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      Jake

      

      I could taste the cold every time I drew a breath. Snowflakes hit my nose and cling to my eyelashes. I stuck out my tongue, relishing the feel of the icy cold droplets. I loved the snow. It always made everything feel fresh and clean. Despite my warm coat and heavy, lined boots, the cold seeped in and sent a chill down my spine. I don’t generally mind, in fact usually like it. The cold has a way of reminding you of your vulnerabilities. We are all fragile, no matter how big and tough we may appear on the outside.

      With every long stride, I am closer to home. I’m looking forward to a hot cup of coffee and a night sitting by the fire reading the book Gabe let me borrow. Up here, reading is the best past time. Television is overrated, and it rarely works. That discovery actually made me very happy. I loved being cut off from the world. Quite frankly, I am not fond of most of the inhabitants. There is far too much evil, but not up here on the mountain.

      Crocker Mountain in the Carrabassett Valley in Maine, is my hiding place. I’m never leaving. Never going to face the horrors I once witnessed so many years ago. Not on my mountain.

      My small cabin came into view as I emerged from the trees. I picked up my step, anxious to get everything ready before the snow really started to fall. This was going to be a big one. I was ready. I was always ready. It was part of my Army training.

      Heading straight for my woodshed, I carried some logs to the cabin’s covered porch. After a few more trips, I determined it was good enough, and I’d have enough wood close at hand to get me through tonight and part of tomorrow morning. I knew I’d have to shovel a path through deep snow tomorrow to get more wood which was fine by me. I loved the grueling work that stretched every muscle in my body. It made me feel alive.

      “Hey, buddy!” I greeted the large animal, a one hundred twenty pound lab mix, currently napping on the couch as I stepped through my unlocked door. I rarely locked the thing, especially with my so-called guard dog on duty. He was big, but the only real threat he posed was death by drowning in a pool of slobber.

      Casper, one of my two friends in the world, lifted his head, looked at me, and thumped his tail a few times before laying back down to continue his nap.

      “Appreciate the enthusiasm,” I grumbled. “See if I feed you dinner tonight.”

      The mention of the word dinner had his tail thumping hard against the couch again, but he didn’t bother getting up. He knew it wasn’t time yet. The dog had a better internal clock than any human. Right now, it was the middle of the day, siesta time.

      “You ready for this one, boy?” I asked the dog as I kicked off my boots and hung my coat on the hook near the door.

      My feet were protected by heavy wool socks, keeping them nice and toasty warm. The wood floors of the cabin tended to be chilly. Cold feet could make a person feel cold. My personal rule was to always make sure my feet were warm and dry, whether inside or out. I may look rough and tough on the exterior, but I really hated cold feet—something guaranteed to ruin my day.

      I set the portable radio, my only communication with the outside world, on the small kitchen counter, turning it up a couple of notches. I couldn’t afford to miss a call for help or updates on the storm. Gabe and I had a pact. We always checked on each other before and after a storm, and were on standby for one another and the few other neighbors on the mountain just in case something went very wrong.

      “I’m going to make some coffee, then you are going to have to scoot your big ass over, Casper,” I warned the dog.

      No response. None expected.

      “We’re probably going to lose power pretty soon. Another big storm coming in,” I said, making small talk with the creature.

      Yes, I talked to my dog. A lot. He was my best friend and most importantly, he didn’t talk back. Casper had been a lifesaver. Five years ago, I had been fishing in the small stream and the dog had appeared out of nowhere. He was skinny as hell and clearly very lost. At first, he had been afraid of me, but was smart enough to realize I was his only hope. I took him all the way into town, paid a shitload of money to a vet and got him all fixed up. They told me he was likely a dump off, something that happened far too often in our little neck of the woods.

      Now, Casper and I were bonded for life. He was spoiled to the max and I loved doing it. I needed a companion and he was the perfect one for me. I sure as hell wasn’t suitable to be a companion to another human. Gabe, was about as close to a friend as it came, and he lived a mile away, which was plenty close enough for me.

      I put some coffee grounds in my percolator and set it on the woodstove that was against the wall. The cabin had one bedroom. The small kitchen and living room were basically one large room, which made it easier to heat with the woodstove. Wood was my only source of heat and more often than not, my only way to cook food. The power was off as much as it was on, it seemed.

      “I better put some wood on this thing and get it stoked so we don’t freeze our butts off tonight.”

      My silent audience responded with a loud yawn. I was obviously interrupting his sleep.

      “Fine, sleep then,” I mumbled.

      After ten minutes, my coffee was hot, and I was more than ready to relax with my feet up and what I hoped was going to be a good book. I settled on the couch, moving the huge dog’s paws to make room for my own big body and sighed.

      “Seriously, is there anything better than this?” I asked the dog.

      His response was a tail wag that nearly landed his tail in my coffee.

      I opened the book, but didn’t get to read the first sentence before a crackling sound cut through the silent cabin.

      “Uh-oh, buddy, this can’t be good,” I said, waiting to hear the transmission.

      Listening carefully, I heard the safety coordinator for the local ski resort report a lost skier.

      “Shit,” I groaned. “There goes my nice evening by the fire.”

      I worked at the resort on a part-time basis as part of the ski patrol. These kinds of calls happened all too often. Newbies thought they knew it all, went off course and ended up lost. In some cases, they ended up dead, because they smacked into a tree or we just couldn’t find them in time. With the heavy snow coming in, every minute counted on this one. We didn’t have long to find the missing skier, in this case, reported to be a woman.

      That detail made the situation more critical. My basic male instinct I guess, but the thought of a woman out in the snow alone and cold triggered an animalistic response deep inside me. I had to save her.

      “Come on, Casper. I’m going to need you on this one.”

      The dog jumped up, and it was as if an energy bolt zapped him. Instantly he was waiting at the door, tongue lolling and tail wagging. He was ready to go.

      I grabbed the radio as I walked to the kitchen table to sit in one of the chairs while I put my boots back on.

      “Gabe, it’s Jake,” I spoke into the radio.

      “Go to four,” his voice came back.

      I switched the channel as requested. “You there?” I asked.

      “Yep. You headed out?”

      “Yep. Getting my boots on. You?”

      “I’m ready. I’ll meet you at the tree line.”

      “See you in five,” I said, and picked up the pace.

      I put on my heavy coat, gloves, and hat, then grabbed my small pack with the basic survival essentials neatly packed inside.

      “Let’s go, boy,” I said, opening the door.

      Casper bounded out the door, full of energy. I wasn’t quite as exuberant, but did my best to keep up with the dog. The snow was already falling, adding another inch to the four already covering the ground.

      Gabe was waiting for me when I reached our regular meeting spot.

      “Any more information?” I asked him.

      “Nope, but we better get a move on,” the burly man grunted.

      Gabe was a mountain man through and through. I didn’t know if he had ever experienced city living. He wasn’t all that tall, but he looked rugged with his shaggy hair and scruffy beard. I probably gave people the same impression when they saw my own long, blonde hair and matching beard. Though I kept mine a bit tidier, I still had a feeling I was rocking the mountain man look as well.

      We walked up the mountain to the ski resort. It wasn’t all that big, but it was a popular attraction for the folks that lived nearby. We didn’t get a lot of out-of-towners, which was exactly how we all liked it.

      “Gentlemen, thank you for coming out. Let’s get started with the briefing,” the man in charge, Tom Garrison, announced. “We are looking for a single female, Calla, twenty-nine years of age. She went out mid-morning and never reported in. Here are the quadrants. Same teams as usual,” he barked.

      I took the paper to find out where Gabe and I would be searching. It was an area close to my cabin, and I knew it well.

      “Move out! Check in often please. I don’t want to go looking for anyone else!” he shouted.

      The search group was comprised of four two person teams. We had all worked together for a lot of years. We were usually successful, but there had been a few cases when we had been too late. Every time we heard that call, we knew that every minute counted. We didn’t waste any by finishing our dinner or getting a just a bit more of sleep. When we heard the call, we dropped everything and rushed to the rescue.

      Gabe and I trekked back down the hill, our eyes peeled and our ears open, listening for sounds indicating we had found our missing skier.

      “Did he say her name was Calla?” I asked Gabe, not sure I had heard correctly. The hat on my head, covering my ears was thick after all.

      “Yep. Weird name. Probably after Calla Lily—I bet her parents are hippies,” he muttered.

      “Oddly enough, I met a woman named Calla a long time ago.”

      “Was she a hippie?” he grunted.

      I shook my head, thinking back to the hot little redhead. “No.”

      My mind drifted to the woman that still visited me in my dreams. Although it was freezing outside, I was suddenly very hot. That memory always had a way of stirring up embers in the pit of my stomach.

      “Better get our snowshoes on,” Gabe said, stopping and pulling his shoes out of the pack on his back.

      I followed suit, leaning up against a tree for support.

      “I’ll take the right half,” I told him, testing the shoes on the snow.

      “Got it,” he said, and headed towards the left.

      Gabe was former Army, just as I was. We had both fought in the desert, but in different wars, or conflicts as the government called them. He was in Desert Storm and I had been part of Iraqi Freedom. The irony was that we had fought the same war in different decades.

      I trudged through the deepening snow, my flashlight dancing across the area in front of me, looking for a lost woman. It was too late to find her with tracks in the snow. Those would have been buried long ago. I hoped she was dressed for the weather and had some basics to keep her alive. I didn’t want to find a body. I wanted to find a woman, cold, but alive.
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      Calla

      

      “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” I cursed my own stupidity.

      I wasn’t really a stupid person. I had never been known for my spontaneous decisions or for doing things without thinking them through. Being careful and methodical wasn’t always exciting, but it had kept me out of situations exactly like the one I was in now.

      “It’ll be fun, be spontaneous, what could possibly go wrong? Why did I listen?” I mumbled.

      Obviously, everything could go wrong. I wasn’t a backwoods kind of girl. Why I thought I could traipse into the forest for a quick walkabout was beyond me. I was on good enough terms with nature, friendly, but being this up close and personal was a little much.

      “Dammit!”

      I stared at the black screen on my phone. It wouldn’t turn on at all now, the battery completely dead. I had been an idiot, hoping I would get a single bar to get out a text. The idea that a breeze would blow a signal my way had been silly, but I’d been desperate. I was well and truly lost.

      I had tried to use the GPS function on my phone to find my way back to the ski lodge, but it couldn’t pick up a satellite. That attempt had drained the battery and now I was stuck in the freezing cold, hoping against hope that someone would find me. Hell, I was hoping someone would know to even look for me.

      Stomping my feet, I tried to remind my toes they were still attached to my body. I felt them move past cold and head right into numb territory. The hand warming packs were no longer producing much heat at all. I had shoved them into my boots, hoping to keep my feet warm, but it wasn’t working. Now, they were taking up space and making my feet feel cramped in my boots.

      “Stay calm, Calla. Holly would have reported you missing,” I said aloud, needing to hear someone’s voice, even if it was only my own.

      That I had become a cliché was the worst; believing I could take a walk off-path and get back on my own. I’d wanted to do a little research and knew that walking the same path that thousands of other people did was not going to give me that raw experience I was looking for. My new book was going to be based in the Appalachian Mountains. I wanted to experience first-hand what my heroine would go through. It was the only way I could effectively write her story.

      Except she would be smarter than this. She wouldn’t get lost in the woods, in the dead of winter with a snowstorm predicted. I had taken a wilderness survival course before my trip as part of my research, which gave me a little knowledge, but not nearly enough. I should have hired a guide.

      “No, Calla. You should have stayed on the damn trail.”

      The one thing I remembered from the course was to stay put if you were lost. I knew to stay right where I was. If I started wandering around, trying to find my way back to civilization, I would only end up more lost, making it harder for searchers to find me. I had to stay put.

      “Think, Calla. Basics. What were the basics?” I mused aloud. “Fire, shelter, water.”

      I had a bottle of water, but had no interest in drinking the cold liquid right now. I had matches, but everything was covered in snow. I had nothing to burn with my handy matches. A fire could draw the attention of anyone searching for me—assuming someone was searching. Shelter. I needed shelter. I looked around at the canvas of snow and trees followed by more snow and more trees. It wasn’t exactly promising.

      “Snow cave!”

      I could do that. I hoped. The snow was really coming down, making it almost impossible to see. I fought back the fear that bubbled in my gut. The idea that I would be outside all night was really freaking me out. If the cold didn’t get me, I was convinced that wolves, or some other horrifying creature would gobble me up.

      The task would keep me busy and my mind off what I was convinced would be my certain death. It would also help my limbs keep from freezing from lack of movement. I had to get my heart pounding to get my blood pumping to my extremities. My fingers were in that stage of painful cold, but it was better than numb I reminded myself. When I stopped feeling cold or pain, I was in serious trouble.

      “Oh, Holly,” I groaned, as I packed a mutilated snow brick into place. “Please, please tell me you reported me missing, you crazy bitch.”

      I laughed out loud at my choice of words. “No offense, Hol!”

      The cold was making me crazy, and I was now talking to my neurotic assistant who wasn’t actually there. It was probably hypothermia. My brain was frozen and I was going to die in a snow bank. I was going to be a Calla-sicle. My funeral flashed through my mind. Who would go? Would anyone miss me besides Holly? That line of thinking threatened to send me into a pity party. I didn’t want to examine my life and my relationships, or lack of. Not now.

      “Stop it, Calla! Get your shit together and finish this igloo.”

      I worked with more gusto than I thought I had in me, though the igloo looked nothing like those I had seen on television. There weren’t perfectly shaped bricks or a perfect semi-circle opening. It wasn’t pretty, but I was able to sit inside. The goal was to keep it small, three times the size of my body is what the instructor had said. I knew I needed something to sit on, so I didn’t quite literally freeze my ass off, but yoga mats were in short supply in the forest.

      If only I had a knife I could have cut down some of the pine tree branches. I wasn’t that prepared.

      “Crap,” I groaned, realizing I was still in a bad situation.

      I crawled inside my little igloo, praying the damn ceiling didn’t collapse on my head. I couldn’t even check the time. When my cell died, my way of telling time died along with it. The last time I had checked, it had been about four. I was supposed to check in with Holly at eleven. Surely, she would have been concerned enough to call in my disappearance. Who was I to call Holly neurotic? I was the one who never missed a call. I was always on time. I loathed tardiness. That should have been a clue for Holly.

      Night had fallen almost completely, the sky darker with the heavy snow clouds hanging low. Every minute out there alone in the dark felt like an eternity. I hadn’t brought along a flashlight, another rookie mistake. When I set out this morning, I had only planned to be gone a couple hours. I wasn’t supposed to be in the forest at night.

      Someone had to find me.

      “Please, someone. Anyone. I’ll even take a hermit,” I pleaded with the darkness.

      I couldn’t believe how dark it was. The phrase pitch black took on new meaning. With no moon or stars to give any kind of twinkling light, it was inky black. I wouldn’t be able to see an attack if one came my way.

      “Don’t go down that road, Calla,” I told myself. I had to stay calm. Panicking would get me dead in a hurry.

      I had a self-defense course under my belt, at least. Another class I had taken for another book. I was confident I could defend myself against a man. I couldn’t defend myself against nature, though. She was far scarier than any crazy recluse could be.

      Getting lost had not been on my agenda. I was already imagining the embarrassment I would feel when my rescuers found me. I would be the damsel in distress, something I truly hated. The women in my books were always strong and capable, which was why I was doing the research. Turned out, I was not my heroine, and that really pissed me off.

      I huddled inside my little shelter, exhaustion from the long day making me sleepy.

      “No!” I shouted, realizing it wasn’t exhaustion. It was one of the signs of hypothermia.

      I rubbed my hands together and then furiously rubbed my arms, then my legs. The sound of my gloves rubbing against the so-called waterproof material of my coat echoed in my tiny shelter. The movement did nothing to warm my cold limbs, but it did remind me they were still there.

      Suddenly, my brain registered a different sound.

      What was that?

      I stopped moving and strained my ears to identify what I was hearing. It was snow crunching. It was a soft, whooshing sound followed by a crunch. It could be an animal. Maybe it was an animal dragging a kill. Something nocturnal and carnivorous was out there, waiting to find me. I was dead meat—literally.

      Gulping down the ball of fear lodged in my throat, I was afraid the sound would attract whatever predator loomed beyond the walls of my shelter. My heart was pounding so hard in my chest I thought I was going to get sick. I wasn’t cold anymore.

      I could feel that fight or flight instinct kicking in, but it could fuck off. I couldn’t possibly flee. My legs were short, and the snow was deep. I would get nowhere fast. My squat frame was no match for a lithe predator. I was going to have to fight. That thought was laughable as well. What was I going to do, throw my cellphone at the beast or maybe stick my tongue out? That would work.

      “Calla!”

      I blinked. Did the predator just say my name?

      It was the cold. It had to be. It was screwing with my senses. Instead of jumping up and identifying my position, I stayed put. While I sat there, that voice echoed through my brain. The voice had been oddly familiar. It dredged up memories that had been locked away for a very long time and only brought out on really special occasions. Like occasions when I had too much wine, was all alone and needed to get off. The voice had to be a result of the hypothermia. At least I would die with a very pleasant memory replaying in my mind.

      “Calla!”

      My frozen brain was screwing with me. It was probably the wind. Did the wind speak?

      “Calla!” the voice called again, sounding much closer and I detected exasperation.

      It was a tone I knew well. I was usually frustrated and exasperated most days with myself and those around me. Was the person mad at me? I didn’t care. Said person could kiss my ass, as long as they saved my ass first. It was a person and that’s all that mattered. I scooted out, stood and waited. I didn’t see anyone, but that didn’t surprise me. I couldn’t see a damn thing. To my left, a beam of light cut through the darkness.

      “Here!” I shouted and attempted to wave an arm. My arms felt more like tree logs than appendages. They were heavy and hard to move, but I forced my body to do it anyway, albeit rather clumsily.

      The flashlight-wielding human stepped into view, the light directed towards the snow directly in front of me, created a glow that encompassed both of us.

      “Are you Calla?” his deep voice growled.

      “Yes.”

      My eyes traveled up to look at his face. I couldn’t see much in the dim light, but I could make out a long beard. He was huge. A shiver of fear crawled down my spine, making me shudder. I decided the girth of his shoulders and chest had to be attributed to his snow gear. The man had to be wearing layers upon layers of coats. It was slightly intimidating, but I had already said I was cool with a scary mountain man. Anything was better than the brutal cold and deep snow. My eyes traveled back down to his feet and I saw he had snowshoes on. I should have thought of that.

      “Let’s go,” he grumbled, sounding very displeased.

      He held out a hand. I hesitated for a moment before I reached out to take it. I stepped forward, or at least I tried to step forward, but my foot caught on something and I tumbled face first into the snow.

      “Dammit!” I cursed, rolling to my back, fighting the urge to bawl in frustration.

      He was standing over me in an instant, the same hand reaching towards me. I took in his wide stance and an image of a Viking popped into my head. I wondered if he had Scandinavian ancestors. I quickly pulled myself back to the reality of my situation and pushed aside my wild fantasy.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      My pride was shattered, not that there had been left much after getting lost in the first place. I took the offered hand, immediately noticing how large it was and let him pull me to my feet. This time, I moved my feet slowly to make sure I wasn’t wrapped up in hidden vines or branches covered by the snow.

      “Let’s go,” he demanded, his voice muffled by the cloth pulled up to his nose.

      I considered saying something, but figured I better keep my smart mouth closed. Not everyone appreciated my sense of humor and I certainly didn’t want to piss off my rescuer. He already seemed a little on the tense side. It wasn’t as if I set out with the intention of getting lost. I would thank him once we got back to the lodge and then, I would never have to see him again.
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      Jake

      

      I realized it was going to be a long walk back to the lodge. The woman was short, like really short. When the snow started dumping, I had sent Casper home. It would be too deep for him and I wasn’t going to risk losing him. The dog was smart and listened well. I knew he would be waiting for me when I returned. The woman, on the other hand, I doubted her legs were much longer than my dog’s.

      Looking at the woman standing there, freezing in her ridiculous get up, I was irritated. She was dressed for a spring hike in the woods, not a blizzard. The snow was going to be a real bitch for her to walk through. Not to mention, she was likely already bordering on hypothermia. Thankfully, she wasn’t one of those skinny little things and had some meat on her bones to help insulate her body.

      I shook my head again, realizing that walking to the lodge was not feasible and hoping that someone could grab a sled and haul her ass back up there.

      “Gabe,” I said into my radio.

      “Here.”

      “Got her.”

      “Good job. I’ll head back to our rendezvous point.”

      “See you there.”

      When I shone the flashlight in her direction, I could see her looking at me, disappointment on her face. I wasn’t sure what had her disappointed and I didn’t really give a shit.

      “We need to move,” I said in a loud voice, making sure she heard me before setting off back the way I had come.

      “You don’t have a snowmobile?” she asked in a terse voice.

      “No, I don’t have a snowmobile,” I replied, irritably.

      It was a stupid question. Why would I be walking if I had a damn snowmobile? We didn’t use snowmobiles in case we ran over the missing person or missed their call for help. If she wanted to tell me how to rescue her, she could damn well go sit back in the snow.

      “Oh, well, that sucks,” she snapped.

      I shot her a glare, but didn’t bother responding. I wasn’t going to get into a war of words with her. I wanted to get my ass home and she needed to get out of the weather.

      The woman trailing along beside me was struggling to keep up. I could feel the frustration coming off her in waves. I glanced over to get a better look at her. She was built. I could see the curves and knew some of what I saw could be blamed on the snow gear, but she wasn’t exactly wearing the warmest coat or pants for the cold. The flimsy Gortex jacket she was wearing wasn’t designed for cold weather. It was thin and hugged her body. I had noticed the straining zipper over her breasts and imagined she was at least a D-cup. The perfect size for me to bury my face in.

      I wasn’t going to apologize for noticing, either. I was a boob man, the bigger the better. Actually, I was a tits and ass kind of guy. I hated the skinny, waif-thin women who trotted around on legs that looked as if they would snap in a strong wind. I liked my women with some substance. More cushion for the pushin,’ I mused. When I was thrusting deep inside a woman, I didn’t want a hip bone jabbing me.

      My mind was going places it had no business being and I wasn’t even sure why. I didn’t consider myself an overly-horny man, but one look at her wide hips had triggered something inside my brain. She elicited a sexual response that surprised me.

      “I can’t walk as fast as you,” she bitched, reaching out to grab hold of my coat with one of her gloved hands.

      We trudged along, the snow making it difficult to see. Snowflakes combined with the below freezing temperatures stuck to my eyelashes. The cold air when the breeze kicked up stung my eyes, making them water. I could feel her pulling me back as she clung to my coat. If she pulled me down, I was going to be pissed. I stopped walking and evaluated the situation. It was closer to my cabin than the rendezvous point and I wasn’t about to head back up that mountain to take her all the way to the lodge.

      “Stop,” I called out.

      “Gabe,” I said into my radio.

      “Here.”

      “Heading to my cabin. I’ll radio command and they can pick her up there. It’s too far to walk back in this weather. I need to get her out of the cold.”

      “Got it. I’ll let the others know.”

      “Heard you loud and clear,” Tom’s voice cut through the radio.

      Turning to see where I had lost the woman who was no longer clinging to my coat, I was just in time to see her fall forward again.

      “Dammit!” she cursed.

      I fought back a smile. She was feisty.

      Walking back, I reached out my hand to assist her to her feet once again. The snow was making it difficult to move with any speed. I could have made it on my own just fine, but with her short stature and inexperience trudging through the snow, everything was three times as hard.

      “Here,” I said, stopping to take off my snow shoes. “Put these on so we can get out of this damn weather.”

      “I don’t need them,” she shot back.

      “Yes, you do, unless you enjoy face-planting in the snow. I want to get home. I don’t want to sit out here with you all night,” I shot back, not in the mood to argue with someone dumb enough to head into the woods so ill-prepared.

      I dropped down onto one knee in the snow in front of her, waiting for her to lift her booted foot so I could put the snowshoes on her.

      She stood there, unmoving.

      “Lift your foot,” I growled.

      The moment she did, she fell backwards.

      “Dammit!” I shouted in frustration. She had to be the clumsiest woman on the planet.

      I stood up, grabbed her hand and yanked her up.

      “Put your hand on me to steady yourself. Lift!”

      She lifted her boot a few inches off the ground, teetering on one leg with one hand on my shoulder. I quickly put the shoe under her foot and fastened her small boot onto the shoe before doing the next foot.

      “I don’t know how to walk in these,” she complained, standing there with her arms wide.

      “I don’t know that you know how to walk in general,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Lift one foot and then the other. High knees. You’ll figure it out,” I demanded, pissed that I was forced to walk in the cold, wet snow without my snowshoes. I imagined my coffee was ice-cold by now. My plans for the evening had been ruined by this woman and I wanted her to know I wasn’t pleased.

      We started to move forward again, her speed a little better, but nothing to write home about. I considered just picking her up and carrying her, but took another look and thought better of it. I was big, but she wasn’t exactly a tiny woman. I couldn’t risk falling and getting hurt myself.

      As we got closer to my cabin, I picked up the pace, pushing her to move faster if she wanted to keep up with me. All I could think about was getting out of my wet gear and getting warm by the fire.

      “Come on, Casper!” I shouted. I knew he was close by, he always was.

      “Who?” I heard her ask, but ignored her.

      I walked up the front steps of the porch, stomped my feet a few more times to kick off the snow and pushed the door open.

      She was standing at the bottom of the steps, staring at them.

      “Uh,” she said, waving a hand at her feet.

      I realized she couldn’t navigate the steps with the snowshoes on and now frustrated to the max, made a sound that was a cross between a growl and a roar.

      Stomping back down, I quickly unfastened the shoes and took them with me as I headed inside. I could hear her stomping her feet behind me. I hoped it was because she was knocking the snow off and not because she was throwing a mini tantrum.

      Once I made it through the doorway, I untied the laces of my boots and headed for the woodstove, peeling off my coat as I walked. I hung my wet coat off one of the hooks behind the stove and stripped off my snow pants, leaving them in a crumpled heap in front of the stove.

      I turned to find her standing in the doorway, and marched back across the room, stepping on cold chunks of snow as I went. The cold, wet slush only incited my frustration with the woman. I gently pushed her backwards onto the porch and quickly and rather forcefully wiped the snow from her coat and pants. My hands rubbed over her ass and my earlier suspicions were confirmed. She was all meat and little bone.

      There was a grunting noise as I roughly wiped the snow from her back and shoulders. I had a feeling she wasn’t pleased with my rough handling, but she didn’t seem to have enough sense to do it herself. I didn’t know if it was hypothermia setting in or if she was dimwitted. No matter the cause of her lack of concern about being cold and wet, her life was in my hands.

      Once finished, I grabbed my radio.

      “We’re at my cabin,” I announced on the channel we were all using.

      I waited to hear how long it would take for them to pick her up.

      There were a few seconds of static and I could hear the mumble of other voices. “You’re going to have to keep her overnight,” Gabe’s voice came over the radio.

      “Negative,” I shot back.

      “Is she in need of medical attention?” Tom’s voice cut through the silence of the cabin.

      I looked up to check her out. She was still standing in my open doorway. The cabin was dark, the glow from the glass in the door of the woodstove was the only light. Maybe she was afraid of strangers.

      She should be.

      “Shut the door,” I demanded in a rough voice, looking directly at her, before returning my focus to the radio in my hand. “Negative,” I repeated.

      “Visibility is zero. Nobody is going anywhere. It’s too dangerous. We’ll send a team over in the morning when we can see. She’s with you tonight,” Tom answered.

      “Fuck,” I said aloud, forgetting all about the woman standing in my doorway, eying me as if I might attack her at any moment.

      I ripped my beanie hat off and threw it on the small table next to the couch.

      “Ten-four,” I confirmed over the radio. There was no point in arguing. I knew it was the best, safest option. It was too risky to send anyone out in what had turned into a blizzard.

      “What did they say?” I heard her soft voice squeak out.

      Shaking my head, I tried to figure out how to tell the woman she was stuck with me overnight, all the while trying to figure out what I was going to do with her. I wasn’t one for overnight stays in my cabin. It was my domain and I didn’t care for people to be in it.

      I turned to look at her again and for an instant, I was excited. I quickly brushed that feeling aside and focused on getting her warmed up. This was going to be awkward for both of us.

      “Looks like you’re stuck with me tonight.”

      “No!” she gasped.

      “Sorry, princess, no one else needs to risk their life to keep you comfortable and happy. You’ll be fine here. I don’t bite,” I said, my back to her as I stoked the fire.

      I heard the cabin door close—finally. The woman didn’t have a whole lot of common sense I feared. It was going to make for a long night. Maybe I could convince her to pass out. I’d spend the rest of the evening in my bedroom reading. Anything to avoid having to make conversation with her.
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      Calla

      

      There was rude and then there was just plain being an asshole. The man squatting in front of the woodstove was the latter, I decided. I would like to talk to whomever was in charge of my rescue and give him a little piece of my mind about leaving me overnight with a complete stranger. It wasn’t smart.

      The man ignored me, which told me the night was going to be long. I wasn’t sure what he wanted or expected of me. I decided to do what he did, and strip off my cold, wet pants and jacket. I walked towards the stove, ignoring the trail of sludge I was leaving in my wake. In the back of my mind, I could hear my mother’s voice scolding me for walking through the house with my boots on.

      “Should I hang my stuff here?” I asked.

      There was a grunt that I assumed was a yes. I knew he could speak English, but clearly the man didn’t like to use his words. He didn’t even bother turning to look at me before walking out of the room.

      “Rude,” I whispered under my breath.

      The man was infuriating. I could feel his anger in the room like a toxic chemical. It wasn’t as if I meant to get myself lost.

      “Crap!” I muttered.

      What if the man had a woman here? Or what if he had plans with a woman and my rescue mission had interfered? Too damn bad. My life was more important than him getting laid.

      I dropped my jacket in front of the stove, knowing it would dry quickly because of the material. I felt a little guilty for not hanging it and did my best to spread it out somewhat neatly. I hung my pants off the spare hook next to his coat. My socks were soaked. I pulled them off and placed them on the floor next to my jacket. I inspected my toes, noting the red nail polish chipping due to the prolonged wetness.

      “Damn,” I mumbled, looking at my white, shriveled toes. I hoped he didn’t look at my feet. The black leggings I had worn under my snow pants were a little damp, but I knew they would dry quickly. I hadn’t planned on stripping off the outerwear in public.

      The leggings exposed more than I would have preferred in mixed company, but there was nothing to be done about it. He was going to have to get over the rather unflattering look I was sporting. Men these days had this idea that women didn’t eat. My figure resembled the pin-up girls from the fifties. I had long lamented that I was born in the wrong decade. My curves would have been acceptable back then, but by today’s standards, I was plump.

      I liked food. No man was worth my passing up a brownie. Deal with it.

      My large Viking rescuer emerged from the room he had disappeared into wearing a pair of gray sweat pants. I turned away, looking at the small living room, and shook my head. This cabin wasn’t big enough for the both of us. It was very tense, like the kind of tension you can quite literally feel in the air. I was too embarrassed to look at him for a multitude of reasons. I felt somewhat naked in my current attire, and being trapped in this tiny space felt very intimate.

      I felt the rush of cold air when he opened the door. I spun around to see what he was doing, but quickly figured it out.

      A large, yellowish dog ambled in and raced straight for the woodstove where it gave a good shake, spraying water and snow all over the room. I watched in horror as he sniffed my coat, spun around a few times and settled right on top of it.

      “Uh,” I groaned out, hoping my obvious frustration would inspire the man to tell the dog to lay down elsewhere.

      I looked at the man to protest, but froze. The cold had clearly done a lot more damage to my brain than I suspected. I was seeing things. I had to be.

      “No, fucking way!” I screeched. “Jake? Jake Thelwis?” I said, nearly choking the name out.

      My brain was spinning and pulling up images that had been tucked away for more than a decade. I felt my head shaking, but couldn’t seem to stop it. The movement was completely involuntary. I was trying to deny what my eyes told me I was seeing.

      The man grinned, rubbed his long blonde beard and then chuckled. “Calla. I knew there were no two sets of parents that would name their kid Calla. I couldn’t believe there were two Callas in Maine, or the damn country for that matter.”

      My mind felt like it was in a hamster wheel. It just kept spinning, rewinding and replaying the night we had spent together eleven years ago.

      “What the hell,” I murmured, not actually expecting an answer. “Jake?” I repeated.

      I was too focused on taking in the man that had given me the best sex of my twenty-nine years. I could see the young man I knew, hidden behind the beard. He was far more muscular, but it was him. I would recognize those blue eyes anywhere. I guess that solved my problem about staying overnight with a stranger.

      He was not a stranger by technical standards, but he was far more dangerous. He knew my body better than I did. He had made me do things no proper woman should. No, he didn’t make me do anything. I had pushed the boundaries on my own free will. The man had given me power over myself and I didn’t have to worry about society’s standards about what was proper in the bedroom. The thought of the things we had done that night made my flesh heat.

      “Hi, Calla,” his voice was like smooth silk, washing over my body.

      I shook my head and body as if to slough it off. It couldn’t be. This wasn’t happening. I squeezed my eyes shut, counted to three in my head and then opened them again. He was still standing there.

      “Well, this is unexpected,” I said, once I realized fate had plopped me into a very strange situation.

      “I’ll get some coffee started,” he said, walking past me into the small kitchen.

      I watched as he flipped on a light and filled the pot with water. I shouldn’t have stared, but couldn’t stop it. I drank in the sight of him. He was as tall as I remembered, but so much bigger. Maybe it was all the hair, I silently mused.

      “You do have electricity,” I stated, feeling completely stupid, only then noticing the switch on the wall. I had assumed when he didn’t turn on the lights the second he walked through the door, that he lived without the luxuries of modern day society.

      He shrugged a shoulder. “Sometimes.”

      “What do—” I’d started to ask what he meant by sometimes, but I wasn’t curious any longer.

      The light he had just turned on went dark.

      I heard him make a sound that I thought was a snort, but it could have been a grunt. Was it a laugh? The soft glow from the woodstove was barely enough to outline his large form. I could see him moving down the short hall. I panicked. Where was he going? I didn’t particularly want to be alone in the dark.

      “Jake?” I squeaked out his name. “Uh, hello?” I said, not moving from where I stood in the room.

      “There,” he said, in a gruff voice and the room began to glow with a soft, orange light. “Relax. The power goes out all the time. You get used to it.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I happen to like electricity. And light.”

      Another scoff.

      I watched as the candle seemingly floated into the room before he put it on the kitchen counter. He lit a few more candles and suddenly the room was awash in soft candlelight. It was beautiful. If only I hadn’t been there with Jake. I could see this as being a very romantic retreat with the right man and could think of several interesting ways to pass the time that didn’t require electricity.

      “I guess you lose power often?” I asked, trying to keep my thoughts out of the gutter.

      “Yes.”

      I moved forward and stepped on a chunk of snow with my bare feet. I yelped.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice full of concern.

      “Nothing. Just cold snow.”

      “Hold on,” he grumbled, putting the coffee pot on the stove and disappearing down the hall again.

      He was back a second later, holding something out. I reached out and felt coarse wool.

      “What’s this?” I asked, not sure what I was supposed to do with whatever it was he was giving me.

      “Put them on. They’re wool socks. Here’s a sweater. Take off anything wet,” he instructed.

      “I’m fine,” I said, taking the socks and sweater and heading for the couch. I plopped down and pulled one sock on. It was huge and stretched well over my knee. I felt ridiculous, but the socks were warm. I put the other one on and rubbed my feet together, relishing the warmth.
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