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    Chapter One


    


    Gemma’s lips trembled apart on a moan of pleasure so intense her body shivered with it. Synapses fired behind eyes she dared not open for fear he’d leave her wanting again.


    Last time, he’d taken her right to the brink of release before disappearing, leaving her writhing with hunger. Not this time. This time he’d better take her all the way, damn it.


    Her body came alive under the tutelage of his skillful hands. The way he knew just how to caress her, tease, and torment, until she wept, threatened, and begged for more.


    Her hips arched off the bed, seeking, wishing to be filled, but once again he strung her out until she was mindless with need.


    Oh, please, please. Quit dinking around and take me, already.


    He chuckled as though able to read her thoughts, while his hands breezed over her breasts, the heat of his mouth hovered over her nipple, until she sunk her teeth into her lower lip to keep in the whimper. Sensations flooded her, tightening her muscles, and her hands clenched the sheets beneath her as little cries escaped her bitten lips, betraying her.


    A growl of satisfaction vibrated from him, pouring into her body, pushing her closer to that delirious edge.


    The alarm blared in her ear, jerking her awake.


    “Nooo,” Gemma groaned. Her sound of distress battered around the empty bedroom. “Not again.” Would her dream man ever truly make love to her?


    She opened her eyes and found herself alone. Of course she was alone. He was just a dream, part of her imagination. Her very creative imagination.


    But he felt like more than that.


    For weeks now he’d been visiting, always in the deepest of night. That magical time where the world slept and passions awoke.


    She threw back the covers, the chill hitting her nakedness.


    What the—?


    She never slept naked.


    A quick glance around the room showed her flannel pajamas tossed to the floor, along with her pink polka dotted cotton underwear.


    Huh? She knew she’d crawled into bed last night fully clothed, including her hand-knitted woolen socks currently hanging off the top of the dresser. Her copy of The Three Musketeers lay face down, where she’d placed it before turning off the light. She’d given up on her love of romance books once the erotic dreams had started, not needing the added stimuli. She’d hoped reading the classics would settle down whatever the heck was going on with her subconscious mind while she slept.


    She grabbed a robe hanging over the back of a chair and slipped into the warm terrycloth. It was springtime in Alaska and just like Johnny Horton was famous for singing, it was currently forty below.


    No one in their right mind slept naked.


    And she was very worried that she was no longer in her right mind.


    ***


    He’d almost had her.


    Lucky Leroy Morgan fell back onto the sweet smelling grass, his hands fisted, his jaw clenched, and aching with sexual frustration down to the cellular level. No, that was no longer true.


    Not since he was dead and trapped in this fucking paradise.


    He roared up at the perfectly blue skies, his back arching, and his lungs emptying of pent up emotions, praying the sound reached farther up into the Heavens from where he was currently trapped.


    If he didn’t know better, he’d think this was hell.


    She’d been so close. He’d literally brushed her soft skin this time. Smelled her, and she’d smelled like high mountain Himalayan Impatiens with hints of rich, dark coffee.


    What he wouldn’t give for a cup of coffee.


    He sat up, his hands tearing at the lush grass beneath him, and came to face to face with Hansen.


    “Failed again?”


    Nothing like stating the obvious. “Fuck, yes.”


    Hansen glanced around and lowered his voice, “Reverence, man.”


    “I don’t give a shit. I shouldn’t be here.”


    “You aren’t going anywhere with that attitude.”


    “Fuck you too.”


    “She got to you this time, didn’t she?” Hansen gave him that knowing smile. “You’re starting to care, to fall in love.” Nothing seemed to ruffle the calmness the man radiated. That used to impress him.


    Lucky Leroy Morgan came by the nickname “Lucky” naturally. He loved women. Not just one. Many. And caring this much about one woman freaked him out.


    “You’re running out of time,” Hansen said. “If you can’t get her to accept you before these strong solar storms are over, you’re stuck here, my friend.”


    “Like I don’t know that.” Lucky clawed his fingers through his shaggy, sun-bleached hair. Here wasn’t that bad, for a spirit detention hub so to speak. A lush valley full of sharp-painted wildflowers intermixed with the sweet smelling grass all framed by purple snowcapped mountains jutting into an azure sky. Puffy, porcelain clouds floated by without a care in the Universe. When he’d first arrived, it had been one more adventure. More mountains to climb, a different world to conquer, but the thrill had quickly lost its appeal when he’d realized there was no risk.


    He was already dead. What more could happen to him? The worst had already happened. What he needed was to get back to the land of the living.


    And Gemma Star was his ticket.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    Gemma flipped the sign to open and unlocked the doors to Chinook Books. Of course, her mother Siri and her Aunt Rosie were the first ones to breeze in.


    “Did you see the Aurora last night?” Siri asked after Gemma shut the door behind them.


    Siri was garbed in her traditional winter woolen dress pieced together from a variety of rainbow recycled sweaters serged in a haphazard design. Added to the outfit were clashing arm warmers with just her fingers uncovered. Silver rings fitted every finger, and her painted nails shimmered with a glittery crimson today. White bunny boots and a royal purple coat, that was more of a cloak, completed the ensemble. Gemma couldn’t call it an outfit with a straight face. Rosie helped Siri out of her cloak, while Siri stared at Gemma.


    Oh Lord, she hoped her mother wasn’t off her meds.


    “Mom?” Gemma prompted. “You okay?”


    Siri blinked her dark blue eyes rimmed with thick black lashes. Her shocking red hair was long and curly and had yet to fade with age.


    Gemma glanced at Rosie who shrugged. Aunt Rosie was the complete opposite of Siri. Her brunette hair had been left to gray naturally, and cut in a no-nonsense bob. She wore jeans, a man’s flannel shirt and a sensible parka that she shrugged off, along with removing her gloves and knit hat. She resembled Gemma’s father who had died when she was eight that it sometimes hurt to look upon her. Gemma took their coats and hung them up behind the counter.


    She turned back to find Siri’s eyes burrowing into her, as though trying to see into Gemma’s soul.


    “Gemini Star, what have you been up to?”


    She hated it when her mother looked at her like that. “What do you mean?” She’d better clarify. She’d learned early not to volunteer information.


    “You’ve been touched by a Dreamweaver.” Siri continued her slow sweep, traveling up and down Gemma’s simple brown slacks and cream cable knit sweater. “Tell me you haven’t given yourself to him.”


    “What? No. What are you talking about?” A premonition prickled up Gemma’s spine, and she tried to suppress the sudden need to shudder.


    “You mustn’t do it. Do not invite him in. Your soul will be compromised.”


    “Huh? What? Mom, you’re talking nonsense.” But it didn’t feel like nonsense. Sometimes the things her mother said were downright freaky. Her dream lover was just that, a dream. No more. Unfortunately she knew enough having been raised by her New Age mother not to completely discount the supernatural. There was too much out there left unexplained. But a Dreamweaver? What the hell was that?


    “Siri, let’s get you a cup of tea.” Rosie shared a here-we-go-again glance with Gemma.


    “Yes, tea. Must have tea, and then we’ll consult the cards,” Siri said.


    “Mom—”


    “I’m reading your cards today, Gemini. You can’t stop me. I’ll find out what’s going on.”


    Oh great.


    “Siri, you have a full day of customers scheduled today,” Rosie said. “Let’s concentrate on them first. What do you say?”


    “Fine. You’re right of course. But if there’s time....”


    Gemma mouthed “thank you” as Rosie turned Siri toward the café. Amie, the barista who had been with Gemma for years, already carried a tray with a brewing teapot, along with matching cups and saucers to Siri’s favorite bistro table right in the middle of the room. No disposable coffee cups for her mother. Tea was a ritual and needed to be respected as such with purified water and a specialized Silver Tip White Tea imported from Sri Lanka.


    “This looks charming, Amie, thank you.” Siri adjusted her skirts as she sat. “So, Amie, when are you due?”


    Amie looked at Gemma, her eyes wide with panic and then back to Siri. “No, ma’am, I’m not pregnant.” She smoothed down the fabric of her apron as though to show off the flatness of her stomach.


    “Hmm, interesting. I see a new baby in your immediate future.” Siri shrugged and helped herself to one of the shortbread cookies also on the tray.


    “Amie, I’m going to need a brownie this morning,” Rosie said, attempting to get Amie’s attention off her nonexistent bump.


    “Coming right up.” Amie undid the ties to her apron and wrapped them around her front, tying them tighter around her middle as she walked back behind the counter to get Rosie’s brownie.


    Gemma hurried across the café and whispered over the dessert case, “You know not to take anything she says to heart, right?”


    “Yes, I know that,” Amie said. The mass of bracelets on her thin wrist jangled as she slammed open the bakery case. “But I’m late. Gemma, I can’t be pregnant, I just can’t. Drew hasn’t even asked me to marry him. And I don’t know if I want to marry him. A baby? What am I going to do with a baby? I’m not ready to be a mother.”


    “Stop. It’s nothing. Nothing.”


    “But you heard her,” Amie’s voice rose in worry.


    “Yes, and last Tuesday she told Mrs. Halverson that she’d find cockroaches. This is Fairbanks, Alaska. Have you ever seen a cockroach?”


    Amie took a deep breath, closed her eyes and let it out. “Right. Okay, but you know I’ll need to leave early so that I can buy a pregnancy test to put my mind at ease.” Amie put Rosie’s brownie on a plate and took it to her.


    Gemma studied Amie’s trim figure. It was just as fit and petite as it was when Gemma had hired her right out of high school. No way could she be over a hundred and ten pounds. She just topped five feet. With her dyed black hair, multiple ear piercings, coupled with her kohl rimmed eyes and dark purple lipstick, Amie fit more into Chinook Books than Gemma did.


    The eclectic bookstore used to be hippie central when Siri ran it. Incense had burned at the counter. Brownies could be ordered “organic” instead of the dark chocolate, nut-filled ones Gemma stocked. And customers hung out all day gazing up at the celestial ceiling her father had commissioned for Siri’s birthday. There was still a New Age vibe, and the ceiling still received a lot of oohs and ahhs, but the more years that went by, the more Gemma had lessened the influence. Though she hadn’t been able to get rid of Tarot Tuesday, or what she secretly referred to as Trial Tuesday.


    Gemma’s perky part-timer, Callista, reported to work at noon, she hid herself in the back office, after grabbing a book on dreams. She let Callista run the book floor while Amie continued to fret about her possible pregnancy in the café. Siri was too occupied with her Tarot readings to pay attention to what Gemma was up to.


    She wished she could just ask her mother what she meant about the Dreamweaver comment, but she’d learned a long time ago not to show too much interest in her mother’s “second sight.” At least medicated, Siri didn’t talk to people who weren’t there and predict the future or the sex of unborn children. Well, as much.


    She hoped Amie wasn’t pregnant. Maybe she’d run out and pick up that pregnancy test for Amie to put both their minds at ease. Until she could get away, she had some investigating to do. She opened the book she’d swiped on dreams and found the table of contents.


    The chapter on “Astral Sex” leapt off the page.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Three


    


    “Well, you look awful,” Tern Maiski said, entering Gemma’s little back office.


    There wasn’t much room for more than a desk in the closet-like space. Gemma had tried to lighten it up from the multi-colored rainbow arching across the walls her mother had painted to a much more soothing sage green. Though the rainbow still bled through in the right light as if refusing to be covered up.


    Gemma planted her elbows on the old walnut desk that had been her father’s, and rested her chin in her hands. “I’m having astral sex.”


    Tern sank into the chair opposite. “You’re having what?”


    “Astral sex.”


    “Before I draw any wrong conclusions, explain exactly what astral sex is.” Tern shrugged off her stylish black wool coat that reached to her calves and unwound a hand-painted red silk scarf from around her neck. Tern owned the Arctic Tern Art Gallery just down the street, and they had a standing date to eat lunch together on Trial Tuesdays.


    “Here, read this.” Gemma held up the book for Tern, her head still spinning with the otherworldly implications.


    Tern took the book and read the passage Gemma indicated. She glanced up. “You’re having sex dreams? What a relief. I thought—never mind what I thought.”


    “Geesh, Tern. I’m not even seeing anyone special and you thought I’d—holy balls, just keep reading.”


    Tern followed the passage with her finger. “Astral sex—damn but that’s funny to say—is the theosophical belief, belonging to the ethereal region that is believed to exist at a higher level than the material world. Personal auras are said to have non-corporeal sex with astral playmates.” Tern leaned forward, the book cradled to her chest. “So you have a spiritual playmate.”


    “Be serious for a minute.”


    “I am being serious.” Tern’s Athabascan skin glowed under the harsh fluorescent lights, picking up the auburn strains highlighted in her thick ebony hair. But it was her dark almond eyes looking grave that had Gemma swallowing.


    “Don’t tell me you buy into this?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “Come on, I was counting on you to bring me back to earth.” At Tern’s lift of an eyebrow, Gemma added, “Ground me at least. I need to talk to someone and I can’t tell anyone out there.” Gemma gestured wide with her hand to include all the occupants currently in Chinook Books who believed what the pretty painted cards told them.


    “Your mother probably has more information on the subject than this book.” Tern held up the Dreamology Dictionary.


    “I’ve been trying my whole life to get away from this kind of stuff. Don’t tell me you believe in it?”


    “There is a lot I believe in.” Tern’s tone more than the words had Gemma feeling ashamed as she remembered Tern’s close call with death last summer. “There’s so much we don’t understand,” Tern continued. “It’s arrogant to discount the unexplained.”


    Wow, nice way to put her in her place. “Help explain this to me then. I’m so confused.”


    “Tell me what’s happening.”


    “I’m having the most intense, sexual dreams. It’s like he’s there. I can feel him, smell him, hear him until I open my eyes. Then he’s gone and usually before I... well, you know.”


    Tern’s lips twisted into a smile. “No, I don’t know.”


    “Don’t make me say it.”


    “Yeah, you’re going to need to say it.”


    “Come on, Tern.”


    “Well, I guess that’s close enough.”


    Gemma felt the blush heat her face.


    “How long has he been ‘visiting’?” Tern asked.


    “Three weeks as of last night.”


    “Every night?” Those brows of hers arrowed in thought. One brow was split at the apex by a scar giving her a somewhat rakish look for a woman. Very becoming on her and said more than words that she held her own.


    “Except two days ago,” Gemma admitted, though leaving out how despondent she’d felt when her dream man hadn’t put in an appearance.


    “So you have been having astral sex—damn, I love that phrase—for three weeks and you haven’t orgasmed?”


    Gemma’s blush flamed, and she couldn’t respond.


    “You might have to help yourself out for your own peace of mind.”


    “Forget all that. How do I get rid of him?”


    “Your astral partner?”


    “Will you quit saying that word?”


    “Nope.” Tern shook her head and laughed. This time it was full-bodied, and Gemma couldn’t help being pulled into the magic of the melodious sound.


    “Oh my hell, what am I going to do?”


    “Figure out why he’s sought you out and vice versa.”


    “Me? I haven’t sought him out. How would I even go about doing something like that?”


    “Your subconscious has. Maybe you need to have a talk with yourself and figure out what is missing in your life that you’re seeking in the astral plane.”


    “Well, the obvious. I must be sexually frustrated.”


    “Are you?”


    “I didn’t think I was until he started visiting me every night.”


    “Wait, you said he didn’t visit two days ago. That was Sunday. So why not Sunday? What was happening that was different that night?”


    “Nothing really. The bookstore was closed, so I took care of errands and cleaned the house. I did meet up with Cub and had dinner.”


    “Oooh, how did that go?”


    “Eh. He’s good looking, that’s for sure.” Jacob “Cub” Iverson resembled a Norse God. Cool blond looks with ice blue eyes and muscles that bore witness to his ancestors throwing tree trunks. She should be climbing all over him from the moment he’d moved to town six months ago. “But there wasn’t any spark.”


    “No, spark with Cub Iverson? My goldfish lights up when he’s in the room. The man was made for worshiping.”


    “Don’t let Gage hear you talk like that.”


    “Just because I’m married doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate art when I see it. So why no spark? Did he kiss you?”


    “Yeah.” Gemma sighed. “It was nice but not as nice as my Dreamweaver’s.”


    Tern’s smile fell, and she became very still. “What did you just call him?”


    “Dreamweaver.” A shiver skittered across her skin. “Why?”


    “Pull up the weather report for the last three weeks.” Tern pointed to Gemma’s laptop. “Come on. Do it.”


    Gemma did as Tern instructed while Tern came around the desk to see the results. They quickly scanned through the past weather reports for the last month. Fairbanks had actually fared well for March. Other than the snow storm Sunday night, they’d had cold but clear weather and amazing Aurora Borealis displays due to the record solar flares.


    “I don’t want you to freak out with what I’m about to say,” Tern said, slowly retaking her seat.


    “You’re already freaking me out.”


    “Well, hold onto something then. Your Dreamweaver is using the Northern Lights as a conduit to travel between the astral planes. If you aren’t careful, he’ll snatch your spirit and take you back with him. You need protection.”


    “Really? You’d think having astral sex would be the ultimate solution for having unprotected sex. You can’t get pregnant or catch anything.”


    “Don’t joke about this. There is so much you can lose.” Tern tightened her lips. “What’s the forecast for the Aurora tonight?”


    Gemma glanced back to her computer screen. “Intense.”


    “Don’t go to sleep. Promise me.” Tern waited until Gemma promised. “Okay, you wire yourself with caffeine. I’ll talk to Gage.”


    “Gage? Tern, no.” Gemma rose out of her chair as Tern stood and hurriedly slid her coat back on. “I don’t want anyone else knowing about this.”


    “We’re going to need his help. He works for the Geophysical Institute, remember. He’s an Aurora genius. We need to know what we’re up against if this ‘thing’ is using the Northern Lights as a stream into our world.”


    “This sounds like Star Trek,” Gemma muttered rushing to catch up with Tern as she exited the office onto the book floor.


    “Until I get back with you, it wouldn’t hurt to find out what Siri knows. She might have some other ways of protecting you.”


    “I can’t talk to my mother about this.” She’d wished now she hadn’t talked to Tern.


    Tern stopped and faced her. “Your soul is at risk. Talk to her. And no sleep.” She held up her finger when Gemma went to interrupt. “No naps either.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding?”


    “The Aurora is out there even during the day. We humans can only see them at night.” Tern took Gemma by the arm and steered her toward the café. A few tables were taken by regulars who liked to hear Siri’s readings. Siri was currently deep in the middle of another reading for Mrs. Halverson who didn’t miss a week without a read.


    “Amie, large coffee with a double shot of espresso for Gemma,” Tern ordered. “I want you to make sure she drinks enough of those to make her twitchy.”


    Amie, paler than when Gemma had left her, pointed at Mrs. Halverson. “Did you see Mrs. Halverson’s cockroach?”


    Gemma followed Amie’s shaky finger. There on Mrs. Halverson’s pink lapel jacket was pinned a huge emerald cockroach.


    Siri stood, holding the moon card in her hand for Gemma to see. “Dreamweaver,” she whispered.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    Gemma’s eyelids closed and then blinked open. It was two in the morning. The television was playing a marathon of Star Trek the Next Generation at top volume. She’d turned the heat down, and the inside temperature of her house was currently sixty-five degrees. She was freezing and tired, and almost to the point where she didn’t care anymore if her Dreamweaver visited.


    At least he’d keep her warm.


    She had to be careful that the temperature in the house didn’t drop enough that her water pipes were in danger. That was taking this astral stuff too far.


    Who was she kidding? It had already gone too far. She’d let a bunch of people scare her with nonsense. This was ridiculous. Dreamweavers didn’t exist. There was no real proof. But then if spirits were sexually enslaving souls, would there be proof?


    Probably just a lot of sexually satisfied women who didn’t give a flip if they were enslaved.


    That’s it. She had to work tomorrow. Enough was enough.


    She readied for bed, washing her face, brushing her teeth, and donning a UAF sweatshirt, knee socks, and drawstring sweats that she double knotted around her waist.


    There, let’s see if an astral spirit can untie knots.


    After adjusting the thermostat to a more comfortable level, she headed to bed.


    Before slipping under the covers, she glanced out the window and caught her breath.


    The snow glistened with neon greens, electric blues, and hints of violet reflected from an unearthly sky as wave after wave danced across the firmament.


    Maybe she should make another pot of coffee.


    No. This was crazy. The Northern Lights did look otherworldly. Magical even, chilling with their dramatic display. She’d seen it all before. Though the last few weeks had been the most impressive of her twenty-five years. Still, enough. Sleep called. She was probably too exhausted to engage in anything anyway, even if her dream lover did visit.


    And if he did, it was about time she learned the guy’s name.


    ***


    Finally.


    Lucky watched as Gemma adjusted the covers under her chin. He’d been here all night, actually been able to follow her throughout most of her day with the powerful solar flares from the sun storm.


    The need to get close to her, smell that combination of sweet-spiciness laced with hints of dark coffee was making him crazy. He’d seen her guzzle back cup after cup and was hungry to see how she’d taste.


    “Come on, Gemma. Go to sleep.” The sooner she entered the REM cycle, the sooner he could take a sample and find out.


    Suddenly she sat up in bed and looked around. Her wide and searching eyes were the color of an arctic night with sparks of emeralds and sapphires shining within their depths.


    He froze on instinct even though he knew she couldn’t see him. But had she heard him? That was the first time he’d spoken out loud today.


    “Gemma?”


    “Who’s there?”


    Holy shit!


    Gemma scrambled out of bed, grabbing the heavy book on the side table. The light clicked on, and he almost laughed at the sight. She looked like a stirred up polar bear wearing all those layers.


    He’d gotten her naked before. He had no doubt he would again. But maybe he ought to keep his mouth shut. A spooked woman was not a relaxed one. And he needed her relaxed.


    Gemma searched the room, peeking around the closet door and then checking the bathroom. She exchanged the book for a hockey stick that she had standing guard in the corner and headed for the rest of the house.


    Great. She wasn’t going to sleep any time soon if she was scared off her ass.


    He always was his own worst enemy.


    Lucky admired Gemma from behind as she methodically searched each room in the small clapboard house, double-checked that all the doors and windows were locked and then headed back to bed, grumbling under her breath, “I am not going crazy.”


    He stifled a chuckle. The woman was delightful. Cute, yet sexy in that ruffled up kitten sort of way. The kind he wanted to cuddle with but knew at any moment the claws might come out. He kept silent this time as she snuggled back into bed. She left the bathroom light on, and it gave a soft glow into the bedroom, bathing the bed with a copper cast, highlighting her skin and hair with gold dust.


    He’d always been attracted to shiny things.


    She expressed a loud sigh and settled deeper under the covers. He advanced onto the bed, freezing again when her head came up, and she swept the room.


    “Too much caffeine,” she muttered. “There is nobody here.” But as though to make sure, she took the adjacent pillow and laid it lengthwise, right over him. His non-corporeal body took the smothering of the pillow and rose above it.


    He didn’t dare breathe—didn’t really matter if he did or not, but he liked going through the motions—for fear that she’d sense more of him. How was she picking up on his presence?


    Did it have something to do with the Northern Lights or were these visits actually creating a connection?


    God, he hoped it was the latter.


    He needed her. Not just spiritually. She was his ticket back to the physical.


    ***


    Gemma drifted in that place where she wasn’t completely asleep yet couldn’t fully wake up.


    He was here.


    She could feel him... breathe?


    Spirits didn’t breathe. But then he was more than a spirit. He was a Dreamweaver come to weave an enchanting spell over her, enslave her into giving up her soul so that he could take over her body. She’d read a little more today after everyone had made such a big deal, and now she didn’t know what to believe. Just knew she wanted to curl into him.


    He smelled like fresh mountain breezes with undertones of earth and pine.


    Heavenly.


    She mentally giggled at the thought. Of course he smelled heavenly. Wasn’t that where he was from?


    But what if he was from that other place? The one she dared not mention in case she invited a darker element into her life. One otherworldly spirit was enough.


    Could she be a spirit magnet?


    Her mother had raised her on a steady diet of natural organic foods, and homegrown herbs and berries with enough supplements to ensure she lived forever. It was a hard habit to break. Her first fast food hamburger and fries had been at the age of fourteen, and she’d promptly thrown it up. She was pretty healthy without a lot of toxic chemicals, though like most women, she had an addiction to chocolate. Pilates was her exercise of choice, and weather permitting, she took full advantage of all the outside activities living in Alaska provided.


    Yeah, her system probably was real attractive to the body impaired.


    “It isn’t your body that attracts me,” a husky whisper said before lips nibbled the side of her neck. “At least, not just your body, which is smoking.”


    Funny, wouldn’t a dream lover say all the right things? He’d kind of stumbled over that.


    She needed to make him go, but instead found herself arching her neck to give him better access. If she could only open her eyes, he’d disappear. But her eyelids were so heavy. She reached up her hand and laid it on his cheek.


    Her fingers dived into the softest, silkiest hair. She had a picture of sun-bleached wavy strains left too long without a trim.


    This was different. More interactive.


    He groaned. The sound vibrated throughout her like a plucked guitar string. “Yes, touch me,” he said. “It’s been so long since someone has touched me.”


    She could feel him, hear him. He was more than just a sensation this time. “How is this possible?”


    “Don’t question. Just do.”


    “Who are you?” Please don’t say Dreamweaver.


    “Lucky.”


    What did that mean?


    His hand, large and calloused cupped her bare breast and her nipple pebbled, stealing her breath. How was he doing this? And was she naked again?


    “Yes.” There was a smile in his voice as he switched attention from one nipple to the other.


    “Okay, how?” Did she really even care as his clear expertise in seduction ratcheted up her need for him?


    “That’s a loaded question, Gemma.” His lips traveled lower over her collarbone.


    “I need some answers.” Boy, did she ever. And quickly, before her mind gave up and let her body embrace the sensations he enticed her with.


    “I know. But could we just... enjoy each other first?”


    He did have a point. A very impressive point.


    “Why thank you.”


    “Are you reading my mind?”


    “Sorry, bad habit I’ve recently gotten into.” His lips traveled to her breasts, and one rogue hand ventured lower. Much lower. Any articulate thought evaporated.


    He gave a husky laugh. “Good to know.”


    He went to church, worshipping, lavishing her nipples while his fingers teased and tormented until everything inside her melted with wanting. Why was he doing this to her?


    “Because you’re the one.”


    “The one what?” She needed to stay coherent, present, and not drift with him.


    “Not what. Who. You and I were meant for each other, Gemma.”


    “How do you mean?” A shiver of unease intruded.


    “You were my future.”


    “What do you mean ‘were’?”


    “We are destined, Gemma.” His mouth traveled lower, and she started to see stars.


    “Wait... what?”


    “Do you really want me to stop and explain?”


    Nooo. Yes.


    She didn’t know what she wanted. She wanted him. Wanted to be filled, consumed, and thoroughly loved by him.


    “I’m here willing to do it all, babe.”


    Babe?


    “Gemma,” he rushed to cover.


    Had that been a slip? Most men called women ‘babe’ as a cover because they couldn’t remember the woman’s name. “How many other women do you visit?”


    “There is only you.” There was a long pause. “But to be honest, there have been many. Before.”


    “Before what?”


    “Before I... died.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    Gemma rushed to let Tern inside the bookstore. They had an hour before anyone would be reporting to work, and before the store was scheduled to open.


    “I stopped and picked up cinnamon rolls from Bun on the Run.” Tern held up a bag. “Not that the café food isn’t great, but I’m sure you get tired of it.”


    “Bless you.” Gemma relocked the door and led the way to a little bistro table in the back of the café. If people saw them from the large plate-glass windows, there would be knocking and begging for her to open early. Coffee goers were a wired group, as she was learning herself. Never had she been this agitated. When this “situation” was over with, and she cut back on her consumption, the caffeine withdrawals were bound to be legendary.


    But that wasn’t today, and she needed the hit, feeling more zombie than human. Gemma veered toward the café to pour mountainous cups of coffee, adding a few too many shots of espresso to hers. Getting through today was going to be an experience.


    “So, tell me what happened last night? You didn’t sleep, did you?”


    Gemma placed their coffees down on the table and sat. “Uh... some.” Not that it was enough sleep to count since she’d been participating in other activities at the time.


    “Did your Dreamweaver visit?”


    “Yes.”


    “Gemma!”


    “I tried to stay awake. I really did, but after two in the morning, I gave it up.” Thinking she was crazy to be afraid of going to sleep. Boy, had she been proved wrong.


    “So what happened?”


    Gemma’s face heated. “Okay, first off—I feel nuts for talking about this—but, Tern, you have to understand. He is really sexy and really adept at seduction.”


    “How far? Was there inter—“


    “No.” But it had been close. So close.


    “Did you get his name?”


    “No.” What did Tern think of her? She sounded so easy to her own ears. Some random guy, spirit, or whatever, shows up and puts the moves on her, and she just lays there and takes it. Participates, even.


    “Gemma, if he shows up again you have to get his name. There is power in a name.”


    She’d tried, hadn’t she? It was all a bit fuzzy in the light of day. “Okay, if I see him again, I’ll get his name.”


    “Good. I talked to Gage. He’s in Poker Flats with all his fellow cronies from around the world. They haven’t seen solar displays like this since the 1960’s. It’s like geekville out there. While he doesn’t believe in all this Dreamweaver stuff—scientist—” she shrugged “—he did say that the intense solar flares are interfering with radio transmissions and satellites. He’s going to keep me updated with the forecast.” Tern reached over and laid her hand over Gemma’s, her eyes solemn. “He also said it’s going to get more extreme in the next few days based on the sun’s flares in the last twelve hours. The most recent flares from the sun are like nuclear bombs.”


    Great. Gemma peered into the black liquid of her cup. If that was the case, she’d need something stronger than coffee to stay awake.


    “I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in three weeks. And last night, might as well count as no sleep. I’d just dropped off when he was there. In fact—” she shook her head “—no never mind.”


    “Tell me. The littlest thing could give us a clue on how to stop him.”


    Gemma thought about it, realizing that Tern wasn’t going to think she was crazier. She leaned in even though she knew they were alone and no one could overhear them. “Before I fell asleep, I could have sworn I heard him.”


    “While you were awake?”


    “Yes, and later when we were, you know, we talked.”


    “Like communicated in your dream?”


    “No, actually talked. He could read my thoughts though, come to think of it. But I talked to him. I heard him.”


    “Hmm.”


    “What does that mean?” She sat back in her chair.


    “I think we need to talk to your mother.”


    “No. Tern, you don’t understand. Mom is barely there. This will send her right over into that other world of hers and there won’t be enough medication to bring her back.”


    Tern seemed to shelf that argument for another time. “How did you stop, you know, both of you? Did the alarm clock go off like last time?”


    “No, I was able to call a halt.”


    “How?”


    “You know how I said we could talk? Well, he’s enough of a man—Dreamweaver or not—to step in it. He called me babe.”


    “Babe?” Tern narrowed her eyes. “He called you babe?”


    “Yeah, can you believe it?”


    “How do you mean? Like an endearment in the heat of the moment?”


    “No, more like when a guy calls you babe when he can’t remember your name.”


    “I don’t know. Babe isn’t all bad.”


    “Seriously?”


    “I had someone special who used to call me babe. But it was sweet and so like him, you know?” Tern gave her a bittersweet smile. “I was going to introduce him to you when we returned from . . .” Darkness clouded her features. “Never mind. We’re getting off track.” She cleared her throat. “Okay, let’s plan on what we’re going to do.”


    Tern’s mood shifted so quickly that Gemma had trouble catching up. She knew Tern and Gage had been through hell last summer.


    “What are your plans tonight?” Tern asked. “Gage will be in Poker Flats probably for the next few days. Do you want to crash at my place?”


    “Actually, I kind of have another get-together with Cub.”


    “Ooh, that’s perfect. Sleep with him tonight. I doubt your Dreamweaver will be able to put in an appearance if you’re getting busy with another man. If he does that might be... crowded.”


    “I am not sleeping with Cub.”


    “Why not? What if you’ve brought this on yourself because you’re sexually frustrated? Maybe that’s the reason this Dreamweaver sought you out. Like a succubus.”


    “Ew. No, he said we were destined. That I was his future... that is, you know, before he died.”


    “Hmm.”


    “You have to stop with the hmms. They wig me out.”


    “I need to do some more research. If you don’t want to talk to Siri, my Grandma Coho probably has some insight.”


    “No more people. I don’t want everyone to know that I’m having astral sex with some Dreamweaver.” She sounded nutty enough.


    “Then talk to your mother. If destiny’s involved you could be in real trouble.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    Gemma strapped her kayak onto the roof of her car and drove to meet Cub.


    It was technically still winter, even though the calendar said spring was around the corner. But the rivers and lakes were frozen and there was enough snow on the ground to call a snow day in most cities of the lower forty-eight. To keep in kayaking form, and be ready once the ice broke up, Gemma had joined a group of diehards who met one night a week at the Hamme Pool. They paddled and practiced rolls, exercising muscles that wouldn’t get that kind of a workout in a gym.


    It was also where she’d first met Cub.


    He was an avid river kayaker, famous in these parts. He could probably compete on a world stage if he felt so inclined. But as far as she could tell, his biggest competition was himself.


    “Hey, Gemma,” Cub greeted as she climbed out of her Outback Subaru and began unstrapping her neon green river kayak. He made quick work of getting the kayak off the roof of her car. She wasn’t short, more average than tall, but Cub shouted his Viking heritage with Norse God good looks to his big feet and towering six-four foot frame. She’d never believe the man could fit into a whitewater kayak if she hadn’t seen it so herself. And while she plunked, more than slid into her kayak seat, Cub melted into his like butter on toast. There was something admirable about a man who was so comfortable in skin.


    “Thanks, Cub.”


    He handed her the boat one-handed and picked up his own that he’d set on the ice-packed blacktop in order to give her a hand.


    “Hey, I’ve been thinking of that kiss we shared the other day.”


    She flicked a look at him from under her lashes, wondering where he was going with this subject. So out of the blue too. They usually discussed technique, certain rivers they wanted to traverse, or the weather, while walking in to the pool to meet the five to seven other people who took advantage of the “evening kayaking.”


    “Okay, what about the kiss?”


    “I think we should try it again.” Cub stopped, and while he couldn’t really face her with each of them holding a kayak, he did pretty good job of nailing her with a look that had her swallowing a sudden—surprising—kick of curiosity. “I wasn’t really on my game the other night, and I think we should give it another go.”


    She hadn’t thought there was anything between them besides common interests and friendship. But, hey, why not. Cub made a lot more sense than her Dreamweaver.


    “I’d like that.” She shared a smile with him, and they continued into the building, Cub holding the door open for her.


    He was sweet and thoughtful and had a corporeal body. And he wasn’t hard to look at either.


    Suddenly she was glad that she hadn’t pushed off tonight since she was so tired. She was also glad she’d downed that Rock Star.


    ***


    Lucky didn’t feel lucky at all. He’d been talking all damn day, but Gemma, by all accounts, hadn’t heard a peep from him. Similar to the day before, he’d been able to follow her around feeling like an attention-starved puppy, his heart weeping at seeing Tern. Hell, how he’d missed her too.


    He missed everything.


    He’d mentally salivated watching Gemma partake of each bite of cinnamon roll from the Bun on the Run. He wished there was some way he could experience what she smelled, tasted, felt. Definitely what she felt. How she felt.


    Touching her while she dreamt was thrilling, amazing. Sensual on a level that he hadn’t been with a woman before—no shit—but he still missed that human contact. The pressing together of warm flesh, the thrusting of groins, entering the heat of a woman. Entering Gemma.


    Holy hell, did he want to enter Gemma.


    Should he be saying holy hell? All right, holy heaven. There, that felt somewhat better. Or more appropriate. Listening to Tern and Gemma discussing all the implications of him visiting from another plane, kind of freaked him out too. They didn’t understand that he wasn’t out to harm Gemma. He wanted to give her pleasure. But that wasn’t his only motivation. If one thing death had taught him, it didn’t do any good to lie to one’s self.


    Was this a particular hell he’d been sent to because of the free-living lifestyle he’d engaged in while alive?


    Too may questions.


    For now, he’d learn more about Gemma. Knowledge was power. He was beginning to realize she was his soul mate. She was beautiful, smart, adventurous, and fit. So physically fit.


    But who the hell was this guy she was with?


    Lucky didn’t like the way she looked at him, staring too long when he tore off his shirt and revealed muscles that even made his mouth drop open.


    Gemma stripped down to her a sunset-orange bikini. Where the hell was her life jacket? Those perfect breasts, which had left Cub speechless, too, needed to be covered up and buckled down.


    Cub sidled up to Gemma, and on instinct, Lucky tried to push him aside. He went flying through the man, didn’t even cause the guy’s perfect hair to stir.


    This was no good. He was losing steps that he’d gained. Just the other day, he’d been able to flutter a piece of paper.


    “Here, let me help you,” Cub said, wrapping his hand around Gemma’s upper arm, his fingers way too close to the sides of her breast that the tiny scraps of material barely covered. Damn the man, he brushed the exposed globe of goodness with a slight caress of his index finger. Lucky couldn’t really fault him, but how he wanted to gut him on the tiled surface of the pool for touching his woman.


    Yeah, this was hell.


    He didn’t like seeing another man’s hand on his Gemma. He’d never been the jealous sort. Back to that free-living lifestyle. And he didn’t like feeling this way at all.


    It was cruel. Torture. He wanted to return to his spirit prison. That would be better than watching Gemma enjoy another man’s touch. He didn’t miss the goose bumps or the becoming blush of her skin at Cub’s smooth maneuver.


    Gemma climbed into the kayak, and with a push from Cub, slid into the water of the pool. Lucky watched with awe at her form as she paddled across the water, getting to the deep end and rolling the kayak. Wow, the woman was skillful. What else did she like to do? So far, he’d mainly been concerned with how she liked to be touched. Did that make him some sort of ass? Or pervert?


    Of course it did.


    Cub slid his kayak into the water and quickly caught up to Gemma with a few powerful strokes. Now Lucky was in awe of the power the man possessed just in his shoulders. He missed pitting himself against what nature had to offer. Granted there wasn’t a lot of nature here in the Hamme Pool, but it wasn’t a stretch to see how both Gemma and Cub would perform in the outdoors paddling down the world class rapids of the Nenana River.


    A lump formed in his chest and spread throughout his soul. This wasn’t fair. If you were dead you shouldn’t be able to hurt like this.


    ***


    “What would you like to drink?” Gemma asked, as she let herself into her house. Cub had followed her home after two hours of cavorting about in the pool. “I don’t have much more than cooking wine for spirits as I don’t drink much. But I can make you some tea, hot chocolate or coffee.”


    “I don’t think you need any more stimulants.” Cub blushed, making him appear boyishly adorable. “I mean, no more caffeine. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look dead on your feet. Maybe I should leave and let you get some sleep.”


    She was dead on her feet, but not willing to fall asleep. Not with what had happened yesterday. “How about some hot chocolate? I always get cold going from the heated pool to twenty below.” At least it had warmed up, gave her a little faith that spring was indeed around the corner. To be honest, she was more chilled at the stunning display of Northern Lights gyrating across the sky than leaving a heated pool. They were so luminous and alive, trekking from greens, to purples, to reds and crackling with energy. After what Tern had shared with her, she hadn’t been surprised to find her radio full of static on the way home, though a tad concerned.


    “I haven’t been sleeping well,” Gemma confessed. Afraid she would crash as soon as she got home had been one of the reasons she’d decided to ask Cub over for a drink. With the Northern Lights lit up the way they were she was apprehensive about being alone, fearing she wouldn’t be alone for long.


    A brush, like a hot breath, swept over the back of her neck.


    She’d stacked her wet hair on her head after showering at the pool. A shiver that was anything but chilling, fluttered through her body. She glanced behind her and found no one. Cub had pulled out a chair and sat at the table a good ten feet away. She swallowed hard, and added a heaping tablespoon of instant coffee to her hot chocolate.


    “You okay?” Cub asked. “You seem a little on edge. I’m not going to jump your bones.”


    He might not, but she had the feeling there was more than the two of them currently in her kitchen.


    “Just a little spooked, I guess.” She handed him a mug of hot chocolate and took a seat across from him, taking a sip from hers. “I’ve never seen the Northern lights this vibrant.”


    “You know the Native Alaskans used to fear that the stream of lights were their ancestors coming back to earth to snatch their souls.”


    Great.


    “The Scandinavians believed that when red appeared it was a sign of war,” he continued. “Even the Native Americans thought they were a conduit between worlds. Some still think that’s true. It wasn’t until the nineteenth century that we learned they were solar activity. Makes you wonder who is really right? Scientists whose theories are less than two hundred years old or our ancestors.”


    “What do you believe, Cub?”


    “I like thinking there is a connection between our world and the Heavens. To think that we are totally cut off, or that our loves ones who have passed before us are completely out of reach is sad.”


    Grief flickered across his expression, and she wondered who he had lost. His grief seemed fresh as though the claws hadn’t quite let go. Cub gave the mystical display out her window another look and then settled his starry-blue eyes on her. “Enough of that. How’s the bookstore?”


    She snorted a laugh. Cub had a way of jumping subjects that she appreciated. “Lots of reading and recommending. With all the changes in the way people like their reading material, we seem to be holding our own. But that might have a lot to do with Siri’s faithful followers. How are things at Search and Rescue?”


    “Challenging.”


    There was a long silence while Cub’s blue eyes studied her. The air seemed to thicken as he set his hot chocolate down. Gemma suddenly found it hard to swallow.


    Cub stood, taking her hand, and helped her to her feet. “Now, about that kiss.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    Gemma licked her lips. “I should make this clear. I didn’t invite you over so we could sleep together.” Oh no, why had she said that?


    “Good to know.” Cub bit back a smile. “So why did you invite me over?”


    “You make sense.” No sleep made for one stupid girl.


    “Excuse me?”


    “We like the same activities. The same people. I’ve even heard that you’ve been known to read the occasional book.”


    A dimple winked at her as he grinned. “And here I thought it was because I was so damn cute.”


    She answered his grin. “Yeah, there is that too.” Might as well take stupid a step farther. “I thought you were going to kiss me?”


    “Sure put the pressure on.”


    He took her hand, a sweet understanding smile curving his lips. “Come here.” He sifted his fingers in her hair. “Close your eyes.”


    “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to leave my eyes open.”


    “By all means, leave them open then.”


    His head lowered, but before his lips would have taken hers, his mouth grazed her cheek, his fingers tracing the angles of her face as though learning her. His hands framed her face, and he slowly took her mouth with his.


    The kiss was soft, questioning, almost innocent. Like she was back in high school being kissed for the first time, though not awkward. Awkward had been last time they’d tried this.


    Cub applied more pressure, pulling her closer to him, and deepened the kiss. This was nice. Sweet.


    “Your hot chocolate tastes way better than mine,” Cub murmured.


    “I, uh, added a little something.”


    “Let me take another—” Cub’s mouth took hers more aggressively this time. His arms wrapping around her, lifting her off her feet and closer to his body. Her stomach did a surprising little flip.


    Wow, he had such big... hands. His arms were long enough to envelop completely around her, his hands splayed around her back, with his fingers brushing the undersides of her breasts.


    A groan vibrated from him, and he broke contact, seeming startled by the sound. “That was much better than the other day.”


    “Much,” she whispered. Maybe sleeping with Cub wasn’t such a bad idea after all.


    A chill blew into the room.


    Cub looked around the kitchen. “Do you have a window or door open?”


    “No.”


    He set her back onto her feet and turned. “Did you feel that?”


    “Feel what?” Oh, no. She was awake right? She pinched herself. Yep. Cub’s kiss had been real. She hadn’t dreamt that. Neither had she dreamt the sudden drop in temperature that sent more than just a shiver through her body this time.


    She followed Cub into the living room where he double-checked her front door. It was still closed and locked from when they had entered the house.


    “Where’s your thermostat?”


    “Down the hall.” She led the way, realizing for the first time how close the thermostat was to her bedroom. She had a short hallway. Her bedroom was at the back, a guest bathroom on the left, and second bedroom on the right across from the bathroom. They were now just a few feet from her open bedroom door. Her queen size bed was a temptation she didn’t want to resist.


    But for sleep or some other reason?


    “Your thermostat seems fine.” Cub adjusted the settings and the heat kicked on. “Must have been a freak thing.” He glanced at her unmade bed and then back to her. “Nice sheets.”


    “They were a gift.” It was hard to admit to this big man, who was currently biting the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing that she’d trekked down the Star Trek sheets for herself. And they’d been hard to find.


    “A fan?”


    She shrugged. “Somewhat.” She didn’t want to scare him off with the truth.


    He pointed to the autographed picture of Leonard Nimoy framed and hanging on her wall. “I think more than somewhat.” He cocked a brow. Not as impressive as Spock’s famous questioning brow what with Cub being all blond and blue-eyed... and hot. “Don’t tell me your bedroom is ‘where no man has gone before’?”


    “Oh, you’re funny.” She reached around him and shut the door.


    “Guess that was the wrong joke to make?”


    She folded her arms across her chest.


    “What if I admitted that I’m a huge Doctor Who fan?”


    “Nope. Gotta do better than that. Everyone is a Doctor Who fan.”


    He choked out a laugh. “Okay, if you really want to get personal—”


    “You laughed at my sheets.”


    “Personal, it is then.” He cleared his throat. “My favorite movie of all time is... Titanic.”


    Her arms dropped to her sides. “‘I’m the king of the world’ Titanic?”


    He gave her a sheepish look. “Too soon?”


    “Yeah, I think so.” It was her turn to bite back a smile, which she lost. “It’s hard to see the big man in front of me, who it’s been rumored to have stared down a bear, so in touch with his feminine side.”


    “Once. I stared down a bear once. Don’t ever want to do it again, and it was more of a case of being too scared shitless to move than actual bravery. Besides, I thought women liked men who were in touch with their feminine sides.”


    “To a point. Men still must be able to defend hearth and home, kill spiders, and pay attention when picking out paint colors. But we don’t welcome your opinions differing from ours. And above all, there is nothing manly about crying during a chick flick.”


    “Good to know. I’ll be covert when I take you to see the new Nicolas Sparks movie. What do you say?”


    She glanced at him from under her lashes. “So you want to move our relationship beyond the pool?”


    “I’d like to get to know you better, Gemma. You have very impressive paddling skills.” He angled his head to the side. “Did that sound dirty to you?”


    “A bit.”


    “Good. So, you want to take in dinner or a movie sometime?” He leaned in closer. Her back was literally against the hallway wall. But she didn’t feel trapped.


    “On one condition,” she said.


    His finger tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Name it.”


    “We see the new Joss Whedon movie instead.”


    He leaned back. “Don’t tell me you’re a Buffy fan?”


    She nodded. “Diehard fan of not just Buffy, but Angel, Firefly, and Serenity too.”


    He shook his head. “Should have known by the Trekky sheets.” He gave a deep, pretend sigh. “I guess if you can overlook my love for Titanic, I can see past the geek in you.”


    She let go of the laugh. It had been so long since she’d flirted like this.


    Another cold breeze swirled around them. Gemma rubbed her arms.


    Cub looked around, tapped the thermostat, and shook his head in confusion. “I think you have a draft somewhere.”


    She had an idea of where that cold breeze was blowing in from.


    Her Dreamweaver needed some boundaries.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    “She’s calling you,” Hansen said, munching on the biggest strawberries Lucky had ever seen. He also knew, from experience, they were the tastiest too. Which was weird since if you were dead, how did you taste things?


    Was it all an illusion?


    Gemma wasn’t. And neither was that claim jumper Cub. What kind of name was “Cub” anyway?


    “Lucky? Did you hear me? Your woman is calling for you.” Hansen shook his head. “You always were a lucky bastard.”


    Hence the name. That was until he was murdered.


    “Are you going to answer her or what?”


    Lucky stopped pacing for a minute and faced him. Hansen reclined on a boulder with the bottomless basket of strawberries. His legs crossed at the ankles as he took in the splendor Limbo had to offer. Hansen might be content to stay here and not move on to that place others before them, and after, had chosen to enter. But Lucky wasn’t. He wanted to move back. And he couldn’t figure out how to get there. He thought he had been on the right track with seducing Gemma. Could he have been wrong? He didn’t like what he felt now. Like he could kill someone.


    “So what happened to have you hiding here away from that pretty woman?”


    “She kissed a guy named Cub. Cub.”


    “Yeah, you already told me that.”


    “She kissed the same guy. Again. And this time they both enjoyed it.”


    “Wow. That sucks for you.” Hansen bit into another apple-size strawberry. “So why then is she calling you?”


    “She’s not happy with me.”


    Hansen set the basket of berries down on the vibrant green grass. “What did you do?”


    “Nothing big, just tried to cool them off.”


    “Chill in the air?”


    Lucky nodded. More like an arctic wind.


    “You aren’t to interfere if she chooses someone else.”


    “She can’t choose someone else.” He was already feeling more for her than he had for any other woman. And since he’d glimpsed his future and seen their life together, how happy they’d been, the little people they’d created, he wanted it all. He’d been robbed of too much.


    Damn it, he was owed.


    “You know that this isn’t a sure thing,” Hansen cautioned.


    “I know.” Boy, did he know. That’s why he was trying his damnedest to make a solid connection with Gemma. And he’d been doing a pretty good job of it until Cub had kissed her tonight. Flirted with her. Made her laugh.


    “Do you really think ignoring Gemma is going to get you further with her?”


    Ah, man. “Love has never been this complicated for me before,” Lucky grumbled.


    “Sure, when you love and leave ‘em it isn’t complicated. It’s convenient. Everything you’re trying to do with that woman has complicated written all over it. But I will tell you one thing about women. You give them the silent treatment, and they will freeze your ass out. No one does revenge better than a woman.”


    Lucky rubbed his neck. Didn’t he know it. “All right. Don’t wait up for me.”


    ***


    Lucky found Gemma pacing a path in her carpet, dressed again in another sweatshirt with Rink Rats and opposing hockey sticks on the front, sweats, wool socks, and an expression that could freeze geothermal hot springs.


    “Last time I’m calling you,” she hollered at the ceiling. “Get your ass down here, Dreamweaver!”


    “Call me Lucky.”


    She jerked and slowly turned toward his voice, muttering under her breath, “I’m not crazy. I am not crazy.”


    “You are not crazy, Gemma.”


    Her eyes traveled over him. “You’re really here?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why can I hear you but not see you?”


    “I don’t know. I’m not up on how all this works. Like you, I’m learning as we go.”


    “Why are you... visiting me?”


    “For the reasons I told you last night.”


    “I was your future?”


    “Yes. My wife, my lover, my friend, and the mother of my children.” He heard the catch in his voice and tried to man up. He remembered her amusement with Cub about men being in touch with their feminine side. He got the feeling she preferred a man’s man. While he’d been light-hearted and full of Zen in his first life—he hadn’t felt that way in a long time—no way would he be caught watching Titanic again. Though he had to admit, Kathy Bates was the best thing about that movie.


    “Whoa. Wife? Mother?” She dragged her hands through her hair. “Seriously?”


    “We were to be introduced, but I didn’t make it back. If I had, that would have been it. As it is, I fell in love with you the first moment I saw you.”


    “After you were already dead?” She backed up a step.


    “Yes.”


    “How? Who?” She shook her head, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, she seemed less flustered. Not much less, but a tad.


    “Gemma, talk to Tern. Tell her my name is Lucky Leroy Morgan. She’ll fill in the rest.”


    “What? How would Tern know?”


    He lifted a hand and caressed the side of her face, glorifying in her response as she closed her eyes again and leaned into his touch. “I don’t have any more time, babe. Snow’s coming. Get some sleep.” He kissed her, trying his hardest to erase Cub’s touch from her mouth and memory.


    His spirit slowly disintegrated in her arms as the snow outside turned heavier, blocking out the magnetic waves from the sun.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    Gemma didn’t care that it was after midnight. She called Tern. There was no way she was sleeping after what Lucky had told her.


    “’ello,” Tern mumbled into the phone.


    “His name is Lucky, and he said that you would explain everything. So. Explain. Oh God, you’ve got to explain all this to me. I know I’m not crazy. I know it. Mostly know it. Holy balls, Tern. Tell me!”


    “Gemma?”


    “Yes, of course it’s me. Who else would call you up in the middle of the freaking night ranting like a possessed woman?”


    “You’d be surprised,” Tern muttered. “Hold on, what did you say his name was?”


    “Lucky Leroy Morgan.”


    “Holy shit. I’ll be right there.”


    “Tern?” Gemma looked at the phone, and sure enough they were no longer connected. “Well, hell.” How was she going to wait out the time it took for Tern to get here? Gemma glanced out her window. Snow fell in fat flakes. Tern was roughly ten minutes away on a clear day. Maybe she should call her back and tell her not to come?


    The phone rang once before Tern answered, sounding much more awake than before. “I know it’s snowing. I’m still coming.”


    “Be careful then.”


    “Put on a pot of coffee. The ramifications of this... are huge.” She disconnected again.


    Gemma went back into her kitchen, cleaned up after her and Cub, and had the coffee ready by the time Tern pounded on her front door.


    When Gemma opened the door, Tern entered in a rush of snow flurries, wearing pajamas with cute little puffins on them. She shrugged out of the parka and toed off her snow boots.


    “I never pictured you for flannel,” Gemma said, pointing at Tern’s comfortable choice of sleepwear.


    “What did you think I slept in?”


    “Never really thought about it until now. But satin and lace, I guess, based on your fashion sense.”


    “Nobody sleeps in satin and lace. Besides, Gage is still gone. And I get cold at night without him.” Tern followed Gemma into the kitchen, taking a seat, and a fortifying sip of the coffee Gemma poured for her. “Now start from the top and don’t leave anything out.”


    Gemma started speaking, and Tern never took her eyes off her. Tears welled and threatened to spill by the time Gemma had finished.


    “Give me a minute.” Tern sniffed and wiped at her eyes.


    Gemma grabbed a box of tissues and a half empty bag of M&M’s. By the looks of Tern, who was normally a rock, they were going to need more than coffee. Maybe she should get out the cooking wine?


    “Lucky was, is—oh God, I don’t know the correct tense to use.” Tern hopped to her feet, went to the kitchen sink, and splashed water on her face. She gazed out the window where the snow was silently, almost reverently, falling in feathered puffs. “I loved him. Still do. He was a world famous mountain climber. He’d conquered Everest. And Denali twice—the second time during the winter. Nothing scared him.” She took a heavy breath, shuddering as it left her body.


    “Where you two ever....”


    “Yeah.” A bittersweet smile appeared. “Man, he’d been fun.”


    Gemma squashed the jealousy that suddenly rose within her. If Lucky had been with Tern, why was he wanting to be with her? Tern was so exotic, confident, and accomplished with that extra something that was hard to put your finger on.


    “I never loved him the way that I love Gage,” Tern continued. “Lucky was fun, daring, a gambler in all aspects of the word. Unfortunately, he lost that last gamble.”


    “How?”


    Tern was suddenly all business as she retook her seat. “Last summer. Things were bad, and he was killed.” That seemed to be all that she could reveal about the horrors she’d been though. “Gemma, we need to figure out how to help him. We already know the how and the why. Now let’s figure out what we must do to help Lucky break the bonds of death.”


    “Whoa. Wait.” Gemma’s hand flew up to stop Tern. “What do you mean help him? I thought I had to stay awake, and not let my ‘Dreamweaver’ seduce me. What about my soul?”


    Tern pursed her lips in thought. “It’s Lucky. He can’t be after your soul. He isn’t like that. There’s got to be something else.”


    “How do you know what he’s like now? He’s dead and wanting to get inside me.” Silence filled the air between them, and Gemma flushed realizing what she’d just said. “Won’t he take over my spirit and inhabit my body?”


    “I don’t think that is what this is about. Lucky is a special soul. It isn’t in him to be conniving like that.” Tern suddenly looked around. “I need to talk to him. Can he talk to me?”


    “I don’t know. You’re the expert.”


    “No, I’m not. But I know someone who is.” Tern nailed her with a look that shouted volumes.


    Oh, no. “Not my mother again.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    “You should have come to me before now,” Siri scolded, adjusting her colorful skirts. Today she was garbed in a medieval-style embroidered heliotrope-colored dress with a flaxen-lace kirtle. Where had she bought that? Her red hair was piled on top of her head with long curls intertwining with her purple feathered earrings.


    Gemma felt drab in her simple slacks and black sweater. But then she’d always felt drab next to her mother. As a child she’d gone out of her way not to draw attention to herself, which hadn’t been hard as Siri had garnered most of it.


    “Siri, what can you tell us about Dreamweavers?” Tern steered the conversation to what they had come for. After depositing their coats, boots, hats, and mittens they were sitting around Siri and Rosie’s living room, which was draped in scarves from India with colorful cushions that weren’t much higher than the floor. A low hand-carved ironwood table squatted in front of them.


    Aunt Rosie lowered a tray of tea and poured them each a cup. She was dressed much the way Gemma was in no-nonsense jeans and a sweater. Tern was as colorful as Siri, but classy and fashionable making a statement with her choice of clothing rather than being one.


    “We need to see what the cards tell us.” Siri settled a look on Gemma.


    “I don’t want my cards read,” Gemma quickly interjected. She’d had enough of having her cards read. Growing up, whenever she was upset or had a problem, Siri always consulted the cards.


    “Not yours. His.” Siri’s surprising crystal gaze locked on Tern’s. “Did you bring them?”


    “Yes.” Tern opened the big leather bag and laid a charcoal-colored Polartec jacket, a scratched and dented compass, and a picture on the table.


    Gemma slowly reached for the picture. “Is this him?” she whispered.


    “Yes, when he was in Africa,” Tern said. “Right after he climbed Kilimanjaro.”


    Lucky and another man stood together with grins that were big enough to bring one to Gemma’s lips in response. They looked like they had just conquered the world with their hair tossed in the wind, and cheeks and lips red and chapped by the elements.


    She knew his face though this was the first she’d laid eyes on an image of Lucky. But she’d drawn her hands over his cheekbones, his strong jaw, kissed that smiling mouth. His soft, warm bedroom eyes were so happy. So alive. An ache spread, enveloping her heart.


    “Who’s the other guy?” she asked, trying her best not to trace Lucky’s image with her finger. That would give away too much in front of her mother.


    “Hansen. He was a climbing buddy of Lucky’s. He was killed not long after that picture was taken.”


    “How?”


    “Climbing accident. Lucky had a hard time dealing with his death. I don’t know if he ever came to grips with it.”


    “Let’s get started,” Siri said. “The mood is shifting in the room. Rosie, would you please light some Frankincense to help clear and calm the air?”


    Rosie moved to the old drawer-stacked desk in the corner. It was full of little cubbies that were filled with all kinds of incense, aromatherapy oils, herbs and dried flowers, and little things her mother collected. Rosie pulled out the incense and lit it, resting the stick on a piece of pottery made just for that purpose. A twist of smoke curled upward.


    Scents of balsamic and sharp pine with hints of lemon filled the air. Gemma found it strong and offensive, but breathed deep hoping the aroma would calm her.


    Siri picked up the deck of Tarot cards and handed them to Gemma to shuffle. She did not want to do this, but one look from Tern had Gemma taking the cards and shuffling them. She gave them back to Siri who spread them out onto the table.


    “Pick.” Siri pointed to the perfect fan of colorful cards.


    “Why do I have to do this?” Gemma asked.


    “You know why,” Siri said. “You’re closest to the Dreamweaver.”


    “Wouldn’t that be Tern?” They’d been lovers and friends. Gemma hadn’t even met the physical Lucky.


    Tern prodded Gemma. “He sought you out, and I’m not the one having astr—”


    “Okay, fine,” Gemma said quickly. She swallowed, gathered her courage, and picked the first card, right from the middle.


    The Six of Wands.


    “Balance and harmony is the Sixes.” Siri indicated Lucky’s picture. “An illustrious career as an adventurer, but he needs to let go of the past in order to achieve spiritual victory. He has been adored by many, but needs to beware of staying too long.”


    “Staying too long? What does that mean?” Gemma asked.


    Siri flicked a glance at Gemma from under her lashes. “I don’t know, but I’d wager the longer he stays on this plane, the more chances he’s taking of being stuck there and unable to move on. Pick another card, and we shall find out more.”


    “Fine.” She picked the next card, trying to tap down the trepidation she’d felt since last night.


    The Hanging Man.


    Both Tern and Rosie gasped, even Gemma knew this card was a biggie.


    Siri drew in a deep breath and slowly released it. “This card represents his conflict. He dangles between the mundane world and the spiritual one. He is caught between them, and time is running out. Something must happen soon or the time for action will be lost.” Siri sat back in her chair. “Sacrifices he has made in the physical world give him freedom and power in the spiritual world. He’s been blessed and sees things with new eyes.”


    “Seriously?” Are you freaking kidding me? Goose bumps shivered over Gemma’s skin.


    “You know how this works,” Siri said. “You are guided to draw the cards. I merely explain what they mean. There is no cloak and mirrors here, Gemini.”


    Gemma strengthened her resolve, and studied the cards, picking from the left this time.


    “The Two of Swords.” Siri paused taking the card from Gemma and lay it down for everyone to see.


    There was a striking image of a woman blindfolded with her arms crossed and holding a sword in each hand.


    “There are two sides fighting. He is faced with a decision, and if he waits too long it will be made for him,” Siri said. “Or he is fighting with himself because of something he didn’t finish while on earth.” She looked to Tern. “Could this be why he is hanging onto the physical plane?”


    “No, I don’t believe so. Lucky was always one to jump in with both feet, come what may. As far as I know, there isn’t much he regretted. He lived a good life. Not always the best decision maker, but he didn’t shirk the consequences either. He lost his life too soon. So maybe that is why he can’t or won’t move on?”


    Rosie had been sitting quietly sipping her tea until now. “Don’t they always say, ‘Heaven is where your heart is’? Maybe his heart is with her.”


    “Rosie, that isn’t helping.” Siri jerked her head toward Gemma.


    Like she wasn’t going to pick up on that.


    “A fair reading, Siri,” Rosie said. “Just because you’re scared for Gemma, doesn’t make it right.”


    “Mom?”


    “I’m doing my best to stay neutral.” Siri’s mouth tightened. “But I don’t like this. Another card.”


    Gemma pulled the Hermit from the pile.


    “He’s restless and walks from dusk until ...damn.”


    “Holy shit, this is getting freaky,” Tern said.


    No kidding. Gemma had never seen a reading so... in tune.


    Siri fidgeted, picking at the embroidery threads on her skirt. “He peers at whatever takes his fancy, seeing things that he’s missed out on during his lifetime. His answers will not be found in the physical world. He will only get them inside his own spirit. There are powerful choices to be made, requiring much change and commitment. He must stay in the spirit world.” This last bit sounded different than the rest Siri had revealed. She suddenly grabbed Gemma’s hand, her nails sinking in. “Gemini, you must promise me. You can not let go of the physical plane. No matter how enticing he is. You must stay grounded here.”


    “Don’t worry,” Gemma reassured Siri, not liking the crazed look that had returned to her mother’s eyes. This was the mother Gemma feared. The one who’d stripped naked and danced her at high school graduation. “I wouldn’t even know how to do that.”


    “Never learn.”


    Gemma shared a look with Tern, expecting to see her just as confused. But Tern was serious as the grave. Maybe not the best analogy she could have thought up. They needed to get this over with.


    She picked another card.


    Seven of Cups.


    “This is his present,” Siri said, seeming to have shaken off her ‘spell’. She was back to business, taking the card from Gemma and placing it in line with the others. “He’s been given a strange and wonderful gift, but beware, there is hidden danger. Don’t get lost in daydreams.”


    “Danger?” She swallowed.


    “The Seven of Cups also represents temptation, addiction, jealousy and emotion.” Siri looked directly at her. “To lie with him, Gemini, will create consequences that will be life lasting. Don’t get lost in your cups. The snake is on the card for a reason.”


    Why did she have to mention snakes? She hated snakes.


    “Siri, don’t put your own prejudices into the reading,” Rosie said. “Tell her what that really means.”


    Siri’s sorrow-filled eyes fell on Gemma. “I don’t want you hurt. He could steal you away into a place we can’t reach you. Dreamweavers are tempting seducers, and it’s easy to get caught up in their passion.” This sounded less instructional and more like she spoke of personal experience.


    “That is not going to happen. There is power in belief, right Mom? Haven’t you always told me that?”


    “Yes, and you don’t believe, do you Gemini?” Siri smiled as though expecting the same answer Gemma had always given.


    “This is a crap shoot, Mom.” But she was beginning to consider that there might be something to all this, and it scared the holy hell out of her.


    The next two cards reinforced what was said before. The Ace of Wands, the Chariot spoke of decisions to be made, with not a lot of time allowed in which to make them, stressing the need to embrace the chaos and focus emotions.


    Then Gemma pulled the Tower.


    The only sound in the room was the clicking of the second hand of the clock hanging on the wall. Rosie sat back in her chair while Tern covered her lips.


    “What does this mean?” Gemma asked.


    “He is a creative and disruptive force. The Tower is grounded in the earth but reaches into the Heavens.” Siri pointed back to the picture of Lucky. “Hasn’t he always reached for Heaven, driven in life to climb all these impossible peaks? But he will land on the jagged rocks of reality and be shattered by a truth he didn’t recognize.”


    “Wait,” Gemma said. “I don’t get it.”


    Siri went to explain again but stopped and turned to Rosie. “Tell her in words she’ll understand.”


    Sure, dumb down the New Age speak for the non—somewhat—believer.


    “In Star Trek when the space time continuum is disrupted, reality as we know it changes,” Rosie said. “When you called earlier, you said Tern had planned to introduce you to this man and that he’d seen your future had he not died.” Rosie waited for Tern’s nod before continuing, “He died, therefore, both of your futures have been changed.”


    Well, what do you know, Gemma understood that perfectly. And it made her suddenly sad. She wanted this over with and pulled another card.


    Nine of Cups.


    “This is a wish card. He wishes to be satisfied on all levels. But an overabundance of physical pleasure can lead to intoxication and illness. Balance transferred to a spiritual level enters peace and harmony. This man has had many relationships, Gemini, and has played free with the life he’d been given.”


    “Last card,” Tern said, as though the weight of the reading weighed heavy on her.


    Gemma went for one card and then felt the need for another. She closed her eyes, and slowly pulled the last card from the many.


    “The Fool,” Rosie and Tern whispered together.


    “Interesting,” Siri said. “The Fool is busy playing sightseer, imagining the possibilities. But if he isn’t careful, he won’t see the edge of the cliff he’s about to tumble over.”


    “There is another side to that, Siri,” Rosie said. “Give her the rest.”


    Siri narrowed her eyes at Rosie. “I was getting to it.” She huffed and adjusted her skirts before speaking again. “There also must be a leap of faith or ultimate gamble that is required for a new beginning.” She sat back as though the reading had taken a toll.


    “We need to think on this,” Tern said.


    “I can’t think anymore.” Gemma rubbed at the headache that had become a constant throb behind her eyes. “I’m so tired.” So extremely tired.


    “What you need is a good night’s sleep,” Siri said. “I believe I can help you with that.” She pulled a sandwich bag out of her pocket with a half a dozen small white pills and handed it to Gemma. “Don’t panic. They’re just sleep aids. But they will put you in a sleep so deep your unconscious mind will also rest. He will not be able to reach you.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    “Wow, that’s some heavy shit,” Hansen said, relaxing on his favorite rock.


    “Freaky, if you ask me,” Lucky answered, worrying the back of his neck. He’d just returned and reported everything he’d heard about “his” Tarot reading to Hansen, hoping the man could help him figure out his next step.


    “She pulled all those cards on you. There wasn’t anything that you did to help the situation?”


    “That damn storm left me with only enough strength to eavesdrop. Besides, I know nothing about the Tarot. Chakras are more my speed.”


    “How does Gemma’s mother know all this? Know so much about you?”


    “I think the woman’s been ‘touched’.”


    Hansen got a calculating look in his eye. “Maybe I ought to dream weave a little myself and find out.”


    “Dude, she’s like over fifty.”


    “Yeah, so? Age is just a number. Besides, from how you’ve described her, she sounds kinda hot.”


    “I think she’s in a relationship.”


    “What’s a little dream loving? Doesn’t hurt nobody.”


    “Speak for yourself,” Lucky muttered, dropping to sit on the grass that never seemed to need watering. He lay on his back and gazed up at the puffy clouds. It never rained. He missed a good hard rain. Damn, but he itched to get out of here. Turns out there was something to the saying, “Too much of a good thing.”


    “That’s okay,” Hansen said. “I wasn’t really serious about dreamweaving anyway. I’m happy here. What’s not to love about Paradise?”


    Lucky raised his head to debate the reasons but stopped. He had a feeling Hansen hadn’t moved on because of him. Hansen had always been a supportive sonofabitch. Lucky was going to miss him. That is if he wasn’t stuck with him for all eternity.


    “So what’s your next move?” Hansen asked.


    Hell, if he knew.


    ***


    So help her God, if another person asked for a book, and they didn’t know the title or author, she was going to scream. The earlier Tarot reading twisted around in her head, so Gemma had dived into work, hoping that would help her to compartmentalize.


    It wasn’t working.


    Gemma gritted her teeth and plastered on a fake smile as she turned to greet another customer. “Oh hi, Cub.” Gemma’s fake smile flirted with the real thing at seeing him.


    Cub stopped cold. His eyes widened, and he looked like he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t be. “Hey, Gemma. I thought today was your day off?” He stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. She couldn’t help but notice how the fabric fit across his hips.


    “Normally it is, but I couldn’t stay away. You know how it is when you own your own business.” So, he wasn’t in here to see her. Her fake smile returned at full-wattage. “Is there something I can help you find?”


    “Uh... no.” Cub clearly looked uncomfortable as his gaze flitted around the store landing everywhere but on her. “I’ll just look around.”


    “Okay.” Awkward. “Let me know if you need anything.” She made a beeline for the café and left the book floor for Callista to manage. The young English major seemed better at it lately anyway.


    The store had been hopping all day. Bad weather always brought in the customers. A lot of them were hanging out in the café with their laptops, drinking their daily water consumption in coffee. Lately, she’d been no different.


    “Large coffee with a double shot of espresso, Amie,” Gemma ordered.


    “Are you sure?” Amie asked, sending a worried look her way. “You’ve been downing the coffee at a terrible rate. You’re going to eat through your stomach lining if you keep this up. Maybe some tea would be better?”


    “Not strong enough,” she mumbled.


    “Hey, can I talk to you about your mom?” Amie asked as she went about making Gemma’s drink.


    One of the very reasons she needed copious amounts of caffeine. She was lucky she didn’t drown her life in a bottle. “What about her?”


    “Remember when she said I was pregnant?”


    Oh, no. Gemma braced herself for the news.


    “Well, she was half right.”


    “Come again?”


    “Siri’s words had hinted that a new baby would be in my future. Well, I’m not pregnant. Seriously, not pregnant. I took six pregnancy tests in the last week and then you-know-what decided to put in an appearance and relieve my fears for good. But Drew came home with a new puppy. So your mom was right.”


    “A new puppy?”


    “He’s way cute. And puppies are babies. Dog babies.”


    That they are. Maybe she should add something stronger to her coffee after all? She was having trouble keeping up. Amie handed her the hot drink. Gemma took a large sip not giving it time to cool, and burned her tongue. She jerked the cup away from her mouth, spilling drips of coffee on her sweater. She swallowed the burning liquid as Cub came up to her.


    “You okay?” he asked, holding a bag with his purchase in one hand, the other still locked away in his pocket. Guess he found what he’d come in for.


    She grabbed a napkin and blotted her mouth and the front of her sweater. What was wrong with her? She knew better than to guzzle fresh coffee. Good thing her sweater was black.


    “Here.” Amie set a cup of ice water on the counter for her.


    She mouthed a silent ‘thank you’ and took a drink, letting the cold water cover her scorching tongue. Swallowing, she answered, “I’m fine.” She concentrated on getting the words out past her swelling tongue.


    “Can we... sit for a minute?” Cub indicated a table in the corner next to the window.


    “Actually, I really need to get back to work. It’s time for me to cover Callista’s lunch. But would you like something to drink?” She gestured to Amie who patiently waited to see if Cub needed anything, taking in every word exchanged between them.


    “Hot chocolate?” He reached for his wallet, and Gemma stayed his hand.


    “No, it’s on me.”


    “That’s twice now you’ve treated me to hot chocolate. Can I treat you to dinner Sunday night?”


    Dinner? When he was clearly uncomfortable with seeing her here today?


    “I really enjoy your company, Gemma.” He leaned in and whispered, “And the kiss we shared the other night.”


    She couldn’t stop the heat from illuminating her face. Amie’s quirky smile confirmed she’d heard everything.


    “Okay.” Gemma figured agreeing to dinner would get Cub out of the store faster and away from probing eyes and the questions Amie would no doubt demand answers to.


    “Good. I’ll pick you up at your place at seven.”


    “How about I meet you?”


    “Actually, I’d really like to pick you up. You know, like a real date.”


    Amie’s smile was ear to ear now. But if Cub picked her up, that meant he’d be dropping her off at home too. It could mean another kiss, maybe more. She suddenly needed to hold the cup of ice to her face.


    “All right. Seven then. Dinner,” she clarified if not for him, for herself.


    “Great.” Cub paused and then leaned in and kissed her cheek. “See you Saturday.”


    She watched him saunter out of the café and into the blustery outdoors.


    “Wow, can that man wear a pair of jeans,” Amie whispered in awe.


    Yep, he sure could.


    Gemma took a long drink of the ice water.


    Callista joined them. Her waist-length, flaxen hair lay in a braid down her back. Little silver-rimmed glasses perched on the bridge of her nose that Gemma knew she only wore to help downplay her stunning looks and make her appear smarter. She wore gray slacks with a simple white blouse as another camouflage of sorts. “Are you seeing Cub Iverson?”


    “Uh... kinda. Maybe?” They were just friends, really. But there was a date planned, and they’d shared a kiss, but wasn’t she seeing . . .


    No. She wasn’t in a relationship with Lucky Leroy Morgan. You couldn’t be in a relationship with a dead person. Unless he was a vampire.


    Oh, balls. She needed some sleep.


    One thing she did fully comprehend in her sleep-deprived state, Cub was very much alive.


    “She has a date with him Sunday night,” Amie shared, leaning over the counter. At least she hadn’t said it loud enough for the all café guests to hear.


    “I’m so glad. I was heart-sickened to hear about his wife.”


    “Wife!” Gemma and Amie said together.


    A few eyes turned their direction.


    “I thought you knew?” Callista stepped in closer. She continued when both Gemma and Amie shook their heads. “Cub lost his wife a year or so ago. I’m so relieved to see him moving on. He was depressed a long time after he lost her. They were high school sweethearts and were married right after graduation.”


    “How’d she die?” Gemma asked, words suddenly hard to speak and not because of her burnt tongue.


    “Breast cancer.”


    “Oh, no. That’s awful,” Amie said.


    Gemma had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, and it had nothing to do with how much coffee she’d drunk today. “Callista, what book did he buy?”


    “Uh... ‘Your First Time: A Guide to Loving After the Death of a Spouse.’”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    “Are you really going out with him?”


    Gemma jumped, and the pile of Sci/Fi books in her arms scattered to the floor. She glanced around, even though she knew there was no one else in the store but her. Everyone had headed home for the night since the bookstore was currently closed. She should have done the same, but had prolonged her workday not wanting to face her empty house. Not with sleep beckoning and her seducer waiting for her to fall asleep. Was he tied to her or the house?


    “I’m tied to you, and going out with that other guy will really complicate things,” Lucky’s voice rumbled over her.


    “And you don’t think my life isn’t complicated already?” She was talking to dead guy. Basically a ghost, and since he’d shown up here didn’t that mean he was haunting her?


    “I’m not a ghost, and I’m not haunting you.”


    Holy balls, she forgot about that mind reading trick of his. “You have to stop doing that.” It was bad enough he knew so much about her, she didn’t want him inside her confused, messed up mind too. What woman would like the man she was attracted to knowing her every thought?


    “I love how you think. You’re refreshing and honest. Your thoughts are as beautiful as you are.”


    The man could seduce merely with words.


    He gave a chuckle that did crazy things to her insides. “You should see what I can do with my—”


    “Okay, stop.” She threw her hands up.


    “You say stop, but what you’d really like is for me to—”


    “No more reading my mind.”


    “It’s hard not to when you project so easily. You have such charming thoughts, Gemma.”


    Project? Did she have a part in this?


    “You’re like a beacon in a storm. A hot, fervent place promising shelter where I want to—”


    “Beacon or not, I don’t want you in my head.” It was tough enough being alone with her own thoughts.


    “I can’t promise. I’m not the most disciplined.”


    That, she believed.


    Gemma bent to retrieve the books she’d dropped and found them missing. She swiveled and discovered the books stacked on the shelf where she’d meant to display them. “Did you do that?”


    “It was my fault for scaring you. Helping you clean up is the least I could do.”


    Yeah, but unnerving as hell. She shook off the shiver. She hadn’t even seen the books move. Explained how he could so easily get her undressed.


    “Definitely a perk.”


    “Hey.”


    “Sorry. I can’t help it. Just like I can’t help this.”


    He tucked strains of hair behind her ear that had fallen out of her clip, and she swore he nuzzled the side of her neck.


    Her heart skipped. Now don’t get excited, she tried to chide herself. She was supposed to be downplaying her attraction to Lucky not building on it. After all, there was only so far this—whatever it was—could go.


    A wave of sadness enveloped her, and she suddenly felt lonely. She’d never been one to feel alone. It was more than melancholy she felt. It was desolate isolation with the promise of eternity. Could she be picking up on Lucky’s feelings?


    “Now that is interesting,” Lucky murmured. “I’m not up on all the rules. Rules have never been my thing.” She imagined him shrugging. “But somehow I must be transferring my feelings to you.”


    Her knees wobbled. She might need to sit down for this. Instead of falling into a horizontal position that her body so badly craved, she returned to the customer service desk for the other stack of books awaiting her attention. She felt him shadow her. What she wouldn’t give to see him. There was another wave of understanding that she interpreted as him wanting the same thing.


    She grabbed a pile of “Hot New Romances” and carried them to the endcap in the romance section. She placed the books in the already set up Plexiglas holders and then looked them over to make sure the display seemed balanced. She turned to get the next pile of books to fill in and found them floating in the air.


    She froze.


    “Did I freak you out again?” Lucky asked, the stack of books lifting as though he were offering them to her. “I’d just like to help.”


    “Don’t move,” she whispered. With him holding the books, she knew exactly where he was. What if she put something on him? “Seriously, stay right here and don’t move.” One last look to make sure the books were still suspended in mid-air, she ran for the café and grabbed one of the clean aprons Amie had hanging in the kitchen. She rushed back to find the books floating where she’d left them with Lucky presumably still holding them.


    “What are you doing with the apron?” There was a distinct frown in his voice.


    “I want you to wear it.”


    “Not very manly. How about you wear the apron and nothing under it?” Though she couldn’t see his eyebrows waggling, she’d bet good money by his tone they were.


    “You’re such a man.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Now put on the apron.”


    “If I have to wear that thing, the least you can do is put it on me yourself.”


    The challenge lay between them. A challenge she didn’t have any problem accepting.


    “Divide the books in both hands,” she ordered, fascinated as the stack of six books suddenly became a pair of three, each held about four feet apart. She reached up and felt solid shoulders under her hands.


    Lucky moaned. “You’re hands are so warm.”


    “Shh.” If he kept talking like that her willpower would dissolve like sugar in a sea of water. The books moved closer to her as though he intended to hold her. “Nuh-uh. Keep the books in your hands. And no dropping them. Enough merchandise has been bruised tonight already.”


    She looped the apron over his head a little astonished when it stayed. Next, she stepped closer and brought the ties around to knot behind his back. If she closed her eyes, it was like wrapping her arms around a flesh and blood man.


    He was here. He was real.


    Yet, he wasn’t.


    Lucky groaned as though in pain. “Do you have any idea how good you smell and how badly I want to hold you?”


    “Stop that,” she said, though her voice held no conviction. She swallowed hard and stepped back. In front of her was a floating dark green apron with hovering romance novels on each side. She shook her head. “Stay put. I have another idea.”


    She ran to the office, hurrying back with her wool scarf and knit hat.


    “Purple really isn’t my color,” Lucky said. “Besides the scarf will clash with the hunter green of my apron.”


    She giggled, surprising herself with how much fun she was having. She reached up and with one hand felt for the top of his head, her fingers diving into thick, soft hair. It was her turn to groan. By her calculations, his hair was just shy of shoulder length, wavy and soft as goose down.


    “Gemma,” he moaned her name, the books inching closer to her in her peripheral vision.


    She shushed him again. When they’d had these stolen moments before she wasn’t fully awake and always came away wondering how much of what she remembered had really happened and what was just a dream. But she was awake, aware, and more involved than she wanted to admit.


    “Close your eyes,” Lucky whispered.


    “No.” She gasped. The desire to close her eyes was unbearably hard to refuse. If she did that she’d be lost again. And she badly wanted to give in. So she didn’t. She grabbed the hat and placed it on his head, next she wrapped the scarf around his neck. She stepped back to view her handy work.


    He looked a bit like a scarecrow.


    “There is nothing sexy about a scarecrow.”


    “I don’t know. The scarecrow was always my favorite character in The Wizard of Oz.”


    “Well, I am brainless with desire.” The humor in his voice was back and made her smile. She realized how much she’d laughed tonight. What fun they would’ve had together if he’d lived.


    “Aren’t we having fun now? Can you only enjoy things when you’re alive? I’m proof that isn’t true.”


    She sobered as the improbability of their situation cleared all the laughter out of her.


    Her heart was in danger.


    “Gemma—”


    “I know.” She shook it off. Tonight. She’d steal tonight for herself. “Do you like to dance?”


    “I’m a fan of anything that gets my body flush against yours.”


    And just like that her despondence was gone as laughter bubbled to the surface. “Hang tight. I’ll be right back.” Once again she returned to the office, picked out her favorite music to play, and lowered the lights in the store, flipping the switch for the mural on the ceiling. Before her dad had died, he’d installed lights that resembled the constellations. Gemini being the brightest. It had been too long since she’d lit them up.


    She walked out of the office into a magical land of light and color. The plate glass windows at the front of the store reflected the greens, reds, and purples of the Northern Lights, while her ceiling sparkled with stars and the fluid streams of the Milky Way. She found Lucky, having placed the books she’d been making him hold, onto the display. He’d even moved the books around so that the colors on the covers popped and balanced the promo. There wasn’t anything about what he’d done that she’d change.


    He seemed to get her in a way that no man had before. As though he could see into her soul.


    He turned as she approached and for a moment she thought she saw more than an apron, hat and scarf. He seemed more outlined in the dim light. If she squinted, she thought she could see details of his frame.


    The hat cocked to the side. “Fleetwood Mac?”


    “I’m a hippie child. Some things you don’t outgrow.”


    “I’m a big fan of Stevie Nicks and of the hippie lifestyle.”


    “You’re not just saying that?”


    She felt the touch of his hand on her check. “One thing you can rely on with me, Gemma, I will never lie to you.” She felt his other hand on her waist, just above her hip. “Dance with me.”


    She slid into his arms as though she’d always belonged. His hips brushed hers, as they moved into a rhythm as natural as breathing. He led her across the book floor under the twinkling lights of the constellations as the smoky voice of Stevie Nicks sang “If Anyone Falls in Love.” It was like they danced on clouds as each step fell into step with each other. He twirled her around the bookcases, from Romance to Mystery to Sci/Fi, they glided.


    The song changed to the slower ballad “Silver Springs,” and Lucky wrapped both of his arms around her, pulling her in close to his body. She sighed, resting her head on his invisible shoulder. This felt so perfect, yet made no sense.


    “Babe, just live in the moment.”


    His bedroom voice rumbled under her ear, and the scent of fresh mountain air twined around her. She didn’t even mind his use of “babe” as she had the other night. This time her insides melted with the endearment. His hands caressed up and down her back, as his hips brushed tantalizingly against hers.


    He slowed their movements until they were basically standing in place, holding each other and swaying to the music.


    “My mother read your Tarot cards today.”


    “I know. I was there. I couldn’t communicate due to the storm, but I heard every word.”


    “How close did the reading come?”


    “Damn freaky. Your mother is one woman who is tuned into the Universe.”


    “How much to you believe?”


    “Just the fact that I’m here with you now has me believing everything.”


    “What’s the time limit that the cards spoke of? And the choices you must make?”


    “The Northern Lights dictate the time I can be with you. Once they settle back down to normal, I won’t be able to return to this plane. Unless....”


    “Unless what?”


    “I must choose to stay or to move on.”


    “If you choose to stay how would that work?”


    “Much like a spirit who is tied to his life.”


    “And if you move on?”


    There was a long pause as he slowly turned her in a small circle. “There is no place that I would rather be than in your arms.”


    “We are talking Heaven here, right? You want to give up Heaven to be with me?”


    “Gemma, when I’m with you I feel more alive than I did when I was alive.”


    “But you climbed mountains, lived on the edge. How does being with me, like this, compare to all that you have done before?”


    “Don’t you realize that love is the biggest adventure of all?”


    Did that mean he loved her?


    “Yes.”


    “You’re supposed to stay out of my head.”


    “That is too important of a question not to hear... or answer.”


    She stopped swaying and stood still within his arms. “What do you see as a future for us?”


    “I don’t know.” His arms tightened around her as though he was afraid she’d break their embrace. “All I know is that love is the most important thing out there. Love traverses life and death. Close your eyes, Gemma. Let me show you.”


    Part of her wanted to do exactly that. Close her eyes and be lost in the fantasy of this man. But wouldn’t that be opening herself for heartache to come? Of course it would.


    “Gemma?”


    “I need some time to think.” This was not the ideal relationship. What kind of future would they have together? Her always alone except for her “imaginary” friend. While she believed he was real, others would not. They might do to her what they’d done to her mother and commit her to the mental ward of the hospital.


    “Gemma?” Lucky prompted again. “You aren’t crazy. I’m real, just physically impaired. We were meant to be together.”


    Meant to be or not, what about children? She wanted them. Had always dreamt of a big family. She’d been an only child. Children needed siblings to play with, plot with, and help care for their parents. She wanted at least four kids. And no way could a dead man get her pregnant. That she was pretty damn positive about.


    “We can figure this out. Together.”


    But the deeper her heart was involved with Lucky, the harder it would be to let him go.


    “Don’t think. Just feel.”


    Under her hands she felt taut muscles, and smooth flesh dusted with fine hair. What she wouldn’t give to actually see him. Her eyes slid shut and there he was in her mind. The adventurous man from Tern’s picture. Real, vibrant, and so alive. She pressed her body harder against his and glorified in the moan of pain and pleasure that seemed torn from him.


    “I’ve never had a woman affect me like this. Never felt desire so deep.”


    Neither had she.


    One of his thighs thrust between her legs, and it was her turn to moan as she made more room for him, straining against him. His hands cupped her behind and lifted her. Swinging her around, he pressed her against the bookcase of Divination and Prophecy. A few books hit the floor, and she didn’t care. All that occupied her mind and body was Lucky and how he coaxed the wicked little flame inside her into a greedy fire.


    “Gemma, Gemma. I can’t get enough of you. I need you. To be part of you.”


    She felt the release on the button of her slacks and the zipper slide down. Why, oh why hadn’t she worn a skirt today? Her clothing was too restrictive.


    He gave a soft chuckle. “Oh, babe, you are the sweetest thing I’ve ever known.”


    Her head started to buzz as everything inside her pooled into a wave of unquenchable thirst. He’d been stringing her along for weeks, with her waking just before diving over the edge into bliss.


    But tonight she was awake.


    She felt the bookshelves dig into her back, the tight band around her upper thighs as he held her still, positioning her perfectly for the rubbing of his engorged erection through the constraints of her clothing. The need to have him deep within her, now, caused her ears to ring.


    The impatient peal of the phone rang throughout the store, clashing with Fleetwood Mac’s “Rhiannon.”


    “Ignore it,” Lucky murmured, his tongue doing amazing things to her breasts. She hadn’t even realized he’d gotten her sweater off and the front closure of her bra undone.


    “Please,” she whispered but didn’t know if the plea was for him to stop so she could silence the blasted phone or to keep going so she could finally climb that peak he’d been driving her toward since that first dream visit.


    His rough hand cupped her breast, holding her prisoner as his tongue lavished her erect nipple. The phone went silent, and she gave a groan of relief that quickly turned to a sound of pleasure as he took her nipple into his mouth. Her inner muscles contracted as he sucked, nipped, and licked. She might be able to clamber over the crest just on the attention he showed her breasts.


    But she wanted more. She wanted all.


    The phone pealed again, seeming angrier than the last time if that were possible. Who was she kidding? She was having the most intense make out session with a corporeal impaired being. Of course phones could ring with emotion.


    “Holy balls, you’ve got to be kidding,” she said. The damn thing was not going to shut up.


    “I’ve never had a woman refer to my balls in a religious context before. I like it,” Lucky said, humor in his voice.


    She choked on a laugh, but sobered when she opened her eyes and caught the definite outline of the man in front of her. Her breath caught. “Don’t move.”


    “What’s wrong? Besides the phone.”


    “I can almost see you,” she whispered.


    “What?”


    While his image wasn’t fleshed out, she could see where he was, like a mirage in a desert. He was there and yet he wasn’t.


    The phone started up again. It obviously wasn’t a customer wanting a book put on hold. “I’d better get that.”


    “I’m not letting you go.” Next thing she knew he’d carried her to the information desk in the middle of the store so that she could reach the phone. She didn’t take her eyes off Lucky, afraid if she did, his image would dissolve. Blindly, she reached behind her for the receiver.


    “Chinook Books,” she answered breathlessly.


    “Oh, thank goodness I reached you,” Rosie said. “Siri’s been arrested.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    Gemma drove to the police station mad at herself for being so dang distracted that she hadn’t realized what day it was and how her mother would celebrate the spring equinox. Siri had, no doubt, demonstrated some pagan ritual naked.


    How many times had she bailed out her mother?


    Rosie had apologized profusely for not watching Siri closely enough. The clever, conniving woman had begged off dinner, saying she was feeling poorly and needed some sleep. Rosie had bought it and got lost in her favorite BBC TV series.


    That’s all it took. A few minutes and Siri was gone, stripping down to her birthday suit in the middle of the Bentley Mall. At least she was inside and not baring all outside in cold enough temperatures sure to cause frostbite.


    Gemma pulled into the Troopers Station off Peger Road. “Lucky?”


    “I’m right here,” he said in the seat next to her.


    She didn’t know if she should feel relieved or more stressed that he’d insisted riding shotgun. The fabric of her life seemed to be unraveling thread by thread.


    “It will be all right, Gemma.” He took her hand in his and squeezed before releasing her.


    She took a deep breath and stepped out of the car. The brisk air helped to clear her head. As she reached to open the door to the building, it swung open presumably by itself.


    “Maybe you should stay in the car,” Gemma said.


    “There is no need for you to handle this alone.”


    “I have many times before,” she muttered under her breath. “If you’re going in there with me, no more opening doors. We’re talking Alaska State Troopers here. They’re a suspicious lot, and magically swinging doors are going to produce some questions.”


    “Got it.”


    Gemma managed the second door in the Arctic entryway and walked up to the desk where a young trooper who looked to be just out of the academy, sat on the night shift. His badge said Trooper Cooper.


    “Hi, I’m here for Siri Star.”


    “Good. The woman is driving us batty. I almost called the psych ward.”


    Gemma blanched. Not the psych ward. The last time had been rough. Lucky placed a supportive hand on her back, and knowing that she wasn’t alone in this situation felt so good that tears popped to her eyes.


    “Stop right there,” Trooper Cooper said, his voice stern but lost its effect with his baby face. “I don’t do tears.” He jumped to his feet and hurried to usher Gemma back where her mother was being held.


    Siri sat completely naked in the middle of the cell in the lotus position, her arms out to the side, thumbs and forefingers together as she hummed some incoherent mantra.


    “Holy Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” Trooper Cooper threw up a hand to shield his eyes. “We gave her something to wear. The woman was fully dressed last time I saw her.” He shook his head as though that would help wipe Siri’s image out of his memory banks.


    There was one thing about her mother, she left an impression.


    “Mom?” Gemma walked up to the bars, her hands wrapping around the cold metal. The concrete floor had to be freezing. “Mom,” she called again, but Siri continued with her mantra. Then she abruptly stopped.


    Her eyes flew open and nailed Gemma on the spot. “You brought your Dreamweaver.”


    How did she know Lucky was here?


    Trooper Cooper unlocked the cell, holding it open for Gemma to enter, keeping his back to Siri the whole time. “Get her dressed, and I’ll speed up the paperwork.”


    “Thank you.”


    Gemma entered the cell. “Mom, we need to get you dressed.”


    “You need to get your Dreamweaver the hell away from me.”


    “Mrs. Star,” Lucky said besides Gemma. “I come in peace.”


    Siri stuck her fingers in her ears and began chanting louder.


    “Mom.” Gemma knelt on her haunches in front of Siri and put her hands on her shoulders, giving her a hard shake. If she didn’t get her to stop the trooper was bound to call in the guys with the straight jackets. “When was the last time you took your medication?”


    Siri stopped chanting and glared at Gemma. “I don’t need any medication. I’m not crazy.” She narrowed her eyes in Lucky’s direction. “And it’s Ms. Star.”


    “Right.” Gemma redirected Siri’s attention. “Then tell me why you are naked in a jail cell after being arrested for public lewdness.”


    “It’s the equinox.”


    Like that explained away everything.


    “Mom, we need to get you dressed.”


    “Not with him here.”


    See, crazy. “Shouldn’t you be more concerned that you’re naked in front of Lucky than getting dressed in front of him?”


    Siri flattened her lips in a stubborn line.


    Gemma let out a frustrated sound and got to her feet to reach for the orange inmate uniform that Siri must have shed as soon as she was left alone. But Lucky beat her to it, holding the clothes suspended behind Siri. She sent him a mental thank you and took the uniform. “Hands up,” she ordered Siri.


    Siri grumbled, but like a two-year-old, she raised her arms above her head and let Gemma yank the top down. Siri continued to mutter nonsense as Gemma pulled her to her feet and had her step into the cotton pants.


    “Why have you not heeded my warnings?” Siri asked, once fully covered. “Dreamweavers are nothing to fool around with. Your soul is at stake here, Gemini.”


    Rosie suddenly appeared, holding up a bag filled with prescription bottles. “I found her pills. She’s been stashing them in the couch cushions.” Rosie shook her head. “By my calculations, she’s been off her meds for two weeks.”


    “I’m not taking them.” Siri crossed her arms over her chest. “And you can’t make me.”


    Oh great, she was once again the parent of a middle-aged toddler. Gemma breathed a tired sigh.


    A hand massaged the muscles at the base of her neck. If she turned, she’d see nothing, but she felt Lucky silently offering support. She’d give anything to be able to lean back and let him help her take care of things. How she wanted to just sleep. Lay her head down and check out for a few days. But with Siri’s latest shenanigans, sleep was the last thing she’d be able to do.


    She’d been alone for what seemed like forever. Her dad had died when she was eight, and since that time she’d been the main decision maker. It had been up to her to make sure they’d eaten. Left to Siri, Gemma had gone days without a real meal. Eating whatever she could scrounge. She’d learned fast how to procure groceries, cook dinner, and hide money to pay the bills. She’d been an adult for a long time. More years than her twenty-five years. Being able to lean on someone was more seductive than the hottest kiss.


    Thankfully Rosie had moved in with them after Social Services started visiting. A teacher had become concerned when Gemma had worn the same outfit to school for more than two weeks. She’d been clean, well as clean as an eight-year-old could be washing her own clothes.


    Aunt Rosie had taken pity on the both of them and promptly taken over. That had helped. And had kept Gemma out of foster care. Barely.


    “In ancient times your mother would have been revered for her talents,” Lucky said, obviously trying to soothe.


    “I don’t need some Dreamweaver standing up for me,” Siri said. “Though, thank you for that.”


    Witnessing her mother naked for all the world and God to see would scare off most suitors—though her mother still looked dang good at fifty. The scary thing was the brightness of her eyes and the crazy stuff coming out of her mouth. She seemed high on something. Gemma had seen her high many times with all the “organic” foods her mother baked—when she had baked. But she’d hoped between her and Rosie they’d nipped that. Trooper Cooper didn’t seem to suspect narcotics or she was sure a blood test would have already been performed and Siri charged with more than indecent exposure.


    “Wait a minute. Mom, you can hear him?”


    “Of course I can.” She gave Gemma a look that questioned her intelligence.


    Gemma turned to Rosie. “Can you hear him?”


    “Hear who. I have no idea what the two of you have been talking about since I got here. I’ve been contemplating whether or not I should take Siri’s meds.”


    “Just an idea,” Lucky interjected, “but you might want to move this conversation somewhere more comfortable and with less institutional ears.”


    “Your Dreamweaver has a point,” Siri said. “Besides, I’d like some tea. The floor of this place was mighty cold on my nether regions.”


    “A shower might be in store too,” Gemma said. Who knew the things that had walked across this floor? “Rosie, if you can stay with her—” and make sure she stays dressed, she silently added, “—I’ll go see what Trooper Cooper needs from us so that we can leave.”


    “Trooper Cooper?” Rosie smirked. “Bet the poor soul takes a few ribbings on that name.”


    Whether he did or not, Gemma planned on being sweet as the Bun on the Run’s cinnamon rolls in order to get out of here fast.


    She signed the papers Trooper Cooper had prepared, paid the bail money, and took the copies of the arrest with the court date. Wonderful, another day in front of the judge. Somehow she had to keep Siri on her meds and out of jail. Maybe it was time to get Rosie some help. Gemma sure didn’t want to move in with either of them. She’d fought hard for her independence.


    Gemma returned to Siri with Trooper Cooper who acted very relieved to see her fully dressed. They did the checking out—since Siri had been brought in naked there were no personal effects to claim—and then Rosie and Gemma escorted Siri to Rosie’s Jeep Cherokee.


    “Gemma, there is really no need for you to see us home. I can get Siri cleaned up and in bed. I’ll make sure she takes her meds, but getting her an appointment with Doc Walton Monday wouldn’t be a bad idea.”


    Gemma nodded, too tired to think straight. “Thanks, Rosie.”


    “I’m just so sorry she got away from me tonight. If I had been thinking straight myself, I would have figured she was up to something.”


    “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You weren’t the only one not thinking straight.”


    “I really hate it when you guys talk about me like I’m not here,” Siri chimed in.


    “Well, I really hate bailing you out of jail.”


    “Yeah, I can see that.” Siri stared at something to the left of Gemma. “Leave my baby alone. Her soul is not yours to take.”


    “I’m not after her soul,” Lucky said. “I’m after her heart.”


    “Her heart is not available to you either.”


    “Mom.”


    “Gemini, he will break your heart and leave you a shell of your former self. I know what I’m talking about. I was fool enough to dream walk once.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    The night shone bright and clear, and Gemma watched Rosie’s taillights as she drove out of the trooper parking lot. Deep in thought, she made her way to her Subaru. Her feet crunched on the snow, sounding super loud in the silent night. Blue-green celadons with hints of violet reflected in the snow. She was afraid to look up or even glance sideways. Ever since their shared dance, she’d caught the outline of Lucky in her peripheral vision. But when she’d looked directly at him or where she assumed he was, he disappeared again. And now with her mother’s cryptic comment about dream walking, Gemma didn’t know what to think.


    She’d tried to get details out of Siri, but she’d jumped from subject to subject much the way a distracted child on a sugar rush did. There was no getting information out of her until she leveled out, and even then Gemma doubted Siri would fill her in or remember what she’d said.


    The evening had warmed up from the blustery afternoon. Everything was quiet as though old man winter had decided to give up the fight and let spring elbow her way in. Could Siri’s naked dance have wakened spring from her slumber?


    Gemma shook her head, not believing the direction her thoughts had taken. Sleep. She needed sleep.


    She drove the short distance home, white-knuckling it as the roads were icy from the rising temperatures. She fishtailed as she took one of the turns on Riverview Drive.


    Lifting her foot off the gas, and turning the wheel to compensate for the skid, Gemma regained control of the car just as it would have headed into the ditch. Heart pounding, she slowed her speed. Her reflexes were too slow. If she didn’t get some sleep soon, she’d have to stop driving. She heard somewhere that driving drowsy was worse than driving drunk.


    She pulled into her driveway, parked in the garage, and slowly released her grip on the wheel. Home. But she was suddenly apprehensive about entering her own house.


    “I won’t hurt you, Gemma,” Lucky whispered next to her.


    She jumped, slapping her hand over her heart. “Don’t do that. You have got to figure out a way to make some noise.”


    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you... or overwhelm.”


    “You were so quiet that I assumed you left. Have you been here the whole time?” She half-turned trying to catch his image in the dim light. There. She had to swallow. A vague outline, but he was there.


    “I never left your side. You seemed to need time to think. By the way, nice driving back there.”


    “I can almost see you. How is this possible?” What was she asking? How was any of this possible? It was freaky to say the least.


    “I don’t know. I’m just grateful for whatever is out there in the Universe that lets me be near you.” His hand captured hers, and held it, linking their fingers together.


    She stared down at her hand. And saw nothing. No tendons, knuckles, or fingers other than her own. She squeezed her fingers, and his hand gave her a squeeze back.


    She didn’t want to have astral sex with him.


    “Gemma, we aren’t going to do anything you don’t want to do.”


    She wanted to have actual sex with him. The hot, sweaty, break-the-bed-frame kind of sex.


    A strangled sound came from him, and his hand suddenly clenched hers.


    Time to get out of the car.


    She released her hold on him and opened the door. Somehow she needed to control her thoughts since he couldn’t seem to stop listening in. A deep breath did nothing to clear her mind or the raging need to be touched by this Dreamweaver who had somehow burrowed his way into her heart.


    She dropped her purse on the table and entered the kitchen. “I need to eat something. Would you like—?” Yeah, well, that was stupid.


    The phone rang, saving her. She glanced at the clock. Almost midnight. Had Siri given Rosie problems? Relief filled her to see it was Tern. “Hey.” She’d yet to get Tern’s impression of the Tarot reading earlier that day. Had that been today? Afterward Tern had seemed more shell-shocked than Gemma and had quickly made her excuses.


    “I know it’s late, but I finally talked to Gage.” There was something in Tern’s voice that Gemma couldn’t quite put her finger on. “The man is going crazy nuts with all the data from the solar storms.”


    Opening the fridge, Gemma stared at the contents. Mayo, mustard, and wrinkled fruit of what kind she wasn’t sure. She really needed to make time for grocery shopping. She grabbed the mayo and mustard, found a jar of pickles and set the items on the counter. She was pretty sure she had a can of tuna fish somewhere. She hadn’t eaten since lunch, and that had been a brownie and a cup of coffee, not enough fuel for dancing with a Dreamweaver and bailing her mother out of jail.


    “According to Gage, you’d better buckle up,” Tern continued. “There’s a weather disturbance that is supposed to move in sometime in the early morning for about eighteen hours and then you’re in for a freaking ride.”


    Gemma shut the cupboard, setting the forgotten can of tuna fish on the counter and listened to Tern rave over the projection of record solar energy directed at the earth’s poles for the next week.


    “Gemma, do you think Lucky can talk to me?” Tern asked when she’d finished her solar report.


    “Uh... I don’t know.”


    “Would you ask him?”


    Gemma swallowed and pushed the makings of her dinner aside, not hungry anymore. “Tern, you don’t sound as though you’re warning me off anymore.” If anything she sounded excited.


    “It’s Lucky. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. There was one time when we were geocaching in the Chugach Mountains, and Lucky refused to kill a spider. He’s very into his Buddhist beliefs.”


    Gemma didn’t miss the change in referring to Lucky in the present tense. “Tern, just how close were you and Lucky.” Had it just been a fling with them or more? Please not more.


    There was a pause and then the truth came at her hard. She didn’t have anyone to blame as she’d asked the question herself. Still the truth was hard to swallow.


    “If Lucky hadn’t been so much of a gambler, with a weakness for other women, and Gage hadn’t come along, I would have happily waited for him.”


    Weakness for other women?


    What the hell did that mean? Could he be playing her?


    “No,” Lucky said. “She didn’t mean it that way. Actually she might have. I do have a love for the ladies. Did. When Tern and I were together it was one of those open kind of relationships. I was free to see other women, and Tern was free to see other men.”


    Gemma held up her hand to get Lucky to stop speaking. She couldn’t comprehend it all.


    “Are you in favor of me seeing him now?” she asked Tern. One minute her soul is at stake and the next she’s being pushed to accept her Dreamweaver?


    This day had been too long already. Sleep. She had to get some sleep.


    “Yes,” Tern said. “I don’t know why or how this is possible but any chance to have Lucky back, no matter the capacity, I’ll take. He was robbed of his life. And... I owe him.”


    “Tell her she doesn’t owe me anything,” Lucky’s voice came from her left this time.


    She jumped. “You have got to stop doing that.” The man needed to stay put and quit floating around.


    “Gemma? What’s going on? Is he there?”


    “Uh... yes. He said you don’t owe him anything.”


    “Of course he would say that. But he’s wrong. Tell him I love him, and whatever he needs from me he has it.”


    Gemma turned toward where she assumed Lucky still was and went to repeat Tern’s message.


    “I heard,” Lucky said. “Tell her thank you, but she’s wrong. My situation is nobody’s fault but my own, and the one who has already been punished.”


    She repeated what Lucky had said, wanting answers herself.


    “Oh man, I’m going to cry,” Tern said. “Gemma, promise me you’ll give him a chance. In fact, get some sleep. The unconscious mind will be open to the astral plane more so than if you are awake.”


    Right now she didn’t want to be open to the astral plane. Gemma wasn’t sure how much Lucky could hear from Tern’s side of the conversation but didn’t want to share this little gem of information. “You know this goes completely against what you and Siri have been saying from the start.”


    “Forget all that. This is Lucky. You are fated. I’ll go and let you two be together.” And then she was gone. Gemma had a strong feeling the “be together” wasn’t sharing a cup of coffee.


    Gemma put the phone down on the counter, looking around the kitchen feeling exposed.


    “Lucky?”


    “I’m here.” She felt his hand on her cheek trying not to freak out that her eyes were open and she could feel him but not see him or his outline in the harsh lighting of the kitchen.


    She took a step back, part of her weeping inside at the loss of his touch falling away.


    “Talk to me. Tell me what you’re feeling.”


    Couldn’t he read her thoughts?


    “They’re coming too fast and jumbled for me to make sense of them. Gemma—”


    He couldn’t make sense of them? Try having them. “I think it’s best if you go now. I need some time. This is . . . too much. I can’t make sense of anything.”


    “You’re thinking too hard.”


    “Of course I’m thinking too hard. How do I not? I’m falling in love with a dead man, my mother is off her meds, and I’m beginning to think I need to get on some.” She pressed her palms against her temples where her head pounded. She hadn’t eaten and now couldn’t as her stomach bubbled with anxiety.


    “You’re falling in love with me?”


    “That’s what you picked out from all of that?” The question coming out a bit hysterical. “Not the being dead part, my mother nuttier than a granola bar and me following in her footsteps? None of that concerns you at all?”


    “Are we about to have our first fight?”


    “Holy balls! You would think dying would have gained you some insight.”


    “I really like how your skin flushes when you’re angry,” his voice rumbled with arousal.


    “Are you freaking kidding me?”


    “No. You skin does that same thing when I—”


    “Okay, enough. Let me tell you something, yelling in my kitchen, by all accounts appearing to be alone, to a spirit who is turned on by it is not an attraction for me.” She suddenly felt Lucky behind her, his hands massaging her shoulders.


    “Close your eyes. I can make you forget everyone and everything.” His voice purred into her ear, making her want to give in. For a moment she did, closing her eyes and leaning into his body, her blood quickening at his obvious arousal. She wanted to turn and bury her head in his shoulder, grip his backside in her hands and pull her to him. Strip him of his clothes—did he even wear clothes?—at least, strip hers and then ride him until she thought of nothing.


    He gave a painful groan, his hands leaving her shoulders to grab her hips, holding her tight against him. “Yesss,” he hissed.


    All it would take is the relaxation of her body against his. One thought and she knew he’d have her naked and writhing on her kitchen floor. Did she want that?


    “God, please say yes, Gemma.” His lips trailed down her neck, his teeth grazing her shoulder.


    “I can’t.” The words were torn from her. She so badly wanted to lose herself in him. “Lucky, I can’t make a decision like this when I’m this sleep deprived.”


    She felt his need to push and was surprised when he took a slight step away from her. His hands shook where they still held her hips, but he was no longer pressed against her. Part of her breathed easier, but the other part mourned the promise of his body next to hers.


    “Rest, Gemma,” he said. Though she clearly heard the implied, “You’ll need it for next time.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    Gemma tossed and punched her pillow. She glared at the digital clock on her bedside table as the minute turned from 1:59 to 2:00 am. How could she not sleep? She hadn’t slept more than a few fitful hours in weeks. What the hell? She was alone. Utterly and completely alone. She’d tried a hot shower, needing it after the jail stopover.


    Her mind ran circles around her problems, never settling on a course of viable action. Maybe she should talk to someone? Who? A therapist? Right. What she needed was a freaking sleeping pill.


    And Siri had given her some.


    Gemma jumped out of bed and raced into the kitchen. Where had she put them? Her purse produced nothing, but the pocket of her coat proved helpful. There was the small plastic baggie with a dozen or so small white sleeping pills.


    Had Siri said how many to take? One, two, four? Obviously not four. Geez. Maybe not even two. She could Google the information if the pills had a name on them. But there was only a number etched into the face of the pills. Should she call Siri and ask? No, it was way too late to call anyone. Besides, she shouldn’t even be entertaining the idea of taking medication her mother recommended.


    Obviously, she was way past doing anything reasonable.


    She needed sleep, and she was going to get some even if it killed her. Okay, probably not the best thought to have. She’d take one pill. If that didn’t work within a reasonable time frame she’d take another. An hour should be good.


    Fishing one of the little white pills out of the baggie, Gemma swallowed it whole without water. She stood there waiting, for what she didn’t have a clue. A magical stirring of melatonin that promised sweet oblivion?


    Clutching the baggie in her hand, she filled a glass of water and headed back to bed. Setting down the glass with the bag of pills next to the bed, she came to a cold stop. What was she doing? Sleeping pills cozying up to a glass of water didn’t give off a happy outcome for waking up in the morning. If ever.


    It was so hard making decisions—right or wrong—when she wasn’t in her right mind. The pills had to go, but suddenly the effects of whatever she’d taken took form. Her legs were heavy, reflexes sluggish. What had she taken? Definitely needed to know that before she’d taken them. Her eyes refused to focus. Things in the room seemed to move on their own or was she swaying? Everything was too much effort, just gathering the pills and hiding them away in her night table—far away from the glass of water—took all the energy Gemma had left.


    A few tries and she was able to swing back the covers and crawl under them. Her eyelids locked shut, and her breathing slowed. A sense of peace came over her, and she sighed. Finally, she’d get the rest she’d been depriving herself.


    Then suddenly it felt like she’d stepped off the planet. Tripped into nothingness.


    One second she was flat on her back in bed, the next transported as though she were on the Starship Enterprise and Scotty had just beamed her up.


    Deeper than sleep. Deeper than a coma. She was gone.


    She opened her eyes to find herself not on her bed. Not even in her bedroom. By the warmth, and lush grass under where she lay, she wasn’t even in Alaska. The only snow and ice in sight was high atop amethyst mountains in the distance.


    Her breath caught on the beauty and tranquility of wherever she was. Colors more vibrant than any palette painted wildflowers that bobbed and swayed in the sweet-scented breeze. She couldn’t quite comprehend the snow-topped majestic mountains sheltering the surrounding meadow. A blue ribbon of liquid sapphires sparkled in the sun. If this was a dream it was the most visual and sensual one she’d ever had. Too real. She struggled to her feet, pinching herself even though she had no desire to wake up and leave.


    Where was she?


    “Limbo. And how the hell did you get here?”


    Slowly she turned. There was Lucky in full Technicolor. A tight-fitting t-shirt with some climbing gear company’s symbol scrawled across the chest showed off heavy, defined muscles in his torso and arms. He was lean and hard, his skin smooth and golden, his eyes the softest brown. Cargo shorts and hiking boots completed his outfit. Is this how he was dressed when he visited her? The man was a walking advertisement for REI.


    “Gemma, what did you do?” A scowl darkened his face.


    “Took a sleeping pill,” she admitted, her eyes devouring the sight of him.


    There was a pause. “Sleeping pill or pills?”


    “My mom gave them to me. I just took one and ended up here.” She looked around again. “Got any ideas how that happened?”


    He pursed his lips in thought, the scowl furrowing deep lines in his forehead.


    “What is it? You know, don’t you?”


    “I have a theory.”


    “I’m not dead, too, am I?”


    “No. You and I are connected. Destined.” He rushed on when she went to interrupt. “I know you don’t like that word, but it’s the only explanation for why, after I passed away, that I was drawn to you. I’m thinking taking a sleeping pill allowed your spirit to astral project to where it wants to be. To me.”


    Astral project?


    Hadn’t she been warned about that? What had Siri said? Gemma had the sneaky suspicion she was in trouble.


    “What are you thinking?” Lucky asked, looking as though he wanted to reach out and touch her but was afraid to move.


    “You can’t read my thoughts?”


    “You’re doing that mile a minute thing, but your expression is freaking me out.”


    “Well, I’m a little freaked.”


    “That explains it then.” He stuffed his hands in the front pockets of his cargo shorts. She followed the movement, and his eyes widened. “Can you see me?”


    “Yes.” Her throat thickened with emotion. This was so much more real, being with him here, seeing him. She reached out to touch him, and he sucked in his breath.


    Softly her fingers traced the bones in his face. His eyes shuttered closed on a groan. “Gemma, tell me you can feel me too.”


    “Yes,” she whispered. “It’s as though you’re really here with me. Alive.” She cupped his jaw, the stubble raspy against her fingers, and placed her other hand on his chest. Unbelievably, his heart pounded fast under her palm. His skin was hot like he had an internal sun heating him from the inside out.


    Slowly he grasped her shoulders. “Let me—I have to—” His mouth was on hers, kissing her, plundering, groaning as he yanked her into his arms. She melted into him. All of her soft curves linked with his hard angles, like puzzle pieces always meant to be together.


    “Gemma,” he moaned. “Please, I need—”


    “Yes, I need too,” she rushed to finish for him.


    “Are you sure?” Warm rich brown eyes stared into hers.


    “God, yes.”


    “I don’t know how much foreplay—”


    “No foreplay.” She flipped the button free on his shorts, besides who knew what kind of time they had together? “We’ve had weeks of foreplay.” She slid his zipper down. “I need to see you. Really see you. All of you. Now.”


    In a flurry, he stripped off his clothes.


    Her eyelids threatened to close from the sheer beauty of this man, but she forced them to stay open, not wanting to miss a minute of viewing his body.


    There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. She’d guessed this from feeling him in her dreams, and dancing with him the night before. But in the flesh he was magnificent. Worship worthy. Muscles corded and hardened every inch of his skin. His upper body bunched as though he could easily shoulder the weight of the world, angling down to a solid waist with muscles defined in a way she’d never seen illustrated outside of a book. Her eyes traveled lower, hoping the promise of his torso extended to other parts as well.


    A choking sound came from him, and too late she remembered he could read her thoughts when they weren’t jumbled. They weren’t jumbled now. Call it a one track mind. She had it. Regardless of the blush heating her face, she had to look, and then stared. Her mouth fell open in a silent “O”.


    His penis jutted out from the V-line of his groin, proud and unapologetic of its size and thickness. He flexed the muscles of his abdomen, making it bob in a playful hello that was anything but reassuring. She’d felt that thickness and length pressing against her. But feeling and seeing apparently were two vastly different things.


    “Looking at me like that makes me glad for every damn mountain I struggled to climb.”


    She licked her lips. She couldn’t wait to climb him.


    A surprised guttural sound escaped him, and he took a large step back, putting distance between them. “Keep thinking like that and I won’t be able to behave.”


    When had he ever behaved?


    He’d snuck into her dreams, seduced her in her sleep. Bewitched her every thought. “I’m not asking you to behave.” Quite the opposite, in fact.


    “I want this to be special for you, Gemma. Not just a tumble like I’ve had with so many other women. I want to love you.”


    “Love me then.” The words came out like a dare. “Love me until I know nothing but you. And you know nothing but me,” she couldn’t help adding. She reached for the hem of her top and whipped it off, her breasts bouncing with the action. Her bottoms went next, leaving her as naked as Eve to his Adam. In this paradise, it was easy to imagine the world barely born and just the two of them existing to love one another.


    “Oh, Gemma.” A low moan escaped from deep within his throat. His hand clenched around hers, and the space he’d put between them disappeared like it had never been. A low growl preceded his fingers fisting in her hair, and his mouth devouring hers. She’d broken the thread he’d been holding onto, had felt it snap in the air with her last words. With the one hand gripping her hair, holding her mouth prisoner to his plundering, his other hand seized her hip, yanking her flush against him.


    His erection searched for entry between her thighs as though it had a mind of its own. That she had no doubt, as the bulbous head found her wet and slick. He lifted her leg around his hip and entered her with one hard thrust, arching her body backward.


    Breath whooshed out of her, and she couldn’t get it back.


    In this position, she was completely at his mercy. Not many men could hold her body this way, and do what he was doing to her without the strength of steel infused within his very fiber.


    Gasping, she tore her mouth free of his, her neck arcing into the bow her body had become. From chest bone to hip bone, they were one as he bent his powerful body over her, in a way forcing her to take everything he had to give. He held himself impossibly deep within her, breathing hard, keeping their bodies flush and tight, his mouth hovering over her collarbone.


    Lightly he scraped her skin with his teeth. “Gemma,” he groaned. “I’ve never felt so... so complete as I feel buried within the depths of your beautiful body.”


    She melted further at his words. A rush of molten liquid infused her body where they were joined, and her inner muscles contracted in a series of hot spasms.


    She stretched her arms around his neck and held on as he slowly, painstakingly retreated from the heat of her body, and then thrust in to her again. She’d never been held like this before. Never been made love to like this and didn’t know how long she’d last without crumbling at his feet. Muscles strained as sensations snapped and sparked with electrical current.


    “Tighten your hold on to me,” he ordered, lifting her other leg to hook his hip, his arms wrapping like steel bands around her. In one graceful, measured move, he lowered them to the lush, carpeted ground without retreating from the zenith of her body.


    How did a man move like this?


    “Yoga,” he answered. His mouth stole her breath as his teeth captured her nipple. With a flick of his tongue against the turgid peak, he tugged and released it, only to suck the nub roughly into his mouth as his hips slammed hard into her.


    Her arms hooked around his upper torso as she attempted to anchor herself. If anything she found herself holding on more in this position than the last one as he mindlessly pounded into her.


    “Oh, God,” she began to chant. She tried to slow the reaction of her body, wanting it to last longer, but sensations danced over her like vibrant waves of the Northern Lights. “Oh, my God.” Electrical currents charged her with each plunge and retreat. His mouth continued to lick, suck, and nip at her breasts, his hands yanking her closer, spreading her, angling her hips upward, opening her to the sweet assault of his body as he imprinted on hers with voltage too high to contain.


    “Ohmygod,” she screamed to the Heavens.


    His answering shout of satisfaction joined in with the cadence of her cries, clutching her tight within his iron grasp as he emptied his essence inside her.


    She imploded into the fabric of the Universe.


    ***


    Lucky’s body settled softly over hers, his weight delicious.


    “Oh, God that was amazing,” she gasped.


    “You gotta quit throwing that word around. Someone will hear.”


    No way did she have the strength to move even if a crowd of thousands had gathered. “Who will hear?”


    “God,” he leaned in and whispered, nibbling on her ear.


    She giggled then sobered, her wide eyes meeting his. “You’re not kidding.”


    “Kinda. Sorta. Yeah, not really. I haven’t seen the Big Guy as I’m stuck in Limbo. But hard not to believe He exists with all this.” He lifted his head, looking around them at their glorious surroundings, then back to her. His eyes heated with emotion as he gazed into hers. “And with what just happened between us.”


    “Do you, uh, think what just happened was okay?” She shrugged. “You know, with Him?” And you, she silently added.


    “As far as I’m concerned, He made all this possible. You are meant to be here. Now. Like this. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.” He caressed her face with the back of his fingers. “As for me, there is nothing in my life, or death, that compares to what I just experienced with you. I love you, Gemma, more than I ever thought it was possible to love someone.”


    Tears tickled the back of her throat, making it impossible to speak. Something in the way she looked at him must have satisfied him, for he smiled, and softly kissed her lips. Taking time to treasure rather than plunder.


    They held each other like that for a long time, leisurely caressing, softly kissing, as they seemed to float in a moment of weightlessness.


    “This place is so beautiful,” Gemma murmured, gazing up at the puffy clouds so white they gleamed like pearls.


    “Nothing is as beautiful as you are.”


    She angled her head to look at him, her mind needing to see his reaction, though her heart feared for his answer. “How could you ever leave such a place?”


    He smoothed her hair to fan on the grass, before his eyes could meet hers. “It’s a spirit prison, Gemma. Doesn’t matter how pretty it’s dressed up, it’s still a prison.”


    “So if you choose to stay with me, you can leave this place?”


    “Yes.”


    But what kind of hell would that be? In her life but not. A spirit to wander and never die.


    “Let’s not talk about that.” He gave her a hard, quick kiss. “I don’t want to waste one moment of being with you like this.” His lips trailed down her neck.


    “Could I stay here with you?”


    He froze, and then his head came up, his eyes piercing hers. “No. Don’t even entertain the thought. This isn’t living. It’s existing. No hunger, yet you can eat if you want to. Everything you think you want is provided, but it isn’t real.” He released her and fell back on the grass, linking his arms behind his head gazing up at the sky. “At first, I loved it here. I climbed all those mountains, explored endless valleys and hills. Experienced beauty in landscapes like I’d never seen before. But there was always something off. There is no challenge. No change.”


    “How long will I be able to stay here with you?”


    He turned, and his sad eyes meet hers. “You’re already leaving me, babe.” His finger traced the side of her face, her bottom lip, trailing over the curve of her chin. “I suspect you look to me now, how I look to you. There is translucence about you, and you’re fading, fast.”


    She felt it now, a heaviness pulling her as though she was anchored somewhere and the slack was being pulled out of the line. It must be the effects of the sleeping pill, or whatever her mother had given her, wearing off.


    “I don’t want to leave you.” Not after finally being with him. Loving him.


    He kissed her, held her locked within his arms, yet she could feel herself slipping away. His mouth became more demanding, as he gripped her tighter. There was a moan of despair as she was taken from him, ripped from the comfort and love she’d found in his arms.


    A cry as if his heart were being torn from his chest ripped through the tatters of space.


    ***


    Gemma jerked up in bed feeling like the wind had been knocked out her. She was cold, the bed empty, and she was fully dressed in her “I Otter Be Asleep” pajamas. The same pajamas that she remembered stripping out of in front of Lucky.


    That hadn’t been a dream. It couldn’t be. She knew it in her core, in her heart. But waking up in her bed made it hard to believe she’d actually made love to Lucky.


    Despair threatened to swamp her. She climbed out of bed, and any doubt that she’d been with him evaporated. It had been a long time since she’d been with someone and the physical aches were a pleasurable reassurance that she hadn’t dreamt being with him. The night had been magical, what they’d shared had been out of this world.


    She chuckled with the thought. Out of this world pretty much said it all.


    She jumped in the shower, humming as she got ready for work. It wasn’t until she was on the way to Chinook Books that the gravity of her situation hit her.


    She’d slept with her Dreamweaver, participated in astral sex, and would do so again if given the opportunity.


    And didn’t she have the opportunity shut away in the drawer of her night table in the form of a baggie of little white pills her mother had supplied her?

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    Saturdays were always busy, and Gemma was able to lose herself in book recommending, one of her favorite things about running the bookstore. There was a steady stream of customers until about three in the afternoon.


    She was in love with a man with no foreseeable way of having a normal relationship. But then who really had a normal relationship? Her parents hadn’t. They hadn’t even been married, in the legal sense. Siri didn’t believe in a legal document proclaiming them married by the government. Instead, they’d participated in a hand-fasting when Gemma had been old enough to be the flower child.


    Her father had been the exact opposite of her mother, and he’d loved all the differences. Gemma remembered how he’d looked at Siri with so much love it hurt as though the definition of the Universe was held within Siri’s eyes.


    Lucky had looked at her like that last night.


    A bittersweet smile curved her lips. What would her father say about the situation she’d gotten herself into? Would he warn her off like Siri had, or encourage her to follow her heart?


    As logical as her father had been, when it came to love he was as impractical as Siri. One thing Gemma did know, Siri had never loved her father. Not like he'd loved her.


    Gemma had checked in with Rosie earlier in the day to see how Siri had fared after her stint in jail. Apparently it hadn’t disturbed her one bit. She’d still been asleep. A good sign since when this had happened in the past, Siri would go into a maniac phase with days of not sleeping. Kind of like Gemma was doing. Could that be a sign she was following in Siri’s footsteps? Should she have made an appointment with Doc Walton too?


    But then if she mentioned to Doc Walton that she was seeing a Dreamweaver, taking her mother’s sleeping pills, and having astral sex, he would no doubt set her up for an evaluation in the psych ward.


    The bells over the door chimed, and Gemma glanced up, her customer service smile plastered on her face. Though with the direction her thoughts had taken she was no longer in the mood to endure customers.


    Tern marched in like she was on a mission. Gemma’s smile faded. What now?


    “I have something for you.” Tern glanced around the store to see a few stragglers in the café, and Amie behind the counter cleaning up, and Callista occupied at the register with a customer. “Good, you’re not busy.”


    “That’s not a good thing for someone who is self-employed.”


    “You know what I meant.” Tern held up a necklace with a deep bluish-purple crystal wrapped in silver wire. “Here, you need to wear this.”


    “What is it?”


    “Indigo tourmaline. It will help open your third eye, the sixth chakra, and strength your ability to transcend your reality. Go ahead, put it on.”


    Gemma slid the necklace over her head even though she wasn’t sure she wanted help “transcending her reality.” She jolted when the stone brushed against her heart. Her hand smoothed the tourmaline in place. What the hell had that been? Static electricity in the air? Crystals didn’t have magical powers. Did they?


    Tern gave her an approving smile. “I’ve done more research and if you actually have sex with Lucky the act will strengthen your bond.”


    “Shh.” Gemma grabbed Tern’s elbow. “Come here.” She dragged Tern into the bookshelves of Philosophy and Travel, providing them some privacy where they wouldn’t be overheard.


    Tern squinted and then gasped. “Oh my God. You’ve been with Lucky. What happened? I need details.”


    Details she wasn’t going to get. But then Tern knew how gifted of a lover Lucky was. Jealousy rose up in Gemma. Her friend had been with the man she loved. Experienced the joy Gemma had found in his arms. That was one very important thing that friends should not share.


    “How?” Tern asked. “That storm front moved in last night. I would think that in order for Lucky to be able to sustain enough of a presence to accomplish intercourse the solar flares would need to be out of this world.”


    There was that phrase again.


    “He didn’t visit me. I visited him.”


    That stopped her. “You made love with Lucky on the astral plane? In his realm?”


    The way she said that made it sound bad.


    “How did you travel there?”


    “Remember those sleeping pills my mom gave me after the Tarot reading? Well, I took one.”


    “Hmm.” Tern tapped her lower lip with her finger in thought. “How did you make it back?”


    “I assumed when the effects of the drug wore off. I woke up in my bed.”


    “And you know for sure that you were there and didn’t dream everything?”


    “It wasn’t a dream. You sound like I need to repent or something.” Hadn’t Tern been pushing for her to connect with Lucky, strengthen their bond? Wasn’t this why she’d given her the tourmaline to wear?


    Gemma was so confused.


    “What is it?” she asked as Tern took a step back to study her, cocking her head and narrowing her eyes. “Tern, what aren’t you telling me?” For cripes sake she was tired of people not telling her things.


    “You have the same look about you that your mother does.”


    “What the hell does that mean?”


    “The colors in your aura are more vibrant, which is normal after having really good sex, but... you have similar breaks or holes in the layers like the aura that surrounds your mother.”


    “Aura?” Dreamweavers, astral planes, chakras, and now auras? Was her reality anything that she believed? If all this was true, where was her freaking starship? “What do you mean holes?”


    “I don’t know. Siri probably does.”


    “You can see auras but don’t know why mine would be broken?”


    “Not broken. Missing. If you want me to speculate, I’d have to say, part of you is still in the astral plane.”


    ***


    You are busting through all the rules,” Hansen said, standing with his hands on his hips as though bringing judgment. “How did you get her here?”


    “It wasn’t anything to do with me. And how can I break the rules when I don’t even know what they are?” Frustration ate at Lucky. He’d been pacing long enough to actually mow a path into the perfect field of grass. He needed out of here. He needed Gemma, needed to be with her now more than ever, and no matter what he did he couldn’t break out.


    Each time he’d meditated, he’d been lost in a swirl of snow. He’d been able to visit her before through storms worse than the one currently over the arctic. There’d been bad weather the day Siri had read his Tarot cards, and while he hadn’t been able to interact with Gemma, he’d been able to see her, hear her.


    Today was different.


    Each time he closed his eyes and concentrated, a static whiteout appeared meant to confuse and cage. No vibrant liquid streams of light to guide him to her. It was like there was divine interference. Had he broken some unpardonable rule by lying with Gemma?


    Panic chilled him to the soul.


    “You’re seriously going to choose to be with her.” Hansen dropped to his favorite rock. “You’re going to give up Heaven for a woman?”


    “She is my Heaven.” Lucky stopped and faced his friend. “I have never felt more alive, more in tune to a person than when I hold her in my arms. It’s killing me, all over again, not to be in her presence.”


    “How is it going to feel for her if she chooses you but can never truly be with you?”


    Lucky raked his hands through his hair, pulling at the roots. He needed to consider that, but the heartache that always followed paralyzed him. “It’s a gamble. I love her. There is nothing without her. I have to go all in.”


    A sudden zinging along his spine caught his breath. There. A thread of energy. “Gotta go.”


    He shut his eyes and concentrated on that thread as it weaved around him. His spirit reached out and gently gripped the end, letting it wing him across distances so vast he couldn’t comprehend it all.


    Gemma.


    The only thing in his mind, in his heart, and he followed both like a bullet to its target.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Gemma glanced up as Callista rounded the corner of the bookcase where she and Tern were hiding.


    “Hate to interrupt, but Cub is here.” Callista had trouble keeping the delight out of her voice.


    “What’s he doing here?” Tern asked, her hands going to her hips.


    “They’re dating,” Callista filled her in. “Gemma, he’s waiting for you at the customer service desk. That is one man I sure wouldn’t make wait long.” Callista swiveled on her clogs and headed back to the register.


    “You’re dating Cub,” Tern said. “And sleeping with Lucky.”


    She made that sound really bad. “Yes. No.” A growl of frustration escaped her.


    “You can’t do this to Lucky.”


    “What about Cub? You were the one who told me to have sex with Cub.”


    That tied Tern’s tongue for a second, but not for long. “That was before. We need to find a way to get Lucky back here.”


    “I don’t know the whole story between you two, and I don’t know if I want to. But I’m freaking confused, Tern. Cub’s alive. He’s here.” Oh God, he was here waiting for her, and she was debating whether or not she was cheating on Lucky with him. “I need to go and see what he wants. Most likely he heard how unbalanced I am and is breaking off our date for tomorrow.”


    “If he doesn’t, you should.”


    She was beginning to think the same thing. She wasn’t any good for him if she didn’t have a clue what she wanted.


    Gemma tried to get herself mentally put back together while she walked the short distance from Travel to the customer service desk. A cold breeze blew into the store, and her step faltered. It was strong enough to blow her hair back from her face.


    She turned the corner of Mystery, and there was Cub waiting for her, standing tall and golden at the desk. He was in jeans and t-shirt the same color of his ice blue eyes. His unzipped Columbia jacket gave him the look of an Olympic Norwegian cross country skier. A dozen red roses were clutched in his hand.


    “Hey,” he greeted, looking uncomfortable as he glanced around the bookstore.


    Gemma felt all eyes on them, especially the ones boring into her back from Tern. She wasn’t doing anything wrong. He had come to see her. She owned a business. People came and saw her every day. Bought books, coffee, sometimes just popped in to say hi.


    “Hi,” she responded. “Everything okay?”


    “Yeah.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I, uh, wanted to bring you these, and let you know—”


    Here it came. He was here to break off their date. Relief and regret warred inside her.


    “—how much I’m looking forward to our date tomorrow.” Cub held out the flowers to her. “I was passing by Forget-Me-Not and saw these.” He shrugged self-consciously. “And, well, I thought of you.”


    Oooh. She slowly took the flowers. A swirl of cold air twisted around her.


    Her movements froze, and her heart raced.


    Lucky?


    She glanced to the side to see if she could pick up any details in her peripheral vision. Nothing. No mirage, no vague outline. Lucky hadn’t answered her mental question either. Was she just imagining him here?


    The bell on the door rang as it closed behind a few café customers. Well, that explained the draft.


    “I hope you like roses.” Cub stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jacket. “I know most women do. They smell nice but are kind of clichéd these days, aren’t they. The flower shop didn’t have a good selection. These were the best of the lot, and I’m talking too much.”


    Gemma laughed, pushing aside all the crazy things floating around in her head. “Cub, I love them.” She took the flowers and buried her nose in the center of the bouquet. They smelled sweet and spicy, and while they wouldn’t live long, she’d enjoy them while they did. “Let me put these in some water. Oh, thank you, Callista.” She took the vase of water from Callista—ignoring the knowing twinkle in her eyes—and arranged the flowers on the desk. They were a promise of spring, brightening up the dry, always dusty, bookstore. She smiled for real this time. “Thank you, Cub. They’re beautiful.”


    He seemed to blush, and dipped his head in a slight bow of acknowledgment. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.” Then he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be thinking of you until then,” he whispered.


    Nice move. The skin on her cheek tingled, and she badly wanted to cover the spot with her hand.


    Tern sidled up next to her, her arms folded across her chest as the two of them admired Cub’s confident stride as he exited the bookstore. “You are in so much trouble,” she murmured.


    Yes, she was.


    ***


    Lucky slammed into Limbo. The thread he’d chased to Gemma flung him back like a broken rubber band.


    He lay there breathing heavy, his body stinging as his soul absorbed the abrupt shift from one plane to the next. A few moments passed while the pearlescent clouds drifted lazily over his head.


    Why the hell couldn’t it rain? He wanted thunderstorms, lightning. A Goddamn squall.


    Seeing Gemma with Cub, taking his flowers, letting him kiss her had torn his heart out of his chest. Lucky hadn’t missed the slight flush to her skin as Cub’s lips had grazed her cheek.


    He leapt to his feet and ran for the rocky cliffs. The facts of his existence pursued him like arrows.


    He hadn’t done anything that bad in his previous life other than his part in Hansen’s death, though Hansen didn’t seem to hold any grievances toward Lucky. It had been a tragic accident when they’d been climbing the north face of Monte Blanc and the rope snapped. Lucky had blamed himself for a long time. After all, he’d been the one who’d checked the gear. He should have seen that the rope had been compromised. But being here with Hansen had reassured him that it had been just that, an accident. A byproduct of living life on the edge.


    He started to free climb his way up the sheer rock face of granite that he’d tackled many times before. He raced, not being careful of his handholds, until he’d slid down the cliff one too many times. Even though he didn’t have a body to bleed, his soul ripped and burned with each cut of the rock. He needed that now. Needed the physical pain, or as close to it as he could come, to dim the bleeding of his heart.


    Oh, God in Heaven, why was he being tortured this way?


    He’d spent his life working hard and playing harder. Hell, he’d turned play into his livelihood. While he hadn’t gone to church as often as he should—believing that God didn’t exist in a building—he’d given thanks. God was in nature. And Lucky had shown his appreciation in all the things that God had created. Including many women, and a few too many beers.


    It hadn’t even been his fault he’d been killed. At least the killer hadn’t been after him, just using him as tool of vengeance against Tern. Boy, had that worked. He’d had his head so far up his ass he hadn’t seen that knife before it was too late. But the knife that had ended his life hadn’t hurt nearly as much as the blade of truth slicing through him now.


    The muscles in his arms burned and bunched as he struggled to free climb, searching for tiny edges and footholds in his ascent to the top.


    He couldn’t ask Gemma to be his. It was unfair to her. His life was over, hers still in progress. She had a chance to find happiness. Be with a man who could hold her, love her, give her children. Be with her the way a man and a woman were supposed to be together. Not in the spirit of the sense. How could he provide like a man should provide for the woman he loved? It wasn’t as if a spirit, ghost—or hell—Dreamweaver could get a fucking job.


    By all appearances, Gemma would be alone for the rest of her life if she choose to share her life with him. She had Siri and Rosie and many friends, including Tern, but they would pass on or moved on with their lives and she would have no one tangible.


    It was the ultimate act of selfishness to ask of her.


    He struggled to reach the top of the cliff, his fingers slipping before he clasped the thin cracks within the smooth face of granite. He heaved himself up, his legs shaky, and looked over the wide cosmic landscape below him, his spirit in tatters.


    Filling his lungs, he threw his head back, clenched his fists at his sides, and howled out his heartache until his legs gave out and he dropped to his knees. His heartache echoed back at him, the sound distorted by the rocky precipice into a cruel, mocking laugh.


    He bowed his head to his chest, drained. There was only one choice he could make.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    


    Her biggest fear had finally been realized. Call her certifiable. Gemma was beyond questioning what was real and what was myth. The facts were she was in love with a Dreamweaver. Truly believed he’d died prematurely and that they had been destined. They’d shared themselves with each other last night, and it had been deeper than any other physical coupling she’d experienced. Her soul was linked with his and her heart freely given.


    After Tern had left, she’d decided to call off her date with Cub. But hadn’t figured out exactly how she was going to do that without damaging his spirit. Allowing him to think there could be something between them wasn’t fair either. She’d tried to connect with Lucky, swearing she’d felt him hovering in the store, but the snow had thickened, and she figured he hadn’t been able to break through. Later tonight he would. The skies were supposed to clear up. And the thought of being with him again, no matter the capacity, had her heart skipping.


    She’d left the store for Callista and Amie to manage and headed to her mother’s. There were some things she needed to know. No longer was she a disbeliever.


    Hallelujah and all that jazz, she believed!


    Somehow Siri was connected to the world Gemma had visited. She needed to know how, and what were the implications of what she’d actually done last night, and how to make them everlasting.


    There was a sense of rightness, freeing actually. Like she’d finally let go of the fear. After all, her biggest fear had been that she’d turn out as bat-shit crazy as her mother. Guess what, crazy wasn’t so bad. In fact, it felt downright liberating in a strip-off-your-clothes-and-celebrate-the-equinox kind of way.


    Holy balls.


    Snow spitting sideways, slowed her progress. The roads had turned dangerously icy. It was a relief to finally park her car in front of her mother’s.


    Hell, she’d never had that thought before.


    Gemma let herself into the house, dusting snow off her hair and shoulders.


    “She’s been waiting and seems pretty lucid,” Rosie said, taking Gemma’s coat. “I was able to get her medication into her, but you know how it is. Are you sure you want to do this?”


    “I have to know.”


    Rosie nodded and stepped aside. “I’ll leave you two alone.” She kissed Gemma’s cheek. “Listen with an open heart.” Then she disappeared into the back of the house.


    Siri sat on the low cushion, in front of the carved table, shuffling the Tarot deck in front of her. Dressed in a caftan of silk saris, she was the bright spot in the candlelit room. Her breath caught when her eyes met Gemma’s. “No,” she gasped. “Tell me you didn’t.”


    “You can see?”


    “Oh, Gemma, my bright star, I did not want this for you.” A hitch in her mother’s voice tugged at Gemma’s heart. It wasn’t lost on her that she’d called her Gemma instead of Gemini either.


    “Mom, why didn’t you tell me?” Gemma knelt down at Siri’s feet and took her hands in hers.


    “How could I? You would have locked me up for sure.” A sad smile curled her lips. “Let me tell you a secret.” She leaned in and whispered, “I’m not all here.” She tapped her temple. “A big part of me exists somewhere else.”


    This wasn’t news to her. Except for the idea that Siri believed parts of herself existed somewhere else. “Tell me how, please.”


    “That’s it.” Siri shrugged. “I can’t remember it all anymore. There are vague images, feelings. I was so into experimentation when I was younger. Did things that one shouldn’t. Drugs, sex, astral projected when I didn’t understand the gravity of what I was dealing with. So many mistakes, thinking I knew it all. There are elements, spirits out there who are not to be trusted. They want to live again so badly that they will tempt and tease you into risking things that you would not otherwise do. Risking your very soul.”


    “Lucky isn’t like that.”


    Siri sadly shook her head. “They are all like that. Like vampires sucking out our life’s essence. Has he talked of how he was robbed, killed before his time? How you are fated?” Siri didn’t wait for Gemma’s answer, not that Gemma could answer with the lump lodged in her throat.


    “I tried to warn you, Gemma. I should have done more to steer you away. It’s apparent that you’ve slept with him. But how many times have you laid with him?”


    Heat rushed into her face. Never had they talked of sex. As open to experiences that Siri seemed, sex was a subject never to be discussed. She’d been a contradiction growing up, this free-spirit in every sense except one. Gemma was finally getting an idea of why.


    “Once,” Gemma admitted. “Last night.”


    “Where?”


    Gemma dropped her eyes to the Mosaic rug beneath her. The intricate design of purple, black and blue with shots of gold swirled into a mess of color. “He called it Limbo.”


    Siri sucked in her breath. “Oh, dear God.” Her hands clenched Gemma’s. “How did you get there?”


    Gemma swallowed. She couldn’t tell Siri the pills she’d given her had sent her on a round trip ticket to the one place her mother seemed to fear most. “I don’t know for sure.”


    “How long were you there?”


    “Most of the night. Why?” It was her turn to ask some questions. A few answers would be a welcome change of pace.


    “The more you share, the longer you astral project, the harder it’s going to be to fully return. If at all.” Siri pondered for a few minutes, the pupils of her eyes almost totally black. “We can knit back together your aura, given enough time and no more exposure to your Dreamweaver.”


    What was she, a sweater? And if this could be done, how did they “knit” Siri back together?


    “I’m lost, Gemini.” Siri answered her unasked question. “There are no threads to lace me back together. I played too long in the astral plane, lost too much of myself to those worlds.”


    Worlds?


    “Your father tried, bless his heart, but the threads of my soul had already been stolen.” She hopped to her feet and went to the desk, sliding drawer after drawer open until she pulled out a long silver chain with a ruby crystal hanging from it.


    Gemma had a feeling she knew where this was going.


    “I should have given this to you before. Where is my mind?” Siri shook her head as though to clear it. “It will help ground you. Your first chakra is the root, here.” She motioned to her groin. “I want you to wear this and imagine that it’s a grounding cord running from your spine to the base of your tailbone deep into the earth. It will help you draw energy up through the earth and keep you from astral projecting.” She handed the crystal to Gemma. “Go ahead, put it on.”


    “I can’t take this. You should wear it.”


    Siri held up her hand where a ruby winked on her ring finger. “I’ve always worn this. Your father gave me this ring when we hand-fasted. It does the same and symbolizes who my anchor is. Or was.” She gave Gemma a bittersweet smile.


    Gemma took the necklace and slipped it over her neck, trying to keep the one Tern gave her hidden in the wool of her sweater. The stone lay heavy between her breasts, clinking with Tern’s. “Who was he?” She didn’t need to specify that she wasn’t asking about her father.


    “That’s it, I can no longer remember. You see, Gemini, they play on all your desires and leave you none of them by the time they are finished with you.”


    ***


    What should she do?


    Thoughts swirled much like the snow flurries the Chinook winds were stirring. Gemma mulled them over on the drive home from her mother’s.


    Last night with Lucky had been... everything. He’d done just what her mother had said. Delivered on all her desires. He knew how to touch, kiss, press, retreat until she was nothing but a mass of mindless sexual need. Never had she experienced anything like it. Her heart was no longer hers.


    Neither was her body.


    She couldn’t deny that she loved him. But had he weaved a spell to feed on her soul as her mother seemed to claim? And how was it that mother and daughter had ended up seduced by Dreamweavers?


    There was too much to think about, and all of it fell under the umbrella of crazy. She was glad she hadn’t called off her date with Cub. Maybe she needed it. Lucky hadn’t been around to answer any questions. The snow had stopped, and heavy clouds were dispersing from cloaking the skies above Fairbanks. She could see the waves of the Northern Lights as they broke through the atmosphere.


    It was a harrowing drive. The temperatures had warmed up to freezing. The roads were iced over like frosting on a cake, and Gemma’s hands trembled by the time she safely parked her car in the garage.


    Spring was in the air, but Alaska did spring like she did everything else. With a vengeance. They didn’t call it Break Up for nothing.


    She entered into the kitchen, laying her purse and keys on the dining table. What she needed was a long relaxing soak in the rub. She also badly needed to talk to Lucky.


    Where was he? He visited before with less of an Aurora display. He should be here.


    “Lucky?” she called into the empty house, knowing she wasn’t going to get an answer back. The house was like a void. A black hole.


    Siri couldn’t be right and that Lucky was using her, feeding off her soul like some astral vampire.


    The air suddenly shifted in the room, became colder, swirling for a moment before settling. Just like it had in the store earlier. Had Lucky been trying to get to her but couldn’t for some reason? She’d much rather believe that than the alternative.


    “Gemma.”


    She swiveled on her heel. And there he was. She caught and held her breath. She could see him, yet could also see through him. He was more substantial than ever before. Not solid like he’d been last night when she’d visited him, but more. And since she was able to see more, she saw the agony and decision in his bedroom eyes. Dread settled in her stomach.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “I’m sorry, Gemma.”


    “For what?” It suddenly became hard for her to swallow.


    “For everything. I never should have hunted you down. I should have left you alone to live your life, and I should have moved on.”


    “That’s a lot of shoulds.” Her knees trembled, and she couldn’t help the tears forming in her eyes.


    “Don’t cry.” There was a catch to his voice. “This is hard enough.”


    “Then why are you doing it?” she whispered.


    He held still, only his fists clenching and unclenching as though it took everything for him not to pull her into his arms. “I want you to have what I can’t.”


    “But you can.” She took a step toward him, coming up short when he moved back. “I can see you. Every time we are together our bond strengthens.”


    “Which is why I need to end it now.”


    “No.” The breath she gasped hurt as it burned its way into her lungs. “Don’t you get it? I can see you, hear you.” She took another step and placed her hand over his heart. “Feel you.”


    His eyes closed on a moan, and his hand came up to clasp hers hard against his chest. “I can never be a whole man for you. Never give you the family you’ve dreamt of. Cub can do that.”


    “Cub?” Confused, she let her hand fall away from him. “You were there? In the bookstore.”


    “Yes. He likes you. It wouldn’t take much for him to fall in love with you.” He caressed the side of her face. “It wouldn’t take anything for a man to love you.”


    “What about me? Don’t I have a choice in this? What about us being destined for each other?” Had her mother nailed that one?


    “Your mother is a gifted woman. There would have been a time when she would have been considered the Shaman or Seer. Listen to her. She will help you through this.”


    “No,” she said through clenched teeth. “You don’t get to decide this. I have a stake. This is my heart, my life, my decision. I love you. Why do I have to live without you because you suddenly feel the need for self-sacrifice?”


    “I don’t feel the need. It’s what’s right. You will forget me in time.”


    She shook her head. “That will never happen.”


    He suddenly grabbed her shoulders and gave her a slight shake. “You have to, Gemma. I can’t move on unless you do.” He dropped his forehead to hers. “Gemma. There will be another time, another life for us. I-I am so very sorry that I couldn’t wait until then. Forgive me.” His mouth was hard on hers, desperate.


    There was a moan of pain as he tore his lips from hers. His eyes burrowed into hers. “If you truly love me, then forget me and live your life in celebration of what we couldn’t have. I’m not coming back. I fully expect you to move on... as I plan to.”


    Then he was gone.


    Silent sobs shook her frame until she stumbled and sank to the floor, her arms hugging around her as though it would help contain the pain of her splintering heart.


    The Northern Lights ripped through the fabric of the night sky.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    


    There wasn’t a lot of time until her date with Cub. A date she should have canceled. It wasn’t fair to spring her newly insane nature on him. But then maybe he could pull her back from the edge she teetered on. Give her that anchor to reality that she felt dragging.


    She’d spent most of the night lamenting on what Lucky had said, threatening him to come back to her, even going outside and yelling at the Northern Lights until the dogs in the neighborhood started to howl. When yelling hadn’t worked, she’d begged. And then cried until there were no more tears left in her body.


    Lucky never appeared.


    As a last resort, she swallowed one of the sleeping pills hiding in the drawer of her night table. And slept. No visit from her Dreamweaver, no astral projecting to him. Just sleep. She didn’t even think she moved.


    He was truly gone. And during the afternoon, after she’d cleaned her whole house, caught up with the meaningless tasks she’d been putting off, she realized Lucky was right.


    Her heart wept for him while her mind applauded his willpower and wished she could be as strong. Left up to her, she’d have followed him wherever he journeyed.


    Three times she’d picked up the phone to call and cancel with Cub, but Lucky’s plea to live her life in celebration of what was taken from them stayed her hand. She’d spent most of the early evening going back and forth over what she should do.


    Indecision became decision as evening approached.


    It was too late to cancel now. Besides, she liked Cub. They had a lot in common. He was noble, adventurous, and very nice to look at. A good man. One who reminded her of Lucky in a lot of ways.


    Okay, she needed to stop that.


    Comparing Cub to Lucky wouldn’t serve anybody. It wasn’t like Cub was looking to marry her or her him. It was dinner. They enjoyed each other’s company. Besides, they both needed to eat.


    A knock at the door suspended her thoughts. This would be good. A normal evening out with a man. A flesh and blood man. Nervous sweat broke out over her body and she waved her hands in front of her face, hoping she didn’t have a sheen on her skin.


    She opened the door, welcoming the chilly air to cool her overheated body. Cub stood there dressed in dark slacks, a button-down white shirt, and tie, with a dark wool coat left to hang open. The cold didn’t seem to faze him. A box of chocolates was clutched in his hand.


    “Wow, you look nice,” she blurted out. She’d never seen him in anything but jeans, t-shirts, or swim trunks. The man polished up pretty.


    “Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” Cub said, cocking a nervous smile. “You do, by the way. Look nice that is.”


    She’d thrown on a black skirt that hit above the knees, and in deference to the weather had added tall leather boots. A simple, form-fitting black sweater topped off the outfit. At the last minute, she’d added a splash of color from the hand-painted sea-green silk scarf she’d bought at Tern’s shop months ago. All black didn’t always send the best message for a date, since she looked more like she was going to a funeral. But no matter what else she’d tried on that had been cheerier, nothing had worked. She’d left the indigo tourmaline and the ruby crystal on her dresser. Neither would do her any good as Lucky had chosen to move on.


    “Thanks.” There was a pause as she waited for Cub to do something. Finally, he shoved the chocolates at her.


    “I hope you like chocolate. I actually heard of some women not liking chocolate, which has to be like some urban legend, but since I didn’t know for sure I thought it was a good bet that you’d be okay with them, and I’m talking too much again, aren’t I?”


    Here was someone as confounded as her. “For the record, I love chocolate. Feel free to give them to me any time. Thank you.” She took the box, noticing they were one of her favorite brands, though the thought of eating one right now made her nauseous. She hoped she’d be able to choke down dinner. “Please, come in.” She shut the door behind him and walked to the kitchen, setting the box of chocolates on the counter.


    “Did you find that draft?” Cub asked following behind her. “Your house seems warmer today. Or is it because it isn’t as cold outside as it was the other night? If you haven’t contacted anyone, I know a guy I could call. He’d be here this weekend if you need him. Just say the word.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “There I go again. I’m messing this up.”


    “Messing what up?” She turned after grabbing her purse and keys.


    “Our date. I’m going to talk you to death.”


    “I’m not worried.” At least one of them would have something to say. She wasn’t sure how much of a conversationalist she’d be tonight. Another reason she really should have called this off. Though Cub had been entertaining since he’d shown up, if not rattled. “Why are you so nervous? It isn’t like we haven’t spent time together before. I’m not going to attack you or anything.”


    “I’d like you to.” His face flushed bright red. “Sorry. I can’t believe I said that out loud.”


    She paused adjusting the purse strap on her shoulder. It was her turn to suddenly feel nervous. “Cub, I—”


    “Forget that slipped out.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose again. She’d never noticed the nervous action before. But then she couldn’t remember if she’d ever seen Cub nervous.


    “Okay, what’s up?” She had a sneaking suspicion this had to do with the book he’d bought in her store the other day.


    “Gemma, I like you.” He dragged in a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “I’ve only dated one other woman in my whole life.”


    She stared at him. One woman? He had to be close to thirty.


    “I married my high school sweetheart. She was the only one I’ve ever dated, ever loved, ever made love to.” He pulled at his collar. “I lost her a year ago, and you are my first date.”


    Oh man, way to put on the pressure. “But we’ve been out before so this doesn’t really count as our first date.”


    One woman?


    “Those other times I wasn’t looking at you as a... romantic interest. That first time I kissed you, I hadn’t really thought it through. It was a spur of the moment kind of thing. You were there, I’ve been really lonely, and I bungled it up.”


    “The second time you kissed me, you didn’t.”


    “I know!” He smiled like a kid who’d scored the winning goal at a hockey game. “It gave me hope that I could move on and experience another relationship.”


    Oh, holy balls, she needed to put a stop to this. She was going to break Cub’s fragile heart.


    “I’m doing everything wrong. Everything the book said not to do.” He closed his eyes and grimaced. “Can we forget all this and start again from when I knocked on the door. I’m not this much of a basket case.”


    Good thing, since she was.


    “Come to dinner with me, Gemma. Get to know who I am, that is getting to know more about me than just kayaking and my love for sappy movies.”


    He was like a puppy, all wobbly and adorable. How did she say no? “Where are you planning on taking me for dinner?”


    ***


    Gemma laughed at the story Cub regaled her with about a particular rescue where the wife had been worried sick when her husband hadn’t returned from a hunting trip, and then livid when the husband had been found holed up in the Brooks Range with another woman.


    She and Cub ate dinner at Pike’s Landing and continued to share stories of work—shying away from family for now—and outrageous experiences that Alaska seemed famous for. Sipping her coffee, Gemma watched the Northern Lights reflect over the snow. She didn’t feel Lucky, no brush of fingers on the back of her neck, no cold breeze in the room, no whispered inflections, and knowing he’d never appear again sent pain radiating throughout her chest. She might have to consider moving some place south where the Northern Lights couldn’t reach as they would serve as a constant reminder of her Dreamweaver.


    “What happened just now?” Cub asked. “You’ve done that before with me. One minute you’re here and the next worlds away.”


    Worlds away summed it up.


    “I like you, Cub.”


    “Good. I like you too.”


    “But I’m not good for you.” This was way too soon. What had she been thinking?


    “Shouldn’t I be the one to decide that?”


    “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    “Ditto. By the way, I’m a fan of the movie Ghost too.” Cub said it in joking, but Gemma couldn’t help the shiver that slid over her.


    “What is it?” he asked.


    “Do you believe in the afterlife?”


    “So, the deep part of the date has arrived.” He tried to steer the conversation back to the lightheartedness without success. “Okay, yes, I do.” He cleared his throat. “After my wife died, I felt her. She was there, holding my hand, helping me through the worst of my grief. It was so hard to realize that while I worked in Search and Rescue the one person who meant the most to me was beyond my ability to save.”


    Why couldn’t she fall in love with this man? There was so much to love about Cub. And that was before adding in his amazing physique. How had he not been scooped up? Could it be that he’d been so in love with his wife that other woman weren’t a consideration until now? How had he picked her to begin his journey back to the land of the living? Why couldn’t she have met him before Lucky, but then would that really have mattered? She knew Lucky would have stolen her heart regardless at what time in her life he’d appeared.


    Where did that leave her?


    “I have something to tell you.” Unable to stop herself, she let it all out. Everything. Ending with her heartache. Their ice cream melted and was forgotten by the time she’d finished filling him in on the craziness her life had become. Cub regarded her with rapt attention, his mouth partly open in awe.


    “So this guy, this Dreamweaver, is real to you?”


    She nodded, not believing that she’d really spilled her guts. What must he think of her now? A hot wave of embarrassment flooded her face.


    He fell back in his chair, looking a bit stunned. “Really?”


    “Yes, really.”


    “Fascinating.” His brows lowered. “And you love this man?”


    She nodded again.


    “Well, aren’t we a pair?”


    She choked on a laugh. “Got any advice?” Other than therapy, she silently added.


    “Since I’m not one who is great at taking advice, I can’t really hand it out.”


    Her laugh came much easier this time. “You really are something special, Cub.”


    “Yeah, I get that all the time.” He motioned for their check. The waiter rushed right over to hand it to him, and Gemma realized they’d been talking a while. In fact, they were the last ones left in the restaurant.


    Cub dropped enough cash on the table to cover the tab and leave a healthy tip. He helped her into her coat, his hand guiding her at the small of her back as they exited the restaurant. The ice was slick underneath their feet, and she slipped. He grabbed her arm, holding her close to him as they slipped and skated their way to Cub’s truck, laughing like children. She was suddenly very glad she hadn’t canceled.


    Cub held the door open for her, and she turned before climbing in. “Thank you for dinner. I really enjoyed myself and hope that I didn’t dump too much on you.”


    He glanced at her lips and then back to her eyes. “I’m the one who should be thanking you.” His thumb came up and caressed her bottom lip. Slowly, as though to give her enough time to move away, he leaned down to kiss her.


    His lips settled softly on hers. They were slightly cold from the night air, but quickly heated as they moved against hers. Wisps of wanting surprised her with the desire to sink into him and forget.


    What kind of woman could feel something like this for two separate men?


    He moaned against her mouth, and the vibrations did funny things to her insides.


    Last time she’d kissed Cub, Lucky had messed with the temperature in her house. Tonight, nothing. Could she be doing this because she wanted to evoke a response from Lucky? Cub’s response seemed to all be in working order.


    “You’re drifting again.” He tilted his head up, his startling blue eyes searching hers. “Your Dreamweaver?”


    “I’m conflicted.”


    “So am I. Maybe we can try and move on together?”


    Two emotionally taken people trying to make a relationship work? “At least we’re on the same page.”


    Cub chuckled. “Let me take you home.” He helped her hike into the huge 4x4 truck, shutting the door after her.


    She put on her seat beat while Cub walked around the pickup, getting in and doing the same. He started the engine and backed the truck out of the parking space, while playing with the knobs on the stereo. “Uh, something else you might need to know before we go any further.” He slid her a glance, and she couldn’t wait to see what else this man had to reveal. “I’m an Enya fan.”


    Soft strains of Enya started to play.


    She couldn’t help herself and laughed. “Now that I didn’t see coming.”


    Nor did she see the vehicle slide through the red light at the intersection until it was too late.


    Cub swore, swinging his arm out to help brace her in her seat, as he yanked the steering wheel so that his side of the truck took the brunt of the impact as the other vehicle broadsided them. The crash jolted them sideways. Metal screeched, glass shattered, and rubber burned as the black ice on the road, combined with the momentum of the other vehicle, skidded them off into the ditch. The top-heavy truck lifted onto two wheels and rolled.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    Gemma lay there, stunned, fighting to breathe passed the impact of the airbag. As it slowly deflated, and the resulting powder settled, the light caught the glitter of glass everywhere. Enya continued to sing her soothing song, but there was nothing soothing about the situation. It took her a moment to realize what had happened.


    Cub.


    Gemma tried to see him, but could barely move, pinned in place by her seatbelt. Her side of the truck lay on the icy, snow-laden ground. She took stock of herself. Nothing seemed broken or bleeding, but she’d be sore.


    “Cub?”


    No answer. Gemma struggled to free her seatbelt, and then climb to her knees on the passenger door to reach him. Cub hung awkwardly to the side in his seatbelt, his eyes closed, blood seeping from a cut on his forehead.


    “Cub.” Panic laced her voice. She wanted to shake him awake, but was afraid to touch him in case of a spinal injury. Carefully, she felt for a pulse in his wrist, letting out a huge breath of relief when she found one strong and steady. The car that had T-boned them had followed them over into the ditch and now squatted on top of Cub’s door. The front wheel had broken through the window, and cold air whistled through the interlocked vehicles.


    “Hang tight!” a stranger yelled from the front of the truck. “Help is on the way.”


    Gemma reached out with shaking fingers and shut off the stereo, silencing Enya, and bringing in the other sounds of the accident. Spitting and hissing from the engines of both vehicles, the heavenly sound of Cub’s even breathing, and then the welcome sirens of emergency vehicles as they rushed to the scene.


    “Come on, Cub, wake up.” She didn’t like that he was still unconscious.


    An Alaskan Trooper struggled to reach them through the snow. “Ma’am, can you give me your condition?”


    “I-I think I’m okay, but Cub isn’t.”


    “Cub? Cub Iverson?”


    “Y-yes, he works for Search and Rescue.” Fairbanks wasn’t that big of a town when you boiled it down, and Troopers and Search and Rescue were an even smaller group.


    “Hold on, we’ll have you out of there soon.” He handed her blankets through the broken windshield.


    She carefully wrapped them around Cub first and then bundled up in the other. While she wasn’t cold at the moment, mainly because of the adrenaline coursing through her body, the shock of the accident would hit her and she’d be freezing. Hypothermia was a serious threat.


    The rest was a blur of activity as the emergency crews worked together and helped her out of the truck, working carefully to cut Cub free as he didn’t slide through the broken windshield like she had. He had still failed to regain consciousness when they loaded him in the ambulance and headed to Fairbanks Memorial.


    “Come on, Cub,” she prayed inside the ambulance as the EMTs checked his vitals and hooked him up to an IV. She couldn’t lose another man she cared about. She continued to pray as they raced over icy roads toward the hospital.


    They rushed Cub into the ER, ushering her toward another part of the emergency room, to be checked over.


    As she suspected, other than bruises and powder burns from the airbag, there wasn’t anything wrong with her. With his quick thinking and reflexes, Cub had saved her life, or at the very least, saved her some serious injuries. Everyone, nurses, doctors, EMTs, and troopers all commented on how lucky she was.


    Lucky.


    She couldn’t help thinking that if she were truly lucky, she’d be with Lucky right now. Despair over Cub’s condition and her own, settled over her as she sat in the waiting room for an update on Cub.


    How could she have thoughts like that when Cub was probably in there fighting for his life?


    After the troopers had taken her statement of the accident, she’d called and reassured Siri and Rosie that she was okay. Siri wasn’t concerned as she’d already “felt” that Gemma was fine. Rosie told her to keep them posted on Cub’s condition.


    Dr. Macalister, announced by his name tag, entered the waiting room wearing green scrubs and the classic white lab coat. He looked to be in his fifties, trim, of average height, with auburn hair, split heavily with silver. He also sported a pierced ear where a diamond winked.


    Gemma stood, surprised when the action made her dizzy.


    “Careful, there, Ms. Star,” he said, grabbing her arm to steady her. “Take your time standing. You’ve suffered an ordeal that will be feeling itself physically for a few days now.”


    “Call me, Gemma. How’s Cub?”


    “Here, let’s take a seat.” He steered her back to the chair she’d been planted in and took the one beside her. “He’s actually doing great. Strong man, your Mr. Iverson.”


    She didn’t correct him. As soon as they realized she wasn’t a family member, or significant other, the information train would stop.


    “As far as we can tell, there isn’t anything wrong with him. He’ll be bruised and sore when he wakes up. Head injuries are tricky things. His CAT scan came back normal. Minimal swelling, so we expect him to wake soon.”


    “Can I see him?”


    ***


    “What the fuck, man.” Lucky pushed at Cub’s unmovable chest. “Get back there. She’s crying at your bedside.”


    “It isn’t me she wants.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?” He’d sacrificed everything. “I gave her up for you. So that you could be together. So she wouldn’t be alone. Now move your sorry ass.”


    Cub took in the view around him, obviously stunned by the beauty. Lucky was tired of people enthralled with this place. “I want to stay here.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Gemma wasn’t losing two men she cared about. “No way. There is nothing wrong with you.”


    “Yes, there is. My heart belongs with my wife. I thought I could move on and hopefully share a life with Gemma.” Cub shook his head. “But not now. Not with this chance to be with the one woman who I’ve always loved.” Cub looked around like she’d appear at any moment.


    “It doesn’t work like that,” Lucky muttered. A softening in his heart lessened his anger. This man was as lovesick as he was. “You’re in Limbo, dude. You’re wife isn’t here. She’s on the other side of here, and if you choose to enter that place, there will be no going back.” He was still here because he couldn’t make that final choice. He’d done his best to keep his distance from Gemma. It tortured him as she cried his name, sobbed until her body could no longer weep. The only thing keeping him from saying the hell with it all was this man. Cub-fucking-Iverson. He was supposed to be the white knight. He’d proved he had the right stuff, the way he’d saved Gemma from being hurt in the accident. But what was this shit? “How could you want any other woman besides, Gemma?”


    “Gemma is wonderful, and without this opportunity I was going to give romancing her my best shot. But as much as you care for Gemma, I care for my wife.”


    “You’re choosing to die. You get that, right?”


    Cub met his eyes, and all Lucky could see was hard resolution. “I want to be with my wife. Take my body, and be with Gemma.”


    “Whoa? What?” It was like the very fabric of the Universe held still. “What are you saying?”


    “She’s coming for me.” A smile lit Cub up from the inside. “I can feel her.” His very spirit began to glow a golden hue. “I don’t have long. And my body will be wasted if you don’t take it.”


    “I can’t do that,” Lucky whispered, though he so badly wanted to. Didn’t even know it was an option. Maybe it wasn’t an option. Were they messing with things that would backfire in a really bad way? A fire and brimstone kind of way?


    “No, Lucky,” Hansen said, appearing from wherever he’d taken himself off to, giving a nod as way of introduction to Cub.


    Lucky’s heart sank. He knew that he couldn’t be that lucky. Another chance at life, another chance at loving Gemma.


    “You don’t understand,” Hansen said. “Your self-sacrifice the other day has presented this avenue to you.”


    “What kind of game is this?”


    “No game. A test, if you will. You’ve proven yourself worthy of another life.”


    “Wait a damn minute. What if this dingbat hadn’t come along?”


    “Eventually, if you hadn’t moved on, there might have been another willing to give up his body to you.”


    Lucky looked Cub up and down, taking in his well-toned physique. Hell, he’d won the jackpot. Though it would take some getting used to being that tall. “Do you hit your head a lot?”


    “No, but you probably will.”


    “There isn’t a lot of time,” Hansen said. “The longer a soul is away from the body, the faster it starts to deteriorate.”


    “How do you know all this?” Lucky turned on Hansen, looking at him as though for the first time. This was Hansen, his carefree buddy, right?


    “Go,” Cub said. “Just do me a favor and don’t tattoo my body or anything.”


    “He can’t come back and push me out?” Lucky asked Hansen, since he seemed to have all the answers.


    “No. Once the agreement has been made, there is no going back.”


    Lucky regarded Cub again. Filled with emotion that brought tears to his eyes, he reached out and enveloped Cub in a bear hug. “Thanks, man.”


    “The only thanks I need is to know that Gemma will receive the love and care she deserves.”


    “Count on it.”

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    They’d sent her home.


    Kicked her out of Cub’s room and told her she couldn’t return until visiting hours in the morning. There had been no change in his condition. The nurses and doctors had reassured her that Cub would probably be okay even though he hadn’t woken. Head injures were tricky. She was so sick and tired of hearing that.


    Once home, she’d taken a few Advil and a long hot shower for the aches and pains that were making themselves felt. She slipped into her pajamas and went to crawl into bed when there was a knock at her door.


    She glanced at the clock. It was after two in the morning.


    Another more insistent knock sounded. Maybe it was the trooper who’d driven her home. Did they have more questions? The other driver was still touch and go, but that had more do to with the illegal drugs in his system than the car accident. She peeped through the window and gasped, yanking open the door.


    “Cub!”


    Soft brown eyes met hers, instead of Cub’s striking blue ones, along with the widest smile she’d even seen Cub sport. “No, call me Lucky.” He scooped up in his strong arms and spun her around.


    She hugged him back, so glad that he was okay. “How—why? Wait! What?”


    He set her on her feet, but kept her within the tight circle of his arms. “It took me a while too. I still don’t understand it all, but I’m just supremely honored, and humbled, and fucking grateful.”


    “Why did the doctors release you? How did you get here? And why didn’t someone call me to let me know you had woken up?”


    A frown appeared on his forehead, where a small bandage covered the stitches he’d received, and for a moment, he resembled Lucky so much that her breath caught.


    “Gemma, I’m Lucky.”


    “I know you’re lucky. We were both lucky. But I don’t understand the hospital—”


    “No, babe, look at me. See me.”


    He’d called her babe.


    Suddenly the room spun, and she kissed the carpet.


    ***


    “Come on, babe. That’s it. Come back to me.” Lucky’s voice purred over her, and Gemma reached out with her arms to hold him tight against her.


    “I’ve missed you.” She buried her face in his neck, refusing to open her eyes in case he disappeared on her. “Don’t ever leave me again.”


    “You are stuck with me, Gemma. Forever and always. Before God and country, say you’ll be mine.” He kissed her, and everything inside her caught fire as though solar flares were exploding within her. Her body arched into his, and her hands raked through his hair.


    His much shorter hair. She stiffened, confused.


    “Open your eyes, Gemma, and look at me.”


    “No,” she whimpered.


    “Please. There is a lot to explain. A lot to celebrate. Come on, babe. I’m not going anywhere.”


    Slowly she opened her eyes. She lay in her bed, the light low, but the man above her, holding her was Cub, wasn’t he? He looked like Cub, but he also looked like Lucky. Had she completely lost it?


    “Right now, I sure as hell miss not being able to read your mind.”


    She stared. Blue eyes to brown. That cocky grin instead of Cub’s bashful one.


    Quickly he filled her in on the meeting in Limbo and Cub’s choice. And Lucky’s fortune. Hers too.


    Silence followed his hasty explanation. Then Lucky caressed her face with the back of his fingers. “Are you okay with this?”


    “I’m not dreaming, am I?”


    He shook his head, his expression stoic as if bracing himself for her next words.


    “And Cub is truly happy?”


    “Grinning like an idiot.”


    “And there is no give backs?”


    “I double-checked.”


    She launched herself at him, wrapping her arms and legs tight around him. He laughed rolling over the bed with her. Joy filled the room, followed by hard, quick kisses.


    “Damn, but I love you.”


    “Oh, Lucky, I love you. So, so much.”


    “Now don’t do that. I’m not good with tears. It killed me when you cried over me.”


    “You were there?”


    “I couldn’t leave you. I hurt with you. Each tear that fell from your eyes, there was an equal one falling from mine.”


    “Wait. Your eyes.” She pulled back. “How will we explain the changes? There are bound to be questions. You aren’t Cub, but you look like him. People will expect him.”


    “Head injuries. They change people. Especially their personalities. Besides, I’m not worried about other people. Are you going to be okay with the new bod?” he asked, half jokingly. “Good thing the man had the same level of hotness I did. But I gotta grow out the hair. I look like a damn boy scout.”


    Gemma smoothed her hands through his hair, over his face, tracing his brows. He looked more and more like Lucky as she gazed at him. Lucky’s expressions, his inflections came in how he looked and talked. “I see you, Lucky Leroy Morgan. It’s you who I love. Though I must admit, I did not find Cub's body unattractive.”


    That’s a bit convoluted.”


    “You didn’t want me to come out and say I thought Cub looked like a Norse God, did you?”


    “I do, don’t I?” That cocky smile was back in place.


    “What about the eye color? Cub’s eyes were blue. Not just blue, but a stunning blue.”


    “That will be one for science to try and explain. Or I can wear contacts.”


    “You know Tern is going to flip. There will be no keeping the truth from her.”


    “Tern will take it in stride. It’s your mother who I’m worried about.”


    “Oh, holy balls.”


    


    THE END
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    Chapter One


    


    “Well, hell. I’ve had sex with everyone here.” Tern Maiski’s gaze swept the airplane hangar. Four of her former beaus stood next to the Cessna, chatting it up, and outfitted like they were headed on the same geocaching trek she was.


    “Except you refused to put out for me when I wanted to experiment in college.” Nadia Nelson, best friend extraordinaire, came to a stop next to her, giving a slow whistle at the impressive line-up of testosterone. “Damn, girl. Remind me again why you let these guys go.”


    All eyes turned their direction. The men stood in a row like a reception line from hell.


    Tern tightened her hold on the strap of her backpack. She had no problem meeting each of the men’s stares. Except Gage Fallon’s. The bastard had walked out on her without a word six months ago. No email or lousy text message to explain the hard dumping he’d given her. “I should tuck tail and run,” Tern said.


    “And let these guys prove that they’re better than you? You’re the one who introduced them to geocaching,” Nadia pointed out, knowing it would put her back up.


    Sure enough, Tern straightened her shoulders and sauntered forward with a walk that was part take-no-prisoners and part promise-to-rock-your-world.


    She greeted Addison “Mac” MacFearson with a hug and a kiss on his leathered cheek. He was a rugged Alaskan Bush guide with a “No Crybabies Allowed” attitude, and she hadn’t seen him in a few months. He released her from the bear hug and cocked a knowing smile. “You’re in for a trial here, sweet cakes.”


    “Lucky” Leroy Morgan, world famous mountaineer, stood next to Mac and winked, his come-hither smile tempting Tern to sidle a little closer.


    Man, he’d been fun.


    “I thought you were in Africa,” she said, staying just out of reach. A lot of good that did, as he took a step forward and grabbed her into a swinging clench.


    “I was until this little adventure presented itself. Damn, but it’s good to see you.” He followed the swing with a dip and planted a searing kiss on her lips. When he’d righted her, she was dizzy, flushed, and wanting to follow up on that kiss. But she knew better.


    Lucky was a gambler, not only with his money but his life. He’d climbed Everest. And Denali twice—the second time in the dead of winter. There wasn’t anything he wasn’t willing to try at least once. It hadn’t taken her long to know that he was the kind of man she couldn’t trust with the grocery money, let alone with her heart.


    “I stopped by the shop last night, but they said you were in Chatanika visiting your family,” Lucky said. “Seems lately every time I look you up, you’re busy.”


    “Thought I was waiting around pining for you?”


    His hand covered his heart and his bedroom eyes warmed. “A guy can hope.”


    She introduced him to Nadia, and those eyes heated further in appreciation for her best friend. Another reason she’d cut Lucky loose. The man had a weakness for the ladies, and she did not share. Period.


    Robert Coate was next. He solemnly nodded his head. “Tern,” he greeted. His gaze still had the power to nick her heart when she looked directly at him. She’d broken his and the guilt of it weighed heavily on her shoulders.


    A business owner of a sporting goods store just down the street from her own shop, The Arctic Tern, Robert had made the most sense in her husband search. He also understood the Native Alaskan in her as he was part Athabascan himself. He was involved in the community, regularly attended church, loved dogs, and was a single parent in need of a mother for his beautiful six-year-old daughter, Chloe, who Tern adored. He was about as close to Mr. Good Enough as she’d found. But no matter how ideal he seemed, she couldn’t get past their lack of physical chemistry. And to be honest, she didn’t want to be known as Mrs. Tern Coate.


    “Hi, Robert. How are you doing?”


    “Fine.” He straightened his shoulders and hooded his eyes, trying to hide what he still felt for her. It was like this every time they ran into each other since their breakup last fall. Though Tern had tried to let him down easy, easy hadn’t worked, and she’d been forced to be brutal in order to make it clear that she was no longer interested in anything more than friendship. Since then they had stuck to the “fine’s” and “okay’s.” Still feeling along for a more comfortable footing.


    And then there was Gage Fallon.


    Tern’s heart hurt just knowing he was breathing the same air space. It had the added benefit of pissing her off, too. She had no business caring about a guy who wasn’t man enough to pick up a phone.


    From the moment he’d walked into her shop, looking for a gift for his mother, they had ignited. She’d glanced up from her cash register ready with her welcoming spiel, but the words had died on her tongue as everything in her body shivered with awareness. He’d felt the same. Or so she’d thought. She’d sold him a gift for his mother, had dinner with him that night, and made breakfast for him the next morning. They’d been inseparable after that. She’d fallen in love so hard and so fast that when he’d taken off with no word, she’d been devastated.


    It still bothered the hell out of her that she didn’t know what had gone wrong. One night they couldn’t get enough of each other and the next day Gage had vanished from her Universe. She’d even gone so far as to contact his employer when days had passed and she couldn’t reach him, thinking he’d fallen prey to foul play. But the Director of the Geophysical Institute at the UAF, where Gage taught and studied Space Physics and Aeronomy, had informed her he was on vacation. She’d been going out of her mind with worry and the bastard was vacationing?


    While she refused to look at Gage as she greeted the other men and introduced them to Nadia, she’d felt his eyes burn through her. An answering flame rippled under her skin. She did her best to ignore it and failed.


    When she finally turned to face him, heat exploded inside her, and it was all she could do not to lick him like an ice cream cone. All six feet and three inches of him. He’d changed in the long months since she’d seen him. He was leaner, with an edgy danger to him that somehow made him even more attractive. That shouldn’t cause her blood to race and her heart to thump harder. His green eyes were colder, his dark hair longer, and it looked as though he hadn’t laughed in a long, long time. The biting remark hanging on her tongue died.


    “Tern,” he said, in that same husky, deep baritone that had her insides clenching. “Seems you know all the players. Are you the one who sent the invite?”


    Like she was a masochist.


    “No. I’m just as surprised to see you as you are to see me.” She met his gaze and tried not to flinch. He didn’t look happy to see her at all. She’d bet he wouldn’t be here if he’d known she’d been invited on this excursion. It hurt knowing he hadn’t missed her the tiniest bit.


    Deadbeat. He wasn’t worth her heartache.


    Nadia bumped into her, and she grabbed a deep breath to introduce her to Gage, but Nadia greeted Gage with a hug. Then Tern remembered. They were both employed by the University. Nadia had been the one to suggest Gage check out her shop when he needed to do his Christmas shopping.


    Tern didn’t like seeing Nadia in Gage’s arms. He smiled at her, his eyes crinkling up at the corners as they caught up with each other. Why couldn’t he have greeted her like that? She turned away before she gave in and kicked Gage in the shins or fell into a blubbering puddle at his feet.


    Through the large door of the hangar sat her white Jeep. Like a rocket ship it beckoned. She even took a few steps toward it, before realizing what she was doing and stopped. She couldn’t back out now. Not with Gage’s eyes boring into her back. If she walked off, he would know how much he’d hurt her. But then, how did she spend a whole week with him in the wilderness and refrain from killing him, or worse, sleeping with him again?


    A sandy-haired man, who looked as though he preferred spending more time in the air than on the ground, entered the hangar. “Folks, my name is Hugh, and I’ll be ready to take off in about five minutes,” their pilot announced. “We’ll be taking the DeHavilland Twin Otter tied up next to the dock. If you’ll carry your bags down there, I’ll get them loaded, while you take your seats.”


    “Do we know where we’re going?” Robert asked, grabbing his pack and following the pilot.


    “Everything will be made clear to you once we’re in the air.” The pilot shrugged. “Those are the instructions I’ve been given. Can’t have one of you with an advantage.”


    How about disadvantage?


    Tern sure as hell felt like she was at a disadvantage starting out. It didn’t seem like anyone else was carrying the emotional baggage with them that she was.


    She caught Gage watching her from across the hangar and suddenly felt like a rabbit being hunted by a wolf. Her nipples tightened as something that felt like excitement shivered over her.


    “Ready to take off?” Nadia broke through Tern’s connection to Gage.


    “Nope.”


    “Ah, come on, Tern.” Nadia flashed a smile and gave her newly darkened hair a toss. She’d recently exchanged her natural cinnamon with Tern’s raven coloring. Tern was still getting used to the change. “It’ll be fun. Once we get there and the games begin, you’ll forget all about Gage Fallon.”


    Right. And they’d see stars in the arctic sky tonight, too.


    They climbed aboard and took their seats in the floatplane. Nadia sat in back with Gage, sandwiching Tern with Lucky on one side and Robert on the other. Mac sat up front with Hugh.


    Fortunately, once they took off from the man-made Chena Marina and were soaring northwest into the brilliant blue sky, the noise in the plane was too loud to carry on a conversation without headphones and mics. Mac and Hugh were the only ones outfitted. Suited Tern just fine. There was too much back and forth going on inside her head to pay attention to anyone else.


    Why had she let Nadia talk her into getting on this plane? There was no way that this trip could end well. Other than winning and being named the best geocacher in the state. Regardless if she’d seemed a coward, she should have run from the hangar and left this crew on their own. The plane bumped along in a pocket of turbulence as though nodding in agreement.


    She’d introduced all these people to high-tech sport of geocaching, a treasure hunt where the participants used a GPS to find hidden caches full of rewards that ranged from simple trinkets, to further instructions, and sometimes money. Damned if these people would prove that they were now better at the sport than she was.


    After about an hour, the floatplane dipped, beginning its decent. She caught a view out the windows and anticipation replaced the foreboding that bubbled in her thoughts. A glacier-fed lake glistened like an expensive jewel below them, a color man would never be able to duplicate. Iced mountain tops, perfectly frosted by Mother Nature, crowded around the lake as though hoping to pick up any secrets it might whisper of time and space. Spruce ranging in colors of the darkest blue to green to black competed for space among the birch trees. A clearing revealed a nest of small cabins along the south bank of the lake, directly opposite of the glacier that receded above the valley.


    The DeHavilland skimmed the placid waters of the lake and came to a stop along the sandy bank near the cabins. Hugh powered down the Beaver and silence pressed in.


    “Welcome to Lake Nowhere,” Hugh said, rolling up his hip waders and climbing out onto the float of the plane. He hopped onto the bank and secured the plane to a birch tree before wading into the water. One by one, they climbed out onto the floats and jumped to shore. Hugh unloaded their packs, tossing them the short distance. It was up to them to catch them or not. Tern seized hers just as it would have smacked her in the face. As it was, she stumbled back a few steps.


    Hugh waded to shore and pulled out an envelope from his back pocket and handed it to Nadia. “Here you go. Instructions are in there on the rules of the game. I’ll be back in a week to pick you up.” Once that was done, he didn’t waste any time in untying the plane, turning it around, and hopping aboard.


    They watched, standing in a line, as Hugh took off. Tern wondered if they were all thinking the same thing she was.


    Just where the hell were they and what would they do if he didn’t come back?


    ***


    “Well,” Mac said, hitching up his backpack on brick-like shoulders and grabbing his rifle. “The day isn’t getting any younger. I suggest we make camp and cook up some grub.”


    They gathered their gear and headed toward the base camp just a few hundred yards up from the lake. The spot was breathtaking. Grasses so green it hurt Tern’s eyes to look at them were intermixed with wildflowers of blue bells, forget-me-nots, brook mint, and cowslips. The air was clean and crisp. Rejuvenating.


    Tern breathed in a deep breath and slowly let it out. She’d been locked up too long in her shop this season getting ready for the tourists. It was actually unheard of for her to take time off from work during the summer. It was her money making season, but she had a good crew, and she badly needed the break from commitments and responsibilities. The sun beat down with teasing fingers, tempting her into shedding her jacket.


    The camp was made up of three small log cabins nestled in a half moon. Tern and Nadia entered the first cabin, while the men carried their gear into the remaining ones. The small space housed two cots each. A shelf, hooks for clothes, an end table between the cots, and a wood stove for heating in winter. The bare necessities. It caused a smile to spread over Tern’s face, while Nadia frowned.


    “This is it?” she asked, scanning the small space as though some modern day amenities would suddenly appear.


    “Did you expect maid service?”


    “Running water would have been nice.”


    “There’s a pristine lake out front.” Tern gestured to the view out the door she’d left propped open for air and light. The little cabin only sported a tiny window, which wasn’t able to brighten the dark, rough-honed log interior.


    “You’re enjoying, this aren’t you?”


    “God, yes.” Tern rolled out her sleeping bag on one of the cots and then laid down on it. “I didn’t realize how badly I needed to get out of town until we got here.” She turned her head to gaze at Nadia, who was fighting to untie her sleeping bag. “Thanks for talking me into coming.”


    “Don’t thank me yet,” Nadia mumbled. “We still need to find a bathroom.”


    “I’m sure there’s an outhouse in back of the cabins.”


    “Eww, seriously?” Her mouth dropped open.


    Tern laughed at Nadia’s staggered expression. “Come on, let’s unpack and then get something to eat.” She sat up and opened her backpack. As she pulled out her GPS, clothes, toiletries, extra pair of shoes, and pistol, she began to notice some things missing. And her things were always more organized than this. “Nadia, do you have everything you packed?”


    “Hmm?” Nadia lifted her head from reading the back of one of the many steamy romance novels she was never without. “What?”


    “I’m missing my satellite phone, M&M’s, moose jerky, energy bars . . . it looks like someone rifled through my pack.” Tern frowned.


    Nadia dropped the book onto her cot and rummaged through her own backpack. “What the hell. My phone’s gone, too, so are my waterproof matches and the goodies I packed.”


    Lucky knocked on the outside of the cabin. “Hey, the old man’s called a meeting.”


    A shiver of unease settled into her body. Tern looked at Nadia, and they silently followed Lucky to where the men were standing around a dug out fire pit with sawed-off logs for seats circling the area.


    “Your things have been gone through too?” Tern asked.


    “Seems to be the case with all of us,” Gage said, his jaw hard, eyes narrowed. “My satellite phone is gone, along with the food items I brought.”


    The same was murmured around the empty fire pit.


    “My first aid kit was taken, too, along with the MRE’s I’d packed,” Robert said.


    “Didn’t the invite say food would be provided?” Lucky asked. “Aren’t you guys jumping to conclusions?”


    “I think it’s damn suspicious that all our food and emergency supplies were taken,” Gage fired back.


    “Those of you who brought weapons were left with them,” Lucky pointed out.


    “Enough.” Mac called a halt. “I suggest we start a fire. The temperature is going to drop fast, once the sun settles over those peaks. Then we’d better do an inventory of what we’ve been left with. Does anyone have any matches or a lighter?”


    “My matches were taken,” Nadia said in a small voice and a few of the men shook their heads.


    “I’ve got a lighter.” Robert reached into the front pocket of his jeans. “Gave up the smokes months ago, but can’t seem to give up carrying the lighter.” He looked at Tern as he informed the group of this little personal fact. Another of her complaints about him had been the cigarettes.


    Gage broke the uncomfortable silence. “I’ll gather some firewood.” He headed for the trees.


    “Good idea,” Mac said. “I suggest we all do the same.”


    Tern and Nadia walked down to the lake to gather what they could find along the bank.


    They returned with enough dry wood to feed a fire throughout the night. Robert started a nice blaze with the dried spruce moss Gage had brought back with the wood he’d gathered. Soon a pleasant snap and crackling was a comforting song to the breeze tickling the coin leaves of the birch trees.


    Tern took a seat, reaching her hands out to the flames. She’d put her jacket back on as the temperature had indeed dropped when the sun, while not setting this close to the Arctic Circle, had dipped just below the high peaks of the mountains surrounding them. The breeze coming off the glacier to the north significantly plunged the heat of the day twenty degrees cooler. They were in for a cold night.


    One by one the players of the game took seats on the stumps. Nadia sat next to Tern, Lucky close on Nadia’s left. Robert on Tern’s right while Mac sat across and Gage remained standing, whittling a piece of diamond willow.


    “This is much better,” Nadia said, reaching her feet closer to the heat of the fire. “But what are we going to do about food?”


    “Nadia, let me see the envelope the pilot gave you,” Mac asked.


    “Oh, right. I almost forgot about the game what with all our stuff liberated.” Nadia jumped up and rushed to their cabin, returning quickly, and handing the envelope to Mac.


    He opened it with a slice of his knife, bending the blade back into its case and slipping it into the scabbard on his belt. He shook out the folded pages, scanned them. “Well, it seems we aren’t just to have a race against each other to find the geocaches, but finding them will aid in our survival.” He passed the pages around the group.


    “What?” Nadia jumped to her feet. “There isn’t any food?”


    “Doesn’t seem like it. We either catch what we eat or start searching for geocaches and hope they have the supplies these pages promise.”


    “How the hell is this a competition?” Robert asked, a scowl on his face.


    “It’s a test of our survival skills,” Mac said, not looking unhappy about the prospect.


    “That isn’t what we signed up for,” Lucky added, though he didn’t seem adverse to the challenge presented, either.


    “We knew this was an extreme competition,” Mac said. “We all agreed by showing up to this little party.”


    “I’m here to prove I’m the best geocacher in the state,” Lucky said. “That’s what I signed up for.”


    “We already know who the best is.” Mac nodded toward Tern.


    “Is there any food at all?” Nadia asked. “I’m starved.”


    “By the looks of the rules, we aren’t going to eat until we locate a few geocaches,” Mac said. “It’s getting late. I suggest we divide up into pairs. No sense in being stupid. There will be protection against the unfriendlies if we stay in numbers. Tern you pair up with me—”


    “What?” Robert scoffed. “No way does the old man and the broad get to pair up.”


    “Who the hell you calling a broad?” Tern asked. “Talk like that is going to get you hurt.”


    “I’d love you to try it, sweet cakes.” Robert cocked his brow at her in challenge, then turned back to Mac. “And who the fuck put you in charge?” he sneered.


    “Age and wisdom, you little shit.” Mac stood over Robert, who at least had the survival instincts to back down. “Now—”


    “The little shit has a point,” Gage interrupted. “No offense, Mac, but you are older and the women are weaker—”


    “Hey,” Tern spat.


    Gage ignored her objection and continued, “We should keep the strength ratio as close to even as we can for protection.”


    “Draw names,” Lucky said. “Luck of the draw.”


    “I’ll get some paper and a pen.” Nadia once again rushed back to their cabin. She returned, wrote everyone’s name on a piece of paper and tore them into slips. “Gage, can I borrow your hat?”


    Gage took off his ball cap and handed it to her, being careful not to get too close to Tern.


    Nadia put the names into the cap and one by one drew out a name. “Robert with—” she reached for a piece of paper “—Mac.” She tossed the names into the fire and glanced around waiting for objections, when no one said anything she drew again. “Lucky with, oh, me.” She smiled at Lucky, and then faced Tern. “I guess that leaves you and Gage.” She mouthed a sorry.


    Sorry didn’t begin to cover it.


    Tern couldn’t look at Gage, but felt his irritation from behind her where he had waited for the return of his hat. Of all the people to be paired up with, Gage was her last choice. But then everything had seemed to go wrong since she’d entered the hangar.


    “All right then,” Mac said. “Let’s divide up and see what we can find. Does everyone have a weapon?” He answered their nods with a short one of his own. “Fire three shots with a full second between each shot if you get into trouble.” He motioned with the paper that had the geocache coordinates on them. “Leroy, you and Nadia head south over that hill. Tern, you and Gage head north. By these coordinates, looks as though you might have some ice to navigate.” He looked at her from under his brows. “Be careful.” He checked his watch. “Robert and I will head west. I suggest we only give ourselves two hours. Find what you can in that time frame, then reconvene back here.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Got it?”


    “I need a minute.” Tern grabbed Nadia’s arm and dragged her toward their cabin. “What the hell was that all about?”


    “What?” Nadia wrenched her arm free.


    “Pairing me up with Gage? You know he’s the last man I want to spend time with.”


    “Sweetie, it was the luck of the draw.” Nadia continued ignoring Tern’s scoff, “You need to find out what happened between the two of you anyway.”


    “Nope.” Tern folded her arms over her chest as if that would help protect her heart. “If he couldn’t tell me then, I don’t want to hear it now.”


    “Yes, you do. It’s been eating you up inside.” Nadia cocked a hip. “Ever think that maybe this is fate?”


    “Fate isn’t this sick.”


    “Oh, I don’t know. It paired me up with Lucky.” A smile she tried to hide gave her away.


    “As if that wasn’t who you wanted to be with anyway.”


    She shrugged. “He is the most fun of the bunch. There is an unfair ratio of men to women, and since they’ve all had a taste of you, it’s up to me to protect myself from being passed around,” she said, tongue in cheek.


    “You bitch.”


    Nadia laughed. “Come on, get over it, and let’s have some fun. Think of the havoc you can cause Gage. Get back at him for his mistreatment of you.”


    “Right.”


    “Hey, you wouldn’t mind if Lucky and I hooked up, would you?”


    “Uh....” There was a part of her that still cared deeply for Lucky, and she wasn’t hiking down that trail again. But Nadia and Lucky? He’d break her heart. “Be careful, Nadia. He isn’t the kind of man who sticks around.”


    “My favorite. Use ‘em and abuse ‘em.” Nadia gave a sly smile. “Time for the games to begin.”


    ***


    Tern hopped onto a smooth boulder that had been tumbled and spit out by the glacier. The air coming off the ice chilled her to the bone every time she stopped to catch her breath. As long as she kept moving the cold didn’t sink in.


    The blue of the glacier nestled in a valley of black spruce with craggy outcropping. The crystal clearness of the lake below was topped by a sky so azure blue it was almost white. Not even a jet stream marred the translucent sky. If she could see far enough, she’d be able to catch a glimpse into Heaven.


    The only thing to ruin this moment was the man trailing behind her. Gage double-checked his loaded shotgun again.


    “How many times do you need to check that thing? It isn’t like the bullets are going to disappear.”


    “I don’t like this.”


    “You could have stayed in camp.”


    “That’s not what I meant. This whole set up. It doesn’t feel right. Having no contact with the outside world concerns me. What if someone gets hurt? A week can be a long time to wait for help to arrive. If it arrives,” he grumbled.


    “Afraid of a little adventure?” Tern taunted. They’d only spoken a few words on the hike toward the glacier. Nothing that wasn’t absolutely necessary.


    “I’m not afraid.”


    She turned and gave him a long look. He’d been afraid of her.


    “I’m not afraid of you either,” he said, reading her expression correctly. It irked her that he could still do that.


    “Riiight.” Like he wouldn’t have agreed to this “little adventure” if he’d known she was going to be along. She dismissed him and started climbing again, her feet sliding to a hard stop when he grabbed her arm and swiveled her to face him.


    “I am not afraid of you,” he repeated through strong, white teeth.


    She studied him, his eyes bright green, flashing golden specks from within, his nostrils flaring. She moved in closer and laid her hand on his chest. His heart hammered under her palm, and he swallowed hard.


    “You’re so afraid of me you can’t stand it,” she whispered, slinking closer, until their bodies brushed from breasts to thighs. His eyes smoldered over and his lips parted. “Your very bones melt when I get close to you,” she continued. “The blood runs hot in your veins, and you want to do wicked things with me. You’re scared to death of what I can make you feel.” She let that sink in before she stepped back. His hand fell from her arm as though in defeat. “But you’re safe from me, Gage Fallon. A man dumps me like you did and there isn’t anything more that I want from him.” Except to see him rot in hell.


    She left him there, hoping his mouth was gaping open as he salivated after her. She almost turned back to relish his expression, but knew she’d lose ground if she did. Instead, she consulted her GPS. The geocache had to be around here somewhere.


    While the GPS coordinates got them close to the cache, it didn’t put them on top of one. The excitement of the hunt replaced the twisted pleasure she’d enjoyed while messing with Gage.


    Served the bastard right.


    Six months she’d waited for him. And nothing. She was disappointed in herself that she still gave a damn. She should have been able to turn off her feelings like a faucet. But then she’d never been so deep before.


    Tern mentally shook herself and concentrated on finding the cache. The light bouncing off the glacier hurt her eyes. So she reached into her front pocket, where she’d stored her sunglasses when they’d been in the darkness of the trees, and put them on. As she did, it cut the rays of the sun and allowed her to see the sharp corner of something. As far as she knew, Mother Nature hadn’t gotten around to perfecting the square.


    She hiked up a few more feet and knelt down on the icy crust. The coldness melted into her jeans, but she didn’t care. There in the ice of the glacier was a cooler. Someone had chipped a small cavity in the ice of the glacier and set a five gallon cooler into it. She dug around the edges and pulled it free. Pivoting the handle, which acted as a lock, she opened the cooler.


    Moose steaks, smoked salmon, many different kinds of cheeses, and a bottle of wine. Hot damn. Her mouth watered. Whoever was running this game was one smart cookie. Encasing the cooler in the ice of the glacier kept the food from spoiling and animals from sniffing it out. She liked the way he thought and couldn’t wait to sink her teeth into one of the steaks.


    “What did you find?” Gage’s tall shadow fell over her.


    “The mother load.” She shared a real smile with him this time. When he returned it and held out a hand to help her up, her traitorous heart flipped-flopped. “You’re cooking tonight.”


    “It’d be my pleasure to feed you.” He pulled her to her feet and kept pulling until she was pressed up against him. “And you’re right. You scare the shit out of me.” His hand slid into her hair, the other anchored behind her back, wedging her closer. “But I scare you too.”


    Before she could utter a protest, his lips seared hers. Heat erupted between them and flushed her body with enough warmth to melt the glacier they stood balanced on.


    Damn, she’d missed him. The way their bodies naturally curved together, the way her insides liquefied in readiness for him, and the way his body hardened to steel. She loved his body. Roped with muscle, strong and flexible, she’d lavished over it for hours. Her fingers itched to touch his skin again, feel his flesh hot against hers as he—


    “I’m not the only one who wants to do wicked things,” he murmured, his voice husky with arrogance. He nipped her bottom lip and licked the sting.


    Her fingers curled into fists, and she pushed him. He slipped on the ice and fell on his ass at her feet.


    She stood over him, enjoying the view. “The wicked things I want to do involve sharp implements.” She brushed her hands over her clothes as though that would erase his touch. “I found the cache. You carry it back to camp.”


    Trying to look as if she wasn’t running away, Tern took her time and carefully watched her footing as she descended the ice. She could hear Gage cussing behind her as he struggled with the cooler, and his slippery toehold on the glacier.


    Serves him right for putting the moves on her after all this time. Like he had to disprove her earlier statements of fear. There was no way in hell she was afraid of him.


    A trembling in her bones caught her by surprise.
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