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For all the scientists out there with two X chromosomes. Keep slaying, ladies.



Chapter One

Bethany Morgan narrowed her eyes at her boss. Had she heard correctly? Granted, the words flirt for results had not actually left Dr. Dewinter’s mouth, but everyone in this room had heard them anyway.

Excellent. Just what she needed a room of men to hear.

She cleared her throat and set her pencil down on the tabletop before she snapped it in two. “Just to clarify, I’m to . . . get friendly”—she struggled not to emphasize the words and lost the battle—“with this Dr. Anderson to get him to hand over the schematics for our water system, even though we already own them?”

Despite the ickiness of the request, Bethany couldn’t even think about the water system without a thrill shooting through her gut. In the biggest coup of her career, she had discovered the world-changing plans for a gray-water recycling system on a dusty Delaney Science computer when she’d taken a box of surplus beakers down to the basement. Even though Anderson himself was a relic who hadn’t worked for Delaney since way before anyone seated at this table, he’d used Delaney equipment to create the system. Therefore, Delaney owned it. And no one would have known it even existed if it wasn’t for Bethany.

She was the best in this field, but as much as she wanted to fool herself into thinking prowess in gray-water systems had earned her a spot at this table, it was the stroke of luck of finding the schematics that landed her here. And now it seemed as though her looks were the only thing keeping her here.

Dewinter, the only other woman in the room, pursed her lips, and to Bethany’s right, one of her more insufferable coworkers, Jonathan, said, “But you pointed out the schematics were incomplete. And you haven’t been able to figure out how to finish them. We most likely need Anderson’s help.”

Mansplaining was just precious. Really. “I recall that,” she replied through only barely gritted teeth. Showing up on Anderson’s doorstep and informing him that his water system was being legally commandeered would probably—definitely—be met with resistance. Social finesse was a necessity. “But surely there are . . . ” More dignified? “Better ways to approach this. Any of us could make overtures.” She nodded toward her dearest—only, really—friend. “Mark could get friendly with him.”

That lightness in her belly turned to a lead balloon in an instant. What was she doing? Had she really just offered this opportunity to Mark on a silver platter? She could be friendly!

Mark’s eyes seemed to dance with light. “I’m game.”

No! “I mean—” Bethany began, mentally scrounging for a way to land back at the helm of this mission in a way that afforded her a modicum of self-respect.

Dr. Dewinter held up a hand, and if she had been Evita Perón herself, she would not have gotten everyone’s undivided attention faster. “We can send a team.” She shrugged. “That’s probably best anyway.”

Fuck! She’d done it. Managed to flush away the only viable, mass-producing gray-water solution she’d come across in her career. In anyone’s career. Anderson’s water system was groundbreaking. Capable of solving the world’s clean-water crisis. No one would have to die like Bethany’s mother had ever again.

No child would ever go thirsty.

What would have happened if she’d simply said sure when Dewinter had asked her to sidle up to the elderly Dr. Anderson? So, she’d been asked to use her feminine wiles. It hadn’t been the first time; it would not be the last. Is your pride, your principles, worth more than human life?

She’d made a mistake.

Dewinter opened the file folder in front of her and scanned a document. “Anderson’s last known location was high in the Rockies.” She closed the folder with a snap. “The Colorado Rockies, so it’s a short trip.”

Bethany’s lips parted. A short trip high into the Rockies in the dead of winter? That was a paradox if ever she’d heard one.

Dewinter slid the file folder toward the center of the table, and all eyes locked on it as though it were a Nobel Peace Prize up for grabs. And, in all probability, it was. Bethany’s hands itched to snatch it.

“A team of five seems sufficient.” All gazes snapped to Dewinter, who was perusing the Delaney employees gathered around the table.

Oh, God. Pick me. The words were plainly written on each of their faces.

“Mark.”

Damn it. That one was her fault. Mark can get friendly with him. Ugh, she was an idiot.

“Jonathan, Eric, Bryce, and . . . ”

A roar set up residence in her ears, and she watched Dewinter’s lips moving without being able to hear what she said. Had her lips formed Bethany?

She darted a glance at Mark, whose subtle wink was promising. When he mouthed She picked you, her hearing came back with a pop just in time for her to hear Dewinter say as she rose, “You all leave tomorrow morning, so get packing. It’s cold out there, folks.” She exited the room in a waft of floral perfume.

With grumbles, those who had not been picked pushed to their feet and began exiting the room. As two men passed her, she heard one say to the other, “Like Morgan can be friendly. You hear the things she says? She’s so . . . crass. The old guy will be turned off in a second.”

These two guys in particular could make a porn star blush with the things they said about women’s bodies. And she was crass?

Bethany saw a buzzing red cloud but leaned back in her chair, projecting the professionalism that got her through similar situations several times a day. Then, like it usually did, her mouth had to go and ruin it. “You can kiss my crass, Jerry. All damn day.”

Across the table, Mark coughed a laugh and covered his mouth with finely manicured fingertips, but the other three men around the table—the rest of her team—shook their heads uniformly.

They can kiss my crass, too.

But she swallowed and eyed the folder that still gleamed from the center of the table. This was important. Maybe she could reel in . . . well, everything?

When Jonathan reached forward, his fingers creeping toward the folder, Bethany launched. Her hand landed first, and as Jonathan scowled, she slid it toward herself.

Bryce pushed to his feet with a sigh. “Well, I’m off to pack. We can talk plans on the way to the mountains.” He nodded at the folder in front of Bethany. “Study up, Morgan. And don’t forget to pack your lipstick.”

Jonathan and Eric chuckled as they followed Bryce out of the room.

“Pricks,” Mark muttered. “They will not be cuddling with me on that cold mountain.”

Lifting her chin, Bethany smiled at him. “A terrible loss.”

After a moment, Mark’s answering grin dimmed. “What’s your plan, Bethany? Because we both know it isn’t flirting for information.”

Bethany opened the folder and rolled her shoulders. “Of course, it isn’t. I’ll be professional. Courteous. Anderson is a smart man.”

Her words drifted off as she leafed through the copies of what appeared to be every memo Anderson had sent out during his employment at Delaney. His signature graced the bottom of every page; she traced the scrawling script with her pointer finger. Like many brilliant people, his letters were barely legible.

Near the end of the stack, a new item joined his signature. Beneath his name, in exact block letters, Eugene Anderson had written ignotumque aquas. She frowned. Latin of course, but it wasn’t any scientific term she was familiar with. Aquas was water, but ignotumque?

Unfound?

No, uncharted.

Dr. Anderson had signed this memo with the phrase “uncharted waters.” She flipped through the rest of the memos; he’d signed all of them that way.

A slow grin spread across her lips. Oh, she was going to like this man. Uncharted waters would usually be a nautical term, but she knew that wasn’t what he meant here. His system would take clean water to uncharted locations. Exactly where it was needed.

Eugene Anderson knew precisely what he wanted to do with this system. And it was what Bethany herself wanted to do with it: save the world.

She transferred her grin to Mark, who was staring at her like she’d been woolgathering for several awkward moments. She flipped the file folder closed. “He knows what he’s created and what it means to the world,” she said. “Only the worst kind of person wouldn’t want to get this water system out there to save lives.”

“And if Anderson is the worst kind of person?”

If she was right about him, that wasn’t a possibility. She shook her head. “Then we reevaluate. But Bethany sacrificing her self-worth won’t be one of the options I agree to.”

“Damn right it won’t be. So, when do you tell everyone else that?”

“I’ll tell the guys as soon as we hit the road.” As for Dewinter? Well, Bethany didn’t need to be burning any bridges right now. Her place on this team was tenuous; that was more than obvious. Telling Dewinter to take her suggestion of flirting and shove it up her ass was probably a bad idea.

Bethany pushed to her feet, tucking the folder beneath her arm. It wouldn’t matter. Dewinter didn’t need to ever know she wouldn’t follow instructions. “This is going to be quick and painless. I mean, how hard can it be?”





Chapter Two

Not a rabbit.

James stood beneath his most lucrative snare, hands on his hips.

It appeared that . . . He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes just to make sure. Yep. Unless he was mistaken, instead of catching a small woodland creature, his snare had trapped a human.

James watched as long, silky hair swayed back and forth in midair. A slender neck led to a narrow back that tapered into an even narrower waist.

A real, flesh-and-blood woman.

He moved one of his hands from his hips, tugging at the end of his beard. There usually weren’t people this high up the mountain. It’d been a while since he’d even seen a woman from a distance, and he could recognize that he was not acting logically at the sight of this one.

He couldn’t seem to draw his eyes away from the way the rising sun brought flickers of blue out in her dark black hair, even though he knew his fixation could be deadly in an environment that turned hostile at a moment’s notice.

He grunted and scrubbed a hand down his face to both break his gaze’s hold and bring him back to logical reality.

Good thing I raised that snare.

A bear had been stealing his catches lately, and judging by the displaced snow beneath her and a few distinct paw prints, his trap had saved her life.

James pulled in a quick breath and pushed it out. He bit the tip of his right glove and jerked his hand free, quickly removed his left glove as well, and shoved them both in his back pocket. He began the process of unknotting the snare, keeping his back to the woman because it gave him a freer range of motion.

Yes, only because of that.

With the knot undone, the rope jerked in his hand, and he released it. There was a thud behind him, and James’s shoulders stiffened.

He should have lowered her to the ground gently. It was a careless mistake; James did not make careless mistakes. Turning slowly, he found her sprawled in the snow on her back. His gaze zeroed in on her torso, which, after a tense moment, rose and fell. James exhaled in a rush. Then, he noticed her eyes were open. They stared blankly at the sky, and they were unblinking. No: there was one, slow blink.

His lips parted. She was conscious! Why hadn’t he thought to check for that first?

He took a step toward her, then hesitated. Immediately, he gritted his teeth. She’s a woman, not a rattlesnake.

Still, no reason to rush toward her and possibly frighten her. He leaned forward. “Excuse me,” he tried to say. Instead, an unpracticed croaking sound left his mouth. He frowned. When was the last time he’d spoken? He cleared his throat and tried again. When actual words came out this time, though harsh and hoarse, he continued. “Are . . . you . . . all right?”

It was the most he’d said to another person in ten years. If her lack of response was any indication, she was less than stimulated. She continued to blink intermittently at the sky.

“Miss?” he grated.

Her head lolled to the side. Glassy but startling aqua-green eyes peered his way. He took a stumbling step backward, but caught himself and stood firm, waiting for her to speak. To give him any indication of how he could help her.

She remained silent, but that long hair of hers slid over her forehead and coiled in the snow. He caught sight of a shadowy mark on her forehead.

An injury.

Now, he rushed forward, kneeling in the snow beside her. He reached out an unsteady hand, and it hovered in the air between them for several seconds. He frowned at his hand. Did he plan to touch her?

Another of her lethargic blinks.

With no more hesitation, he swept the rest of her hair from her forehead. He hissed in a breath. The skin of her temple was mottled purple.

Lethargy. Limited responsiveness. If these symptoms were related to a head injury, this woman was in trouble.

Leaning over her, he blocked out the early morning light. After a few moments, her pupils expanded. When he sat back on his haunches and sunlight streamed over her face, both pupils contracted.

His shoulders fell in a rush of relief. That was good. At worse, she might have a mild concussion. So why the lack of response?

He waved a hand in front of her face. Her gaze seemed to lock on to it for a moment and then on to him. However, she still said nothing.

Something was wrong here.

He grasped her snared ankle in his hand. Even through the thick, white snow pants she wore, he could feel bones no thicker than kindling. He immediately gentled his grip.

And you dropped her from the sky like a sack of potatoes. He could have seriously injured her. Something unfamiliar and tight filled his chest, and he promised himself he’d check her for broken bones as soon as possible.

He loosened the trap and slipped it off. A quick scan proved her pants, boots, and socks were thick enough to save her leg from a painful sprain. He wouldn’t be able to check her skin; for one, he wouldn’t chance exposing it here where frostbite was too grievous a risk. That blank-eyed stare also made him hesitate. He could just picture her screaming if he tried to roll up her pant leg.

He placed her leg back on the ground, and when his palm remained wrapped around her ankle longer than necessary, he jerked it away by force.

He rotated, bringing his gaze with him and surveying her legs. Straight in all the correct places. No obvious broken bones there. He caught sight of her hands. Her bare hands in the snow.

His eyes widened, and he snatched the gloves from his back pocket with one hand while gathering both of hers into his other. They prickled with cold and were blanched white, but showed no signs of frostbite. She was lucky. Had she not been hanging in the air, her delicate fingers would have been blue and covered in ice crystals within thirty minutes. She couldn’t have been in his trap longer than an hour, but her limbs did not tremble from the cold. Not a good sign.

Hypothermia.

An hour ago had been just after sunrise. The woods would still have been dim. This trap would have taken her by surprise. She would have been . . . scared.

That tight feeling returned.

Mild concussion, moderate hypothermia, and probably nonmedical shock. Separately, none were cause for great alarm. Taken all together, however, they might explain her current condition. And they meant she probably needed a hospital.

He forced himself to be gentle despite the need for urgency, slipping his gloves over her fingers one at a time. They swallowed her hands, the elasticized wrists going over her jacket sleeves to her forearm.

Now what? “Miss?” No response. She wasn’t walking out of the woods. His gaze darting from tree trunk to tree trunk, he searched for a solution. Nothing.

Avoiding eye contact even though she had yet to make any herself, he turned his gaze slowly back to the mystery woman.

There was no getting around it. He was going to have to carry her.

He adjusted the string of rabbits hanging over his shoulder and down his back. As he reached toward her, his hands shook. He fisted them for a moment, until the shaking stilled, then wrapped his fingers around her wrists, easily fitting them both within his grip. Just before he hauled her over his shoulder, he made the mistake of glancing at her face. For the first time, her medical condition was not what he noticed.

His lips parted. Oh . . . wow.

That blue-black hair haloed her head, a stark contrast to the snow beneath her. Her features were—he wracked his brain for the proper word.

Full.

Her lips were plump—the top one more so than the bottom. Her cheekbones were high, and thick eyelashes brushed them. Her nose was wide but delicate. Her eyes, those startling aqua corneas, were so beautiful James found himself wishing she would focus them on him. They were large. Angled at the sides. Her skin, even in the brisk air, was a warm, sandy color.

That tight feeling in his chest traveled downward, settling heavily and uncomfortably low in his gut. His body flushed with heat, making him fight the urge to squirm. So to distract himself, he reached out with his free hand, lifted her by her nape, and adjusted her hood so her head was safely covered. Her hair was cool and slick against his fingers, and again, he jerked his hand away before it could linger.

A numbing cold began to settle into his fingers, snapping him from whatever hold her beauty had over his normally functional brain. Even before turning over his gloves, James had already been in a rush. Not only was her situation significant, but the clouds were heavy with snow. The first flake hadn’t even fallen, but the storm would be bad. The only reason he was out in these conditions was to collect his catches and prepare to batten down the hatches as his father had often said while he was still alive.

With her wrists secure, he pushed to his feet, pulling her dead weight up with him. With his other arm, he caught her just beneath her bottom and flopped her over his shoulder. Her breathing audibly hitched.

He froze. Would she speak now? Scream?

When her breathing simply resumed its normal pace, he closed his eyes for a moment. She wasn’t regaining her senses. He’d just jostled her. Gently, fool. With his eyes closed, he was overtaken by her scent. She smelled of flowers and rain. A meadow beneath a storm. It was intoxicating, and before he could even ponder why he would think something so flighty, he pulled in lungfuls of it until he swayed slightly. His eyes sprang open, and his equilibrium balanced. He shook his head to clear it and caught sight of a path of destruction through the woods. Flattened brush revealed long, smeared tracks and claw marks.

His arm around the back of her thighs tightened. She had been chased by the bear. Through the woods in the near dark. The culmination of her nightmare had been James’s trap. No wonder she was in shock. He patted her bottom absently with his free hand, realized how grossly inappropriate such a gesture was, and jerked his hand back to his side.

Get her to a hospital.

Her clothing was fine quality. She was out here in the middle of nowhere, so she had to have been camped nearby.

People are surely looking for her.

James considered the sky: he had time. Luckily, he was close to his cabin. If the woman’s campsite was not too far, he could be there and back in his cabin—minus one distracting woman—before the blizzard broke.

He needed her gone. Already, he had lost too much of himself in her presence.

Decided, he stalked forward, easily following the bear’s path. When he arrived at an abandoned camp less than five minutes later, his shoulders fell. Unburdening himself of the mystery woman was an improbability.

The camp was in absolute disarray. The remains of five tents were scattered throughout, batted around as though they were inconsequential. A meal, still in the preparation stage, was strewn over a picnic table and the rest of the camp. Myriad pieces of high-tech equipment dotted the site, each bearing the name Delaney Science in a bold, black stamp. James raised an eyebrow.

Scientists?

He considered the slight weight on his shoulder. Was she a scientist? He quickly perused the carnage, spotting enough blood in the snow to indicate someone had been gravely injured. Most likely, whoever had remained behind after the obvious bear attack had taken the wounded for help. The woman on his shoulder may be presumed dead.

James frowned. There were obvious indications that a bear had adopted this site: scat, claw marks on a nearby tree. If they were scientists, they certainly were not biologists or zoologists—or for that matter, Boy Scouts—or they would have picked up on those clues.

A snowflake drifted past James’s nose. The blizzard will break any minute now. There was no one here to take the woman to the hospital.

Though he knew what he had to do, his Adam’s apple felt like a rock lodged in his throat when he swallowed. It appeared the woman would be coming home with him. He shoved the air from his lungs in a huff. He had no idea how to care for a woman. No idea how to care for anything.

There was not much time, but James made a quick circuit of the camp, finding some packs, largely intact, propped against what had once been a tent. There must not have been any food in them or the bear would have added them to its destruction. With a wary eye to the sky, James lifted a pack to his face, sniffed briefly, and then tossed it down. The second pack carried her water lily scent, and he slung it over his free shoulder. He took a moment to adjust his load to a more balanced state, cursorily eyeing the gadgets and equipment they’d brought. It was nothing better than he could make himself. He’d leave everything here for now. Perhaps after the storm, he could return for some spare parts.

He took off, leaving the camp just as the snow began to fall.





Chapter Three

As soon as James closed the door to his cabin behind them, his muscles loosened their death grip on his bones. It had taken him far longer than anticipated to get back to the cabin while loaded down with a surplus of rabbits and an entire human being on his shoulder. Though the distance had been less than two miles, by the last half mile, the snow had quickly drifted in up to his knees, and he had started to worry that they wouldn’t make it.

He gritted his teeth together to keep them from chattering, one of the symptoms of early hypothermia. It was not the first time he’d suffered the condition, and, no doubt, would not be the last. The woman, however, had started off with moderate hypothermia.

He strode to the bed and lowered her to its surface—he remembered to be gentle this time, but it did little good. His muscles were a touch outside his control at present, and she flopped down harder than he’d intended.

James was supernaturally lighter without her weight. His body started to shudder in a desperate bid to create more warmth with her off his shoulder; she had been warming him more than he had guessed.

Get us warm!

He stumbled over to the fireplace and dumped her pack and his string of rabbits to the floor. With numb fingers, he loaded wood and kindling in the grate. In seconds, flames flickered. He should spend a few moments more to ensure the fire caught to its fullest potential, but the unconscious woman—she was so small. Was she worse after being hauled through a blizzard? The gnawing worry in his gut wouldn’t allow James to sit here and poke at a fire.

He made his way to the bed, snatching a thick wool blanket from the back of the couch on the way. He was pleased to find that he hardly stumbled at all this time, which meant his blood circulation was already improving after only minutes sheltered from the elements. If they were lucky, the woman would snap out of this stupor as soon as she got warm again. And felt safe. He paused at the foot of the bed. The blanket, which he used against his own skin regularly, felt suddenly far too coarse for hers, but it was the warmest he had. He clutched it in his hands and swept her with his gaze. A tad more of the tension filling his chest abated. Her skin was not riddled with splotches of frostbite as he had worried it would be. Beyond being blanched of color, her face was as . . . beautiful as he remembered.

His brows drew together. Beautiful is irrelevant. Her current condition is. And that current condition was . . . he gazed into her eyes, hoping for some glimmer of consciousness. She stared at the ceiling. “Miss?” Nothing. He blew out the breath he’d been holding. She hadn’t improved. But she also didn’t appear to have worsened.

He dropped the blanket at the foot of the bed. Her jacket and pants were soaked with melting snow, though they’d held up remarkably for such inclement weather.

There was no way around it. If he wanted her to get better, her clothes had to come off. And he didn’t have the luxury of waiting for her to come to and do it herself.

He made a fist and released it several times at his sides. So, why was he hesitating? This is ridiculous. If her wet clothes stayed on, she would contract a severe case of hypothermia. She might die.

Forget she’s beautiful. Forget she’s the only woman I’ve seen close up since I was six. He closed his eyes. These thoughts weren’t helping.

She dies if you don’t do this!

His eyes snapped open. Right, then.

He started with her boots, his fingers feeling uncharacteristically large and clumsy on the laces in a way that could not be attributed entirely to mild hypothermia. After an epic battle with two sodden double knots, he got her boots off. Her thick socks were dry. He exhaled slowly. That was a relief. Toes were especially susceptible to cold.

Setting her boots on the floor, he glanced at her waist and hesitated again. Boots were one thing, but pants? Medical emergency or not, could he undress an unresponsive woman?

 His stomach lurched. He had to try one more time. Leaning over her, he tried to put himself directly in the path of her gaze. Her eyes didn’t seem to focus, but that wasn’t necessarily an indicator of whether or not she saw him. “Your clothes . . . ” Ah, God, even the words stuck in his throat. He cleared it. “Must . . . come off.” He paused. Waited for her to do or say something. Anything.

She blinked, then continued to stare. Continued not to shiver or respond. And still he waited.

This is silly! He was a grown man. A man of science. He would not shy away from taking a woman’s pants off.

He swallowed hard despite the internal pep talk, and when his fingers wrapped around the elastic waist of her pants, to his utter frustration, his fingers shook. “Last chance. Speak up.” When she did not move, he sucked in a breath and yanked her pants down, revealing . . . 

More pants.

He exhaled, tempted in equal parts to laugh and scrub a hand down his face. James took her snow pants the rest of the way off with no more hesitation; then he unzipped her jacket and eased her out of it with as little jostling as he could manage. She had dressed in jeans and a sweater beneath her winter gear. He dumped her snowsuit on the ground and placed one palm on her arm, the other on her thigh. Her clothes were damp but warm. The snowsuit had done the best job it could insulating her body, but now these clothes had to come off, too, before they cooled and lowered her body temperature even more.

James wasn’t going to overreact like he had over her pants again. He unceremoniously unbuttoned her jeans and, grasping the legs at the cuffs, pulled them from her body.

His lips parted.

He spun around, shutting his eyes, and, immediately, the image of what he’d seen appeared on the backs of his eyelids. He pressed both fists into his eyes until those long, toned legs and the impossibly tiny underwear—composed entirely of black lace—were overcome by a burst of red light.

He lowered his fists with a jerk and blinked several times, trying to dissipate the stars dotting his vision. At the same time, he reached behind him and groped for the blanket, fisted it, and dropped it over the general area of her hips.

His heart was thundering.

Logic, James!

Raising his chin, he turned. Without looking at her directly, he jerked the blanket down, covering her lower body entirely. Once it was safe again, he glanced at her face. He had an overwhelming desire to apologize. He swallowed that down, too.

Get it done.

He hooked her beneath her arms and sat her up slowly. With a series of awkward movements, he managed to draw her sweater up and over her head. He knew better than to look at her undergarments this time. Staring up at the corner of his cabin, he spread the blanket up to her shoulders.

He was just going to assume that her underclothes were dry.

With her safely covered, he dared looking at her again. He pulled his bottom lip between his teeth.

The tops of her naked shoulders peeked over the end of the blanket, appearing delicate and fragile. Her clavicle dipped gently at the hollow of her throat, creating a shadow he had the odd urge to brush his finger over. Just in case he had completely lost his senses, James curled his fingers into his palms to keep any errant digits in check. Two tiny straps looped over her shoulders and disappeared; her brazier matched her panties, if that tiny scrap of material he’d seen even qualified as panties. That she wore a matching set of underclothes was information he really did not need to possess. Despite his efforts to keep himself detached, his gaze touched every inch of bare skin he could see. She was so different from him physically.

Now James groaned. Yes, brilliant observation. How profound that a woman was different from a man in form. His idiocy was truly growing unbearable.

The whole purpose of disrobing her was not only to get her warm and dry but to examine her for injury, something he needed to get to quickly instead of staring at her in what was probably wide-eyed wonder.

A soft whimper sounded in the cabin. His gaze was on her face in a shot. Her eyes were still blank, but her eyebrows were drawn together. He frowned, his gaze momentarily dipping to her hand where it breached the edge of the blanket. Reaching out as though he was about to touch a hot coal, he covered her hand with his, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. “You’re . . . safe now,” he murmured to her as though she could hear him.

Her expression relaxed beneath his gentle rubbing, wrenching a particularly hard thud from his heart. Before he could stop himself, he’d brushed the backs of his fingers against her cheek. Her skin was so incredibly soft, he did it again. She turned her face into the touch with an apathetic blink.

James sucked in a breath and jerked his hand away. What am I doing?

Time for a break.

He gathered the bundle of her wet clothing in his arms—his own swimming head when he bent over an indication that he needed to get himself warm, too—strode over to the couch, and spread the items out to dry in front of the fire. That done, he returned to the bed. He had only been away from her overwhelming presence for a couple of minutes, but he already felt clearer. With jerky movements, he quickly passed his hands over her arms and legs through the blanket. There. Done. She had no broken bones. Her greatest need was getting warm. He hesitated only a moment, something he considered progress, before gathering her into his arms. Once she was cradled against his chest, the desire to tighten his arms and simply hold her scared him into moving quickly. He rushed over to the fire and placed her on the floor a safe distance from the flames.

He caught himself inhaling her scent. He abruptly retrieved his arms and stepped back, peering at her for a moment. She looked appallingly uncomfortable. He stalked to the bed, grabbed a pillow, and returned to her side.

He slipped a hand beneath her neck and raised her head just enough to slide the pillow beneath it. He lowered her head and stepped back once more.

Still not right.

He raised her head once more and gathered her smooth hair into one hand, twisted it a couple of times, and trailed it over her shoulder. Now it wasn’t pulling her head back at an awkward angle.

He jerked a nod. Better.

He stood in the middle of his cabin with his hands on his hips. For the first time in his own home, James didn’t know what to do with himself. There were things he needed to do. Oddly enough, he wanted to put them all off to stare at the way light from the fire flickered on the skin across her collarbone and shoulders.

How many times today would logic fail him?

His knees shook, and another wave of dizziness swept over him. He could no longer delay removing his own wet clothes. Collecting his string of rabbits—hopefully enough for two people until the storm broke—he hung them on a nail outside the cabin door. In this weather, even a trip to the storage shed could prove disastrous. Though the shed was only a few hundred feet away, there was no telling how quickly the temperature would drop in the dark. He didn’t need to combat hypothermia right on the heels of getting over it. He would move his catches as soon as visibility returned and pray that in the interim, a hungry animal would not wander off with them. Eating canned peaches for several days was undesirable.

Returning to the “bedroom” portion of his cabin, James retrieved a change of clothes from the dresser his father had crafted shortly after moving them out here all those years ago. He laid the items out on the bed, gazing at the indentations the woman’s body had left behind on the quilt. He swallowed and looked away.

He began unbuttoning his shirt, then paused. He shot a quick glance at the woman. She hadn’t moved. He stared down at the fingers on his shirt button. They were as steady as they’d ever been. The shaking that had been his constant companion since entering the cabin was absent. It wasn’t a positive change. He couldn’t put this off any longer. He needed to get in front of that fire himself.

Staring at the pattern of the quilt, he quickly removed his shirt, then shucked his pants and boxers.

He was just reaching for his clean pair of underwear when a piercing scream rent the air.





Chapter Four

Before she could identify she was no longer swinging above a ravenous bear, residual terror was bursting from her mouth in the same scream that had been cut off when her face met bark. Her arms jerked over her face, and she cringed, twisting to her side.

When the collision didn’t come, her scream warbled and faded. She blinked her eyes open. Her cheek was pressed against a braided rug she didn’t recognize. A cozy heat was at her back.

Not hanging from a tree anymore?

Her mind scrambled to find something she could recognize as thought. Was this real? Had the bear been real?

She pressed her fingers against a spot that throbbed near her hairline and grunted. Yeouch. This was real.

She planted her hand against the rug and pushed to a sitting position. Black dots converged and spun, and she clenched her eyes closed, gripping her temples with spread thumb and forefinger. With a groan, she strained to see her surroundings. In front of her was a couch.

Her snow pants, jeans, and shirt were spread over it.

She tilted her head to the side. My clothes . . .  Slowly, she lowered her gaze to her own body. A thick blanket pooled in her lap, and above that, her bare tummy. She sucked in a breath, tucked her chin a bit more, and caught sight of the completely impractical black lace bra she’d brought on a camping trip.

She flicked her gaze up and over the couch and locked gazes with a man standing beside a rumpled bed, eyeing her as though she were a hissing cobra.

A huge man. A huge, bearded man. A huge, bearded, naked man.

So very naked.

Whatever he saw on her face made his eyes widen, and he slowly raised his hands, palms out. Her lungs gobbled up air and spit it out again in another ear-splitting shriek.

She lurched backward, scrambling to her feet, clutching that blanket for all she was worth and trying to arrange it in a manner that hid her nearly naked body from the entirely naked stranger.

She’d moved too quickly. Her vision blanked, and she swayed, losing her balance and pitching backward, arms pinwheeling.

Her sight returned just in time for her to see the naked man move remarkably fast, vaulting over the couch and landing in front of her in what could have been no more than three steps. Just as the heat behind her began to scorch her legs, he reached out, snagged both of her arms in an iron grip, and yanked her forward in time to save her from tumbling into the flames.

Her eyes shut reflexively as he shoved her face to his chest. His breaths were harsh, and the hands that gripped her arms trembled.

Against her closed eyelids, the image of him jumping over the sofa—completely starkers—replayed. Her nose was crushed into his chest, but she quickly realized the rest of her body was crushed to him as well. The blanket was not present in any manner.

She gasped, splayed her hands on his chest, and shoved with all of her might. He absorbed the shove with a small, backward step, which meant the rest of the energy she’d invested in the move traveled back up her arms and sent her careening backward. Again.

He tightened his grip on her arms, keeping her upright. “Careful,” he grated.

As her knees wobbled and she fought to avoid crumpling at his feet, her gaze poured over him, looking for details as to the threat he posed. He was so very large, standing at least a head and shoulders above her. Packs and packs of muscles covered his frame. They all seemed to be flexed, and she reflexively tried to shrink back, but his grip on her arms kept her from getting too far. Her gaze flew to his face, the features of which were almost completely hidden by a riot of wavy, reddish hair that fell to his shoulders and a beard to rival any member’s of Duck Dynasty.

Adrenaline returned with a rush. Her arms were restrained, but her hands were free. She began liberally slapping at him, anywhere she could reach, which, it turned out, was only his chest and biceps.

“Don’t touch me!” She punctuated each word with a sharp slap.

His lips parted, as though he hadn’t realized he was holding her. His hands dropped from her skin in the next second, and as she was midswing for another slap, she stumbled with the momentum of her arm.
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“Fun, flirty and spicy ... [I] might go looking for

[my] own mountain man after this read.”

—Library Journal






