me,” she accused. “The past has taught me one thing very important, never to abide secrets.”


    He really could have used some sleep before this confrontation. But he could see in her eyes how serious this was to her. How did he tell her without making her run screaming from him? He took a seat on the couch, faced her, and covered her hands with his. Looking deep into her eyes, he told her the truth. “I can talk to animals.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Can you be serious?”


    “I am.”


    “What, you’re like a Dr. Doolittle or something?” she scoffed.


    He winced. It wasn’t the first time he’d been called that. Didn’t help that he’d first gone into veterinarian science.


    “You’re being serious?” she asked as though she’d been waiting for the punch line to a joke.


    He nodded and quietly waited her out as the dots connected.


    “Okay, then why is BW stalking me?”


    “Near as I can tell, he thinks you look like a pretty flower. He’s partial to flowers.”


    “He told you that?”


    Lynx couldn’t tell if she was humoring him or giving him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe a little of both. “It’s more of an image or feeling than actual words exchanged.” That would be crazy. “And then I went and told him I’d like to get to know you back when you first came to town. I believe he thinks he’s helping me.” This was going to sink him. He should just shut up.


    “So, he’s playing matchmaker?” Her eyelids lowered, and she freed her hands from his.


    “Kinda.” He rubbed the back of his neck and decided he might as well jump in with both feet. She could obviously see if he wasn’t telling her the whole truth. “BW and I go back a ways. I rescued him when he was born. His mother died giving him birth, and I, well, raised him.”


    “You’re the moose’s daddy?” Her brows rose in disbelief.


    “No. Maybe. He’s fond of me. He likes to check in and hang out every now and then. I asked him to stay close to town because of the poachers.”


    “You realize this is a moose we are talking about?”


    “I know.” Any minute now she’d vow never to see him again. Or worse, pack her bags and head back to Cincinnati.


    “Do you talk to more than moose?”


    He could talk to all of them including the birds in the sky. “Yeah, but I can’t seem to reason much with mama bears or wolverines.” He shrugged. “Listen, Eva, I know this sounds crazy, especially to someone from Outside, but if you live here long enough, this doesn’t seem so weird. Alaska is a magical place, and I come from a long line of Native Alaskans. Athabascan with some Tlingit mixed in there. There is . . . enchantment, for lack of a better word, in my lineage.”


    “Are you saying all of the Maiskis can talk to the animals?”


    “No, we each have our own gifts, and they manifest themselves in different ways.”


    “Fox?”


    “We don’t know yet. But he’s a hell of a lot smarter than most ten-year-olds.” It was downright unnatural. “I know this is a lot to comprehend, but I really like you Eva. More than like you. I’m falling in love with you.” Already fallen and landed hard. He didn’t think she was ready for all that until she’d digested his “gift.”


    She shook her head. “One thing at a time.” She rubbed her face and stood up. “I need caffeine. Lots of it.”


    “Eva—”


    She held out her hand to stop him as he got to his feet and reached for her. “I don’t know what’s worse. Loving a man who loves men or loving a man who thinks he talks to animals.”


    He took the one-two-punch like a prize fighter.


    “I’m not ready for this.” She splayed her hands wide. “All of this. It’s too much. I’ve only been in Alaska for a month, and I’ve been chased up a tree by a moose, stabbed by the same tree, swept out of a canoe into a freezing river, eaten by mosquitoes, had my undergarments stolen and paraded around town by the same stalker moose, and held at gunpoint. Now you say you’re falling in love with me. In my book, that means marriage and me agreeing to live here, permanently. It’s too much, Lynx. I might not survive next month.” She paused to breathe. “I need time to decide what I really want. I’m sorry, Lynx, but would you please leave.”


    He swallowed and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “It’s my house.”


    “What?”


    “You’re in my house. Let me walk you home.” He couldn’t give her a ride in his truck. The reminder of Pete would probably be that last straw that would send her packing.


    “Oh.” That seemed to take the steam right out of her. She glanced around the log cabin. “Okay, I’ll leave, and I’ll walk myself home. It’s daylight, what can happen?” She laughed, the sound a little hysterical.


    “Eva,” Lynx called her name when she opened the door. “I never figured you for a coward.”


    Her spine shot straight as a broomstick. He’d just thrown down a dare. That’s how he’d gotten her to go canoeing after he’d stood her up. He hadn’t forgotten either.


    “That won’t work with me this time. Not over something this important.” She walked through the door and quietly shut it behind her.


    ***


    Eva followed the path to the clinic from Lynx’s cabin. She shouldn’t have crashed at his place. But after Lynx had left her last night with one quick, hard kiss and a, “We’ll talk when I get back,” she hadn’t wanted to wait for him at her place. The clinic wasn’t home, not after being invaded by Pete who’d threatened to rape and kill her. Lynx’s cabin felt more like home. Or was it because Lynx lived there?


    She was so confused.


    What did she do with what he’d told her? Her logical brain was telling her to pack and get the hell out of here, but her heart wanted to believe everything Lynx had said.


    When BW had her trapped, she’d done her best to scare him away and gotten nowhere. All Lynx had done was talk to him, and after what looked like an affectionate nudge, the moose had moseyed off into the woods. She glanced around the dense forest hoping not to come across BW or any other wild animals. She picked up her step.


    Could Lynx be telling the truth?


    And if he was, then what?


    Alaska was like another planet, and she hadn’t even seen a winter yet.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty


    


    It had been two days, and Eva hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Lynx. Boy, did that saying have more meaning living in Alaska. Fox and Raven had stopped by to check on her and invited her to go shopping in Fairbanks. She’d enjoyed herself even though she’d figured Lynx had called his sister and asked Raven to keep an eye on her. It made her heart hurt knowing he was thinking of her even though she’d basically called a halt between them.


    Her patient load had been heavy, but a lot of that had been townsfolk wanting to get to know her better now that she’d “proven” herself a member of the community by taking down a bad guy. After half a dozen patients, she’d closed the clinic, taped a note on the door of where she’d be, and showed up at the lodge to tell her story over many Ugly Moose drinks so that they all could get back to business. The sharing had been mutual, and she felt more accepted in the small town.


    One thing she hadn’t been able to ask anyone was if Lynx had been stringing her along or not. She didn’t want to voice it, and she didn’t want to “out” him in case everyone wasn’t privy to his animal talking abilities.


    When she returned to the clinic, she’d found her lavender bra hanging from her doorknob. She picked it up and glanced around. She knew BW hadn’t left it for her. There had been no sign of him the last few days either. Lynx probably told him it was okay to return to the Refuge now that the poachers had been caught.


    What was she saying? She was starting to believe him.


    And if she were to believe Lynx, the return of her bra was a good indication that he could talk to animals. How else would he have gotten her bra off of BW’s antlers? She had been out of her mind trying to cut it off him with a pair of scissors. The bra wasn’t that worse for wear. A good washing and no one would ever know the adventures it had taken.


    When she entered her place, nothing but silence greeted her. She used to like the silence. Not so much anymore. She headed for bed. At least with the many Ugly Moose she’d drunk, sleeping promised to be easier tonight.

  


  


  


  
    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    He’d given her three days. Now he was getting his woman back.


    Chocolate hadn’t worked, neither had flowers, but there was no way Eva would be able to turn away a puppy.


    Lynx didn’t care if this wasn’t playing fair as he was way past fair.


    With the cute little pup in his arms, he felt very confident that he’d get inside Eva’s door. That was until Eva opened her door and his heart pounded at the sight of her, and his carefully planned speech floated off into the atmosphere.


    “Hi,” he managed to say.


    “Hi,” she returned.


    The puppy squirmed in his arms, bringing him back to his plan and off how pretty Eva looked in her silky blue blouse and sexy short skirt. He wondered what color her undergarments were today.


    “This is Kiski.” Lynx held up the runt puppy Fox agreed was more suited as a pet than one of the dogs he trained for sledding. “You need someone to help you navigate this country. She’s a good start. I’d be better, but she’d go a long way in helping you with the local wildlife.”


    When Eva didn’t say anything right away, he rushed on. “Dogs come in handy. She’ll make a good companion, and bears don’t like the sound of their barking.”


    “What about moose?” Eva bit her tongue to keep from smiling. How did one resist a big man holding a little puppy? A puppy that wasn’t going to stay little for long. Not with those saucer-size paws.


    “They’re not too fond of them either.”


    She held her hand out to Kiski, who lavished her fingers with her pink tongue. How could she resist the blue and brown-eyed pup with the bandit face? Turned out she didn’t want to. “Okay, I’ll give her a try.”


    “You’ll have to take my word for it, but she likes you and would like us to make a home for her. Together.”


    “She told you this?”


    “Kinda.” He looked down at the puppy in his arms who was currently trying to eat the buttons off his shirt. “So what do you say? Remember, she wants us both as her parents.”


    Eva let the smile spread over her face. The man was too damned adorable. “Depends. Are you house broken?”


    He set the puppy down, who promptly began chewing on the laces of his Timberland boots. “I’m house broken where it counts.” He started to hope. “Do you feel better about what I told you?”


    “I don’t understand why I do, but I believe you. But before we go any further, there’s something you need to know about me. I drive men off.” She lowered her eyes and muttered, “Or drive them gay.”


    “Eva, I’m not going anywhere, and no way in hell will I ever turn gay. I’m willing to prove it over and over and over—”


    “I get the idea.” She huffed a deep breath and tried again. “You haven’t seen me on my bad days.”


    He cocked a brow in jest. “It gets worse than this?”


    She made a startled, insulted sound. “Are you taking me seriously?”


    “No. You’re talking nonsense and on some level you know it. Eva—”


    “Listen, I’m about the only available woman in town who isn’t related to you. I’m convenient.”


    “Fairbanks isn’t that far away. I’m not attracted to you because you’re close. There are easier women to be attracted to.”


    “Hey.”


    “Well?”


    “Okay, so that last one might have been a stretch.”


    “Don’t insult us both. You need me. You love me.”


    She sucked in her breath, and he waited her out. “We haven’t known each other long enough.”


    He grabbed her upper arms and pulled her in close for a kiss. Her toes curled in her high-heeled sandals before he was finished.


    “Time means nothing. Sometimes you just know. Forget everything and just tell me what’s in your heart.”


    Eva searched his eyes and saw nothing but love and sincerity. This man really loved her. And she hadn’t shown him the best side of her either. If he could love the worst of her, they were bound to make it.


    “I love you, Lynx. Every crazy thing about you.”


    He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers. “Thank you.”


    She pulled back. “Thank you? I just told you I loved you. Reciprocate, mountain man.”


    He swung her up into his arms. “Oh, I plan to, woman.”


    Lynx carried her inside, with Kiski trailing after them trying to attack his boots. Lynx tossed Eva onto the bed, sacrificing his broken-in Timberlands to the pup, and then proceeded to show Eva in detail how very much he loved her.


    


    THE END
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    Chapter One


    


    Aidan Harte stepped out of his rented SUV and right into Hell.


    Chatanika, Alaska to be exact where it was so cold it burned. He’d been born in this forgotten gold mining town, lost in the interior of the state, north of Fairbanks by about thirty desolate miles.


    “Well, Dad, you finally got me back here.” And it hadn’t been over his dead body but that of his father’s. Aidan slammed the door shut on the SUV. He was here to exorcise ghosts, while he closed out his father’s life. The faster he saw Chatanika in his rearview mirror the better.


    Not much had changed in the—what eleven, twelve years—since he’d last been here. It was mid afternoon and the sun was already headed to bed, it being November. Snow and ice smothered, sending the landscape into a state of unconsciousness, stunting spruce trees, and stripping birch branches until they resembled fragile bones.


    Aidan pulled the collar of his coat up around his neck and wished he’d stopped in Fairbanks and bought a parka. His winter coat, which was perfectly adequate for Seattle, might as well have been a windbreaker in this hostile environment.


    The outside thermometer on the Tahoe had said two. Now with the sun setting, the temperature would drop fast. Predicted temp for tonight was negative fifteen.


    Aidan picked his way toward the family homestead, his feet crunching through the ice-crusted snow. The cabin’s roof hung precariously over the rotted porch. The porch had been rotting when he’d last been here the summer he’d turned eighteen. He’d clearly remembered falling through and cutting up his leg. And the kiss he’d received from Raven Maiski. She’d had the power to drive more than pain away with her kisses.


    It was eerily quiet. Spooky. The kind of night where you could hear yourself breathe and shadows took on a life of their own. He approached the makeshift fence made of twisted chain link and sharp, rusted barbwire. A chain and corroded padlock secured the front gate as well as a screaming red no trespassing sign. He should have figured this. Earl Harte had always been under the delusion everyone was out to get him. Many probably were, or had been. It no longer mattered now that the bastard was dead.


    Aidan studied the gate. He could climb it and probably get cut from the barbwire or attempt to knock it down. It probably wasn’t any better built than the rotting front porch. Problem was, his dad was notorious for booby-traps.


    He checked around the gate, looking for wires, sharp instruments, and then gave it a solid kick. The gate swung open.


    Well, that seemed anticlimactic.


    Puffs of air steamed in front of his face. His breathing increased as he struggled toward the cabin. He didn’t want to go in there. Nobody had been living in the dump for three months. Who knew what could have crawled in and died. For that matter, who knew what kind of condition Earl had left it in? His dad had never been the best about picking up after himself.


    Aidan took a moment to rethink staying in the cabin while he went through what remained of his father’s life. He could get a room at the Chatanika Lodge instead. But then he was sure to run into people—people he didn’t want to see. Or, more precisely, people who didn’t want to see him.


    Maybe he could risk catching a glimpse of Raven.


    Nope, the faster he could clean up and clear out the better. No one wanted anymore to do with him than they had his father. No one would miss Earl Harte.


    Not even him.


    Aidan stepped cautiously, keeping an eye out for anything that looked suspicious. Earl would have a trap or tripwire set on the front entrance that would release something sharp and nasty for anyone stupid enough to bother him. He rounded the corner of the cabin heading toward the back door, hunching his shoulders against the cold and slapping his thin-gloved hands together in an attempt to warm them. The snow was deeper around the side of the cabin. Nothing looked like it had been disturbed. Not even animal prints cut the icy crust of the snow.


    Suddenly, he skidded, his arms flailing wide. He regained his balance and looked at what he’d slipped on. A piece of tin. He glanced up and saw where it had fallen off the roof at some point. The place was falling apart. He shook his head and stepped carefully.


    Steel teeth of a bear trap sprung, spearing into the flesh of his lower leg.


    “Son of a bitch!” He screamed as pain stabbed through his leg.


    He clawed at where the teeth of the rusty trap punctured into his flesh, through his jeans, through his boots, and into the tender flesh of his leg. Dropping in the snow, he cried out again as pain seared like fire through his leg, causing him to shake. He moaned through gritted teeth, struggling with the jaws of the trap. Sweat dripped down his face.


    He quickly looked around, for anyone—anything—that would help free him from the snare.


    Silence.


    The only sound was his own choppy breathing, his pounding heart, and his useless moaning. He was alone. He was freezing.


    He was seriously fucked.


    What kind of sick son of bitch laid traps next to the back door of his own home?


    Aidan clenched his teeth, grabbed the edges of the steel-teeth trap, and tried to pry the jaws apart. He roared and strained with everything he had. The effort wasted. Blood soaked through his jeans and dribbled like syrup, staining the snow.


    The sun dipped and shadows grew menacing.


    And cold seeped in like death.


    Aidan’s heart grew heavy in his chest. He sat—spent—in the snow, the heat of his body causing the snow to melt through his jeans and freeze next to his skin.


    Think Harte, think.


    Damn, but it was hard to think when his body was racked with pain. Maybe, he could crawl to the SUV with the trap and drive for help. He scratched around in the snow until he found the chain attached to the anchor of the trap. He heaved until his muscles drained.


    No use. The anchor was encased in ice, frozen into the earth.


    Come up with something else quick, or you’re a dead man.


    He patted his pockets, and pulled out his keys. Nothing on the key ring that could help him. He pocketed them and felt around for more. A Jolly Rancher. He snorted out a laugh. Not much of a last meal. Then he found his cell phone.


    “Yes!” He flipped it open and dialed 911. No bars. “What the—”


    He shook the phone as if that would miraculously gain him coverage. Nothing. He moved the phone around him, over his head, searching for reception. “Come on,” he prayed. “Come on.” Again, nothing.


    It started to snow.


    Big, quiet, heavy flakes that smothered the earth. Despair began to settle in, becoming partners with the throbbing pain. He was going to die here. Born and died in the same place. It was kind of funny. Or ironic.


    He wondered when his body would be found and by whom. Would it be spring? Or would an animal find him and have him for a last meal? He unwrapped the Jolly Rancher and popped it in his mouth. Grape. He grimaced. It tasted like cough medicine.


    Chances were good no one would know what became of him. His therapist had encouraged him to return to Alaska, to make peace with his father, and his past. What a laugh.


    His editor might be the one to make some noise but not until his deadline was closer on his next graphic novel. He didn’t have any friends. For family, his Uncle Roland was hiding from the law, his cousin Lana was back in college. She’d miss him. But she’d get over it soon. The only thing they had in common besides the commercial fishing operation was that both their fathers were assholes.


    The only people who’d really wonder would be the IRS. What did that say about his life?


    He heard a howl. Then another. And another.


    Wolves.


    God, he prayed they waited until he was dead to feast on his carcass. He laughed, the sound bitter. He’d been born under the sign of the wolf. Conceived under the Northern Lights and born in a blizzard. His Athabascan mother, before the booze had drowned all the love and warmth from her, had strung him tales about the power of the wolf he was supposed to possess.


    Guess that had been a load of shit too.


    He heard the wolves grow closer. He knew what they’d do. They’d circle him. Enclose him in a death ring. That is, if they were brave enough to venture onto Earl Harte’s property. But with a warm meal staked out for them like a buffet, they’d come. They’d surround him, enclosing the circle closer and closer. Yellow beady eyes shining with greed and hunger, gleaming, sharp teeth dripping with saliva, until one of them—the alpha male—would lunge for his throat. At least when that happened, he’d die quickly. He wouldn’t feel them tear into his stomach and feast on his organs, shred the meat off his bones. At least, he hoped.


    They were closer now. He could hear them breathe.


    “Hey, Mr. Harte, nice wheels. Fishing must’ve been good. About time you got…home.” A young gangly teenage boy, dressed in a fur-rimmed parka and mukluks skidded to a stop when he saw Aidan. “You’re not Mr. Harte.”


    Aidan had never been so glad to see anyone in his life. “I need help. And we better hurry. I hear wolves.”


    “Wolves?” The boy scowled in confusion and then smiled. “Those aren’t wolves. They’re my sled dogs.” He ventured closer and saw the trap. “Don’t know much about Mr. Harte, do you?”


    “More than I wish I did.” Aidan gestured to the trap. “Help me out here?”


    “I can try.” He knelt down in front of Aidan and looked him in the eyes. “You’re stuck pretty good. Must hurt bad.”


    “You could say that.” Aidan clenched his teeth. He was also freezing to death. He struggled to his knee for added leverage and grabbed the jaws of the trap.


    The boy put his hands next to Aidan’s. “Ready?” he asked.


    Aidan nodded, and as cold as he was, he began to sweat. They pulled, heaved with all their might, but the springs wouldn’t budge. Aidan felt the teeth move but not enough to release his leg.


    “All right, break.” He moaned. Any minute now he was going to cry like a baby. “What’s your name?” Aidan asked, trying to concentrate on anything that could help distract him from the pain. This kid might be the last to see him alive. Last to let anyone who might be interested what had become of him.


    “Fox, my name’s Fox.” Fox tilted his head to the side. “Are you related to Mr. Harte?”


    “Yeah,” Aidan scoffed. “You could say that.”


    “Well…are you?” he asked as though the answer meant something. “Either you are or you aren’t. What is it?”


    “Earl Harte is…was my father.”


    Fox fell back on his haunches. “You’re Mr. Harte’s son? The graphic novelist, Aidan Harte?”


    A fan? Clear out here? “Yeah.” He nodded and wiped sweat off his forehead.


    “Whoa.” Fox stared at him. Really stared. As though he were looking for something. “What do you mean Mr. Harte was your father?” Fox swallowed.


    Could the kid have liked Earl? Nobody had liked Earl.


    “He was ki—died this summer. I’m here to take care of his effects.”


    Fox’s eyes fell to the ground, and he gave a heavy sigh. “I was afraid something like that had happened when he didn’t come back. Seeing the SUV outside his place…well, I thought he’d finally made it home.”


    “Were you and him…close?” Earl hated kids.


    “Kinda. It was a weird relationship.” The kid took a deep breath and seemed to collect himself. “You ready to try again?”


    “What the hell.” They braced themselves and pulled on the jaws of the trap. They heaved and strained until Aidan couldn’t help the holler of pain. “Stop. Shit.” He couldn’t take anymore of this. Just kill him and get it over with. It wasn’t like he had a lot to live for anyway.


    “We need help,” Fox said. “I’m strong for my age, but this is bigger than me.” Fox leaped to his feet. “I’ll be right back.” He turned toward the back of the cabin, walking in a zigzagging line to the back door. The kid obviously knew where the booby-traps were placed.


    Fox entered the cabin and returned with a fur-lined hat and blankets. “Here.” He gave the hat to Aidan, who immediately put it on, the flaps big and floppy covered his ears, and then Fox carefully wrapped Aidan’s legs with the blanket, adding another one around his shoulders.


    Aidan fished out the keys in his pocket. “Take the SUV.”


    Fox shook his head. “My mom would kill me for driving. Besides, it’s snowing too hard. I’d probably put it in the ditch. My dogs will get to help faster in weather like this. You hang in there. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


    “If I’m... He didn’t want to say dead, but that’s where he was headed.


    “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it. Think warm.”


    Aidan heard excited barks and yips as Fox turned the corner and was out of sight. The kid was gone, and Aidan was once again alone in the arctic night.


    He tried to disassociate from the pain throbbing in his leg where the metal teeth were clamped around it. It was becoming easier to do as he was losing feeling, either from blood loss or the cutting off of circulation.


    He lay down on the hard, frozen ground. Snow fell so thick he couldn’t see more than a few feet above him. Sticking out his tongue, he caught the flakes and swallowed as they melted. He used to love doing that when he was younger. Snow had always been magical. Blanketing everything in white. Softening the edges of the harsh landscape. Glowing blue and green in the dark winters when the Northern Lights would dance like spirits in the sky above.


    Would Fox be able to make it back in this?


    He no longer felt the cold, either because the kid had wrapped him up or because shock had set in. Snow began to cover him, adding another welcomed layer of insulation. He pulled the hood of the hat over his face and closed his eyes.


    He didn’t know how long he’d stayed like that. Maybe he slept. But suddenly he heard a truck’s brakes squealing as it came to a fast stop, then voices and the sound of footsteps crunching through the snow.


    “Harte!”


    Aidan tried to lift his arm to pull back the hood, but someone beat him to it, dusting off snow that was attempting to camouflage him. He opened his eyes and stared into Lynx Maiski’s hard unforgiving face.


    Shit. He was hoping not to run into his former childhood comrade.


    “I can’t believe it,” Lynx said. “I thought the boy was suffering from exposure when he told me you were here.” Air puffed from his angry mouth. “Didn’t think I ever see you again.”


    “Can we get me out of this trap before you lay into me?”


    Lynx looked him over. “You’re not much competition at the moment.” He lifted a brow and indicated Fox behind him. “If the kid wasn’t so concerned about you, I’d be tempted to leave you.”


    And he’d be justified.


    “If you’re going to leave me, shoot me first.”


    Lynx laughed. “Don’t tempt me. Hand me those clamps, Fox.” He looked at Aidan. “This is going to hurt.”


    “Worse than stepping into the damn thing?”


    “Wait until the blood gets flowing again.” Lynx smiled as though enjoying the picture he painted.


    Aidan rose into a sitting position. Fox kept quiet, glancing worriedly at Aidan every few seconds. The kid actually seemed to care. Aidan studied him. Was he Lynx’s son? There seemed to be a resemblance of sorts.


    Lynx tightened down a C-clap to the front spring and then attached another to the back. “Fox, you tighten this clap, and I’ll do the other. Harte, get ready to pull your leg out. These traps are ancient. It could spring back at any moment. I’m surprised you even attempted to come here, knowing Earl like you do.”


    “Didn’t Fox tell you? Earl’s dead.”


    Lynx paused then continued twisting the clap. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. I hope it was painful.”


    A bullet to the chest. “Yeah. He felt pain.”


    “Glad to hear it.”


    The clamp on his leg started to lessen. He reached out to help pull it out of the trap as he’d lost most of the feeling in it. The pressure decreased but he couldn’t get his leg out. The teeth were caught in the leather of his boots.


    “Come on, Harte. Pull.” Lynx tightened his jaw. “Who knows how old this trap is. It could go off again at any moment. I don’t want the kid hurt.”


    “Don’t worry about me,” Fox said. “I’m quick. Let’s just get him out.”


    The kid was wise. Listen to the kid. Finally, the jaws released enough of their hold and he scraped his leg out of the trap. As soon as he was free, the trap sprung, snapping into the air.


    “Shit,” Lynx said, jumping back. “Your damn SOB of a father should have been shot for laying traps like that around here!”


    Aidan grabbed his lower leg as feeling began pumping through his veins like hot oil.


    “Do you think it’s broken?” Lynx asked.


    “Don’t know. Hurts too bad to tell.”


    “Fox, bring that sled over here.”


    Fox positioned a sled next to Aidan and they both helped him into it.


    “Let’s get out of here. This place always gave me the creeps.” Lynx pointed at Fox. “You and I are going to have a talk later on how you know where the booby-traps are hidden.”


    Fox gulped and looked away.


    “Lead us out of here, Fox.” Lynx grabbed the rope tied to the sled and pulled, following Fox’s trail. They reached a crew-cab 4x4 pick-up with the National Wildlife Refuge seal painted on the side.


    Aidan stood with Fox and Lynx’s help, using the door of the truck as a crutch. He climbed in, clamping his mouth shut as he bumped his leg.


    “Working for the State?” Aidan asked when they were under way. The snow came at them so hard there was no visibility.


    “Yep,” Lynx answered, concentrating on keeping the truck on the road. How he could tell where it was, Aidan hadn’t a clue.


    Aidan turned around to Fox, sitting quietly in the backseat studying Aidan. “Thanks, Fox. I owe you my life.”


    “You’re welcome,” he said, giving Aidan a hesitant smile.


    They pulled into the heart of Chatanika. An old gold mining dredge sat like a metal monster to the left, the main tourist attraction. The old lodge cabin squatted across the street on the right. A few outlying cabins dotted, circling the center of town, vague shadows in the rapidly falling snow.


    “We won’t be able to get you to Fairbanks in this weather,” Lynx said, parking the truck and switching off the engine. He turned to Fox. “Run and get Eva. I’ll get him into the lodge.”


    Fox jumped out of the truck and took off.


    Aidan wanted to insist they drive him to Fairbanks. He didn’t want to meet anymore people from Chatanika. At least he didn’t recognize anyone by the name of Eva. She must be new. But if he went into the lodge, memories where going to swamp him. “Who’s Eva?”


    “My wife, and lucky for you, a NP. She’s the best thing we got in medical care out here.” Lynx stepped out of the truck and walked around the front.


    Aidan opened the door and gritted his teeth. Getting into the lodge was going to be the easy part. Seeing the occupants of the lodge was going to hurt.


    “Ready for this?” Lynx asked.


    Aidan didn’t know if he was asking about his physical well-being or the emotional havoc to come. “Not much choice in the matter,” he mumbled.


    Lynx put his arm around Aidan’s back. Aidan swung an arm around his shoulder and they hobbled to the front door of the lodge.


    The door opened and Fiona, Lynx’s mother, stood there, looking the same as Aidan remembered. Round and happy—well, more concerned at the moment—she’d always seemed to make the best out of what life handed her, and it didn’t seem as though that had changed. “Aidan Harte! I thought I’d seen a ghost when you pulled up.” She quickly looked him over. “Always coming to my place injured in one form or another, don’t you.” She motioned for them to follow her. “Come on. Let’s get you patched up. Can’t wait to hear the story on this escapade.”


    A lump lodged in his throat as he looked around the lodge, its rough homespun interior decorated with vintage mining materials, various snow shoes, nailed to the walls, over-sized furniture sat in intimate corners, soft old leather couches flanked the stone fireplace.


    Fiona was the closest thing to a mother he’d had growing up, since his own mother had checked out most of the time. Fiona had feed him cookies, washed his scraped knees, and scolded him within an inch of his life when he stepped out of line. Damn, he did not want to deal with these old feelings.


    God, he hoped Raven was no longer living here.


    Please, he prayed, let Raven be happily married and living in the Midwest somewhere. Far away from Chatanika.


    “Bring him in here.” Fiona opened the door to one of the guest rooms. The room was decorated simply, with an old quilt on the bed, a wooden rocking chair in the corner, and an old thrift store dresser. Skis criss-crossed and hung above the queen size bed, diamond willow lamps sat on birch nightstands. Nostalgia hit him like a snowplow. The lump in his throat grew.


    Lynx threw him down on the bed. Aidan landed with a bounce. He held up his leg to keep blood from getting on the spread and gave Lynx a dirty look. He didn’t care that Lynx hated him, but he needed to take better care with Fiona’s things.


    “Lynx,” Fiona scolded. “That’s no way to treat an injured man.” She’d grabbed towels from the bathroom, and tore back the quilt, laying the towels down. “All right, Aidan, you can set your leg down now.” She gave him a once over. “Whatever did you do to yourself?”


    “He got himself caught in one of his father’s bear traps,” Lynx said with a sneer.


    “No.” Fiona gasped. “Oh, you poor thing.”


    Next she was going to be kissing his forehead and smoothing back his hair like she used to do. He wondered if she still had blueberry shortbread cookies in the cookie jar.


    “What is Earl thinking?” Fiona tsked.


    “Apparently, he’s no longer thinking or doing much of anything.” Lynx gave a cat-like grin. “Earl’s dead.”


    Fiona sighed. “Well... ”


    There was no, “Isn’t that a shame.” Or, “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Nobody in the room would shed a tear for Earl Harte.


    “I take it you sent for Eva?” Fiona asked Lynx, who nodded. “Good. I’ll go and grab some medicinal beverage. Aidan, I’m sure you could use a drink.”


    Damn right. “Thanks, Fiona. For everything.”


    “You’re welcome. It’s good to see you, son.” She walked over to the bed and smoothed the hair back on his forehead. “You always did have the best manners around.” She left the room. The lump that had been forming in his throat clogged it closed.


    “Suck up,” Lynx said. “I’ll never understand why she doesn’t hate you like the rest us.”


    He had to clear his throat to speak. “She doesn’t blame me for the sins of my father.”


    “Acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree.”


    “Have you ever seen an acorn tree growing in Alaska?” He tightened his jaw. “And I’m not my father.”


    Lynx snorted, but looked away like maybe Aidan had touched a nerve.


    A woman entered, who Aidan thankfully didn’t know. A little thing except for her very pregnant belly, with blond hair, cut short and spiked around her pixie face. She reached up and gave Lynx a kiss. Interesting. She also carried a black bag. Must be the nurse practitioner.


    “Harte this is Eva, my wife. Eva, this sorry excuse for a man, is Aidan Harte.”


    “Nice to meet you.” She glanced at Lynx when he snorted again. “Are you going to be helpful?”


    Aidan couldn’t help the chuckle.


    “What?” Lynx demanded.


    “Just interesting to see who wears the pants in your relationship. Really nice to meet you Eva.” He gave her a full smile.


    She smiled back and set the bag on the side of the bed, next to him. “Let’s take a look at you. Fox said you were caught in a trap?”


    Aidan nodded.


    She opened her bag, yanked on a pair of latex gloves, and pulled out scissors. She started at the hem of his jeans and carefully cut up the sides of one leg and then started on the other. “Your pants aren’t going to survive. Let’s see if we can save the rest of you.” She gave him a twinkling smile. “Lynx bring me over that trash can.” She indicated the one in the corner. Lynx begrudgingly brought it over. Eva stopped and straightened, looking Lynx in the eye. “If you’re going to be like that send someone else in here to help me.” She discarded the ruined jeans in the trash can.


    “Fine.” Lynx made a face, the same one he used to make when they were kids and Fiona would make him do something he didn’t want to.


    “Good.” Eva turned back to Aidan, and threw a crocheted blanket over his lower half, covering batman boxers.


    He was going to like this woman. Lynx had grown into a bear of a man. His Athabascan and Tlingit heritage shined through like muscle. His black hair, dark eyes, tanned skinned contrasted with Eva’s short blond, blue-eyed, ivory skinned, fairy looks.


    Eva surveyed Aidan’s leg. “Good thing you were wearing boots.”


    Yeah, one thing he had to be grateful for tonight, while so many other things had gone straight to hell.


    Fiona entered the room with a bottle of whiskey and no glass. “Better drink up, my boy, before Eva goes any farther. She’s cute, but wicked.” Fiona handed him a bottle and stuffed pillows behind his back when he sat up to drink. He took a long swallow, and relished the burn as it flowed down into his gut. His eyes watered, and he did everything he could not to cough. Not in front of Lynx, who was waiting to insult. He took another swallow and then handed the bottle back to Fiona, who sat it within easy reach on the nightstand.


    “All right, what can I do to help?” Fiona asked.


    “Get him to drink more,” Eva said, going for the boot laces on his good foot first. “You’re going to need a new pair of boots.”


    “Beats a new leg.”


    Eva chuckled. “I like a man who can keep a sense of humor at times like this. Unlike someone else I know.”


    Lynx folded his arms and rolled his eyes.


    “I like a woman who’s capable and pretty to look at.” Aidan flirted back and smiled when Lynx gave him the evil eye. He grabbed the bottle and took another swig. It barely burned at all this time. He swallowed some more, loving how it warmed his blood as it swam through his body.


    Eva started on the chewed up boot, cutting through the laces with her sharp scissors. A hush settled over the room, and Lynx and Fiona leaned in. “Step back and give me room to work.” She glanced at Aidan. “Why don’t you take another drink.”


    “Sounds like a dandy idear,” he slurred. He wasn’t much of a drinker. Since his mother had been a lush, he’d stayed away from it. So the alcohol hit him hard and fast. Like a moose during rutting season. He downed another long swallow. It was too much effort to get the bottle back onto the nightstand, so he cradled it in the crook of his arm. He was feeling no pain.


    Until Eva—the evil fairy from hell—pulled on his boot.


    “Ahhh!” he screamed like a baby. He’d tried to keep it in. Even bit his tongue, but with the booze, the holler had escaped.


    “Damn, I hope you didn’t break this,” Eva scolded him like it was his fault he was hurt. “No way we can get you to Fairbanks with that storm out there.” She surveyed the situation. “We need to get that boot off. But if he broke it we’d better leave it on until we can get him to a hospital. But then what kind of infection is already taken up residence from the trap?”


    Aidan quirked a brow. “Are you expecting an answer from me?”


    “She likes to talk out her problems,” Lynx said, scowling. “Leave her alone.”


    Aidan took another swig of the whiskey, really getting into the numbing effects.


    “How’s he doing?” Fox asked, rushing into the room, his eyes wide as he viewed Aidan’s leg. “Ooh, that doesn’t look good.”


    Aidan hadn’t looked. In fact, he’d looked at everyone and everything in the room, avoiding the sight of his mangled leg.


    “Fox, you shouldn’t be in here,” Lynx said, walking over to him and laying a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you have dogs to feed?”


    “That’s what I was doing. They’re all bedded down for the night.” He looked at Aidan, worry shining in his eyes. “Is he going to be all right?”


    “He’s going to be just fine.” Fiona walked around the bed and reached for Fox. “Come with me. I need your help getting him something to eat.” Fiona steered him out of the room, giving Aidan a backward glance with a wink.


    “Let’s get the boot off,” Eva announced, tightening her lips. “I think that’s the best course of action.” She went right to work. Before Aidan could down anymore of the bottle, she had his boot off in one quick excruciating yank.


    “Shit. Fuck. Son of a bitch!” He gasped—had trouble getting his breath back—and started to shake.


    “Sorry about that,” the demon nurse from hell said. “Guess I could have warned you, but I prefer the rip-off-the-bandage method. Why prolong the pain? Now let’s take a look.”


    The edge of his vision started to blur. God, he hoped he passed out.


    Then she walked in.


    Raven.


    The woman who had haunted him all his life. From his dreams to his fantasies. The woman who had broke his heart.


    “So it’s true,” she said, glaring at him from the doorway, her hands planted on her hips. Her voice was deeper, huskier. It vibrated through him like a stone thrown into a pool of water. She slowly stalked toward the bed. “I can’t believe you had the nerve to come back here.”


    He gazed up into her dark, bewitching eyes. How he had loved to gaze into her eyes for hours as he stroked her soft, honeyed skin. “Why aren’t you in the Midwest?” he asked. And he thought dying was the worst thing that could happen to him tonight.


    “Midwest?” She frowned and glanced at Eva and Lynx. “Did he hit his head too?”


    “Nope,” Lynx answered. “But he’s had a lot to drink.” He indicated the half empty bottle, which helped Aidan remember the whiskey snuggled in the crook of his arm.


    He took another swig. Man, that went down nice.


    “Where’s Fox?” Raven asked.


    “In the kitchen with Mom,” Lynx said. “He found Aidan, saved his sorry ass. He also knew how to navigate Earl’s booby-traps. It would be interesting to know how he knew that.”


    “Yes, it would. In the meantime, what are we going to do with him?” She pointed at Aidan as though he was something rotten that needed to be disposed of.


    He wasn’t worried. Hell, he was feeling fine. Aidan took another drink and some of the liquid dribbled down his chin. If they were going to kill him, they would have left him to die in the trap. With the temperature dropping to well below zero, he wouldn’t have made it through the night.


    Eva wiped the blood, rust, and dirt from his leg, while Aidan lost himself in gazing at Raven.


    She’d changed since he’d last seen her. At eighteen she’d been a skinny thing. All limbs and sharp angles. She’d gained weight and it had settled in all the right places. She was curvy. The kind of curvy a man could spend hours navigating, losing himself. He remembered the night they’d given each other their virginity. How they’d fumbled, laughed, and spoke of forever. How would it be to lay with her now?


    “Ouch.” He jerked as Eva poked him. “That hurts.”


    “Well, yeah.” Eva snorted. “You got your leg caught in a trap.”


    Weren’t nurses supposed to be compassionate?


    “Lynx, hand me that syringe.” She held her hand out. “Yes, that one.” She glanced at Aidan. “You’ve got a lot of crap in these wounds.” She glared at him like it was his fault. “I’m going to flush them out with saline and hope we wash out all the debris.”


    Aidan dropped his head back on the pillow as Eva went to work on him, snapping orders at Lynx for more towels.


    “What are you doing back here, Aidan?” Raven asked, her lips flattened into a line. She had such nice full lips that could stretch into a wide, welcoming smile. Why couldn’t she have smiled at him when she saw him instead of the scowl that wrinkled her forehead and made him feel like scum? Didn’t she have any memories of him that she revisited fondly?


    “Earl’s dead,” Lynx answered for him.


    “Well.” Raven folded her arms under her breasts—breasts that were considerably larger than they had been at eighteen. “It couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”


    “I need those tweezers.” Eva pointed to a sterile package in her bag, snapping her fingers for Lynx to speed it up. For such a little thing, she had a Napoleon attitude. She tore into the packaging and pulled out wickedly sharp, stainless steel tweezers. “I didn’t get all the debris with the wash. I’m going to have to dig some of it out with the tweezers. Raven, hold his shoulders down. Lynx you hold his leg immobile. And I mean don’t even let it twitch.” She flicked a glance at Aidan. “You aren’t going to like this.”


    “Surprise,” he said. “I haven’t liked any of it so far.”


    She smiled at him as though she approved and then narrowed a look at Raven. “Hold him down.”


    Raven took a deep breath, her eyes slanting. She didn’t want to touch him. But then he didn’t want her touching him either, for different reasons all together.


    She sat on the edge of the bed and placed her hands on his shoulders. Her scent drifted to him. In all these years she still smelled the same. Earthy. Berries, ferns, exotic underbrush. He vaguely felt Eva poking at him. The real pain came from having Raven so close and discovering he still had unresolved feelings for her hidden in the depths of his mangled heart.


    And she still hated him.


    “All right, I hope I got it all,” Eva said. “That trap must have been decades old and reverting back to nature for the amount of rust I washed out of the wounds. When was the last time you had a tetanus? Earl Harte should he shot for leaving things like that around his place.”


    Aidan laughed, though the sound was more sardonic than happy. Earl had been shot all right.


    “Aidan?” Eva hollered at him. “Tetanus shot? When did you last have one?”


    “Can’t remember,” he mumbled.


    “Are you allergic to any antibiotics?”


    “Nope.”


    “Are you all right?” Raven asked, looking suddenly concerned.


    “Do you care?”


    She tightened her lips, released him and scooted off the edge of the bed. “No.”


    “Then don’t bother asking.” He shut his eyes. Man, he was tired. It had been a hell of a day. It had been a hell of a few months. Who was he kidding? His life had always been hell. He’d be better off dead then he wouldn’t have to feel. Darkness closed in on him. Not comforting, but numbing.


    Whatever. He’d take it.
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    Alaska State Trooper Skip Ozhuwan has waited five years to reunite with Wren Terni, the woman he’s always loved. Flying back home for his sister’s wedding with only him and Wren in a chartered bush plane guarantees he’ll have her undivided attention.


    


    Ever since Skip arrested her five years earlier, Wren vowed never to lay eyes on him again. She’s gotten sober and made a life for herself that she’s proud of. Seeing Skip now throws her into a tailspin.


    


    When the plane crashes, forcing them to battle a violent arctic storm, outwit predators, and dispose of a dead body, they must find a way to get past their differences if they are to survive to have a future together.


    


    That is if they don’t kill each other first.
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