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unter

THROUGH MY WHEELHOUSE window I scan the opposite side
of the bay with my binoculars, satisfied that my target hasn’t
left yet. He’s holed up in the temporary construction office
perched at the edge of the small pier his company is build-
ing, the light from a computer screen illuminating his
silhouette. I’ve watched him pace the floor, talk on the
phone. Though I can’t hear him, I can see his distress.

Gary Stanislaw’s not the only one with trouble on his
mind—I’ve got some of my own—the distraction that
showed up five days ago, his niece, Petra.

She’s in Storm Harbor to work at the dock’s mercantile
during her summer break from college. Talk about a
walking wet dream—long, lean legs I’d like to feel wrapped
around me, tantalizing lips I could kiss for days, and a face
like an angel. I’ve seen her every day, hosing down the dock
in the mornings and making deliveries to the boats tied up



here, her long, dark hair tied back in a ponytail and her
sweet curves outlined in black yoga pants that fit so perfect
they should be illegal.

I shouldn’t fantasize about how I’d kiss her, touch her
until she cries for more. I’m too bad, too dirty for someone
like her. She’s too sweet, too innocent for a brute like me.
But that doesn’t stop me from wanting her, in every
single way.

Our eyes met for the first time today. She was unloading
a crate of supplies at the mercantile as I walked past. It was a
warm day and she was down to a t-shirt that hugged her
body just right, the black strap of a bra showing through at
the neck where the fabric slipped to the side. I growled,
feeling my cock jump to life inside my Carhartts. Her cheeks
lit up in a soft blush, and her mouth opened in surprise.
Then someone called her name from inside the mercantile,
and in a flash, her flaming look changed to embarrassment.
Quickly, she turned away.

It took everything I had to keep walking. That cute little
nose piercing doesn’t fool me, nor did that black bra strap
peeking out from beneath her t-shirt. She wants a dose of
dirty, all right, and I’m just the man to give it to her.

But I got a job to do, and I owe it to my buddy Brent and
our fallen brother James to see it through.

I need to put her out of my mind.
Across the bay, Gary’s on the move. I store my binoculars

and step off the Lou. I’ll beat him to the parking lot and use
the beat-up Suburban Brent provided to follow him. So far,
I’ve tailed Gary all over town, hoping to catch him tangled
up with someone or something that’ll shed light on his
motivations. I’m still in the dark, but that’s going to change.

Gary heads home. I continue past his house and catch a
glimpse of Petra at the dining room table, a pale light from
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the kitchen illuminating her gorgeous face. I watch her
stiffen as Uncle Gary enters the room. It’s an act I’ve seen
replayed every time he gets near her.

I grip my steering wheel harder than I need to as I loop
through the neighborhood and head back to the marina, my
mind unable to rest. Even though I don’t know this girl, I
already feel a need to protect her. And not just from Gary—
practically every other fuckwit working on the pier has
noticed her, too. This ain’t the yacht club, after all.

The caveman in me wants to scoop her up and sail off
into the sunset, get her away from the catcalls and crooked
Uncle Gary. But she deserves someone good and decent, not
a broken warrior like me.

No, I have to keep her out of my mind. She’ll only
distract me, and in this game, distractions are deadly.

Petra

IT USED to not be so bad, spending my summer in Storm
Harbor, but something’s changed. Uncle Gary has always
been strict, but this summer he’s jumpy and short-tempered,
yelling at me if I take too long of a shower and not letting
me invite my friends over.

This summer I actually wanted to stay in L.A. and get a
job as a lifeguard like my friends Sierra and Campbell, but
Gary and my mom wouldn’t budge. Having a job at the
dock’s mercantile and doing deliveries to the boats moored
here will “strengthen my character,” they both said. The
best part of my job is when a family comes in for supplies
and I can surprise the kids with ice cream or a treat. That’s
rare, though, most families don’t sail this far north.
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In a way, it’s probably good the lifeguard idea didn’t fly
because my mom’s creepy boyfriend moved in about a
month ago. I get a case of the shivers just thinking about the
way he tried to come into my room the night before I left for
Alaska. Said he just wanted to give me a good-bye hug. As if.
I didn’t fall off the chicken truck yesterday. I had to tell him
I’d scream if he came any closer. He gave me a look that
made my skin crawl, but I stood my ground. When he left, I
locked my door and held myself tight to keep from shaking.

I’m grateful for Uncle Gary getting me away from Mr.
Creepy and landing me this job. If only he wasn’t acting so
weird, maybe the summer wouldn’t feel so doomed.

I wish I had an adventure to look forward to. Something
risky and romantic, like in the books I read behind the
counter when it’s slow at the mercantile. Just once I’d like to
see the Eiffel Tower or the ruins of Greece. My mom says I
have “itchy feet,” and maybe she’s right. She also says to quit
dreaming, which is also right because we don’t have the
kind of money for travel.

The most exciting thing going for me is my cousin
Brock’s wedding this weekend. My mom was delighted to
send me so she wouldn’t have to attend. She left Alaska
when she was eighteen and rarely visits, even though two of
her brothers are still here.

From spending so many summers in Storm Harbor, I’ve
made some really good friends. Most of them are at sea right
now, fishing with their families, but a few are working shore
jobs. Molly and Juliet are working as camp counselors and
rarely get a day off, and Zach is a nature guide for a tour
company. He gets to fly around in helicopters with rich
people and teach them how to identify caribou poop.

Here’s the rub, though: almost all of them are hooked up
this summer, meaning they’re extra busy. Case in point: I’ve
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only seen Molly once—we went out last night, but it was
quick because she was eager to meet up with her new
boyfriend. Zach has a girlfriend too, another nature guide,
and they spend practically every free minute together.

I broke up with Asher, my last boyfriend, after I walked
in on him screwing my roommate Janessa. I came home
early because my class was cancelled. I always use the
backdoor because Janessa works late and needs to sleep in.
Well, she wasn’t sleeping that day. The minute I was
inside, from down the hall, I heard her getting it on with
someone. I racked my brain, trying to figure out who
Janessa was with—she didn’t have a boyfriend, and wow,
they were making a lot of noise for nine o’clock in the
morning.

I was just going to slip into my room and grab my laptop
but as I got closer to my bedroom door, I realized the sound
was coming from my room. I pushed the door open, frozen
as Asher and Janessa writhed all over my bed. It took them a
minute to realize I was there, a minute that shattered me
piece by piece. Finally, I found my feet and ran.

I didn’t speak to either of them after that, though they
both tried. Finally, at the end of the month, Janessa moved
out. I threw away those sheets. It’s not like Asher was “The
One” or anything, but is it too much to ask to be respected
and cherished by someone? To feel that little fluttery feeling
every time your guy walks into a room?

Like this mystery man in Slip 31, Hunter Donahue. He’s
one of those quiet types, but his green eyes don’t miss a
thing. His chiseled jaw looks like it could cut stone, and his
broad chest and strong arms, decked out in blue-black
tattoos, look like they could lift a house. His boat says he’s
from San Diego. Did he sail all the way here? I know he’s
working for my uncle’s construction project, but it must be
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short term because his slip rental ends in a week. I can’t help
wondering where he’s headed.

There’s something about him, like a powerful but quiet
energy. For someone so big, he moves like a cat, as if he’s
completely in tune with his body. I get the feeling he could
kill someone without them making a sound in three
seconds flat. You’d think that would make me want to steer
clear of him, but somehow, it has the opposite effect. It’s like
underneath those rugged good looks there’s an edge that
makes me wonder what wounds he’s hiding. He caught me
looking at him today, and the way it felt to have his eyes on
me turned my insides to mush.

So, when I’m getting ready to close up the shop that
night and notice a package that I must have missed earlier,
my heartbeat accelerates. It’s for Hunter, Mr. Man of
Mystery. I should just wait until tomorrow to deliver it, after
all, it’s nearly eight o’clock and my stomach is rumbling. But
this package might be important, so I decide to drop it off
before going home. I get a little tingle of excitement as I
head out with his package in my hands. Was his searing
look today telling me to back off, or something else? Maybe
now I can find out.

The never-setting Alaska summer sun takes some
getting used to. Back home in L.A. it would be dark by now.
The air still feels warm, and I’m down to my t-shirt. I real-
ized halfway through the day that had worn my black bra
with a white shirt—I’m not much of a morning person so
must not have been paying attention. Whatever, I’m just
going to run this errand and then I’ll head home.

I pass the boats, greeting a few of the sailors who are out
working on deck. A steady breeze tickles the hairs on my
temples, and it feels refreshing after being in the shop all
afternoon. I read the names of the boats and where they’re
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from, marveling that some have come from as far away as
Baja California, one says Maine, which means either they’ve
made it around the world, or they’ve come through the
Northwest Passage. Either way, I wonder about the adven-
ture stories they could tell. Someday I’ll have an adventure, I
tell myself.

I arrive at Hunter’s boat and step aboard.
“Hello?” I call out. “Post delivery for you,” I add.
I hear someone on the ladder, and moments later

Hunter’s head pops out of the hatch. He’s shirtless and his
hair looks wet. Wow, I think as I take in his muscular chest
and strong arms.

“Special delivery, huh?” he says with a smirk that makes
my skin catch fire.

“Uh, yeah, I…thought you might need it,” I say.
He strides over to me, his green eyes drinking me in.
“Thank you,” he says, taking the package from my

hands. Up close he even smells good—some kind of minty-
clove aftershave mixed with manliness, like polished leather
or freshly split pine. He reads the return label and places
the package on the top of the hatch.

I realize that I should probably go but it’s like my feet
have grown roots. “Did you sail all the way from San
Diego?” I blurt.

He nods. “I’m heading for the Northwest Passage.”
My eyes go wide. “Really?” I ask.
He seems amused at my reaction, which sends a shiver

down my spine. “That’s so…dangerous,” I say.
He shrugs. “Depends on your idea of danger.”
This makes the shivers on my skin explode because my

brain cuts to an image of him striding over to kiss me, his
full lips showing me all about what kind of danger I can
expect from him.
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“How’s your summer going so far?” he asks.
“Um, good,” I say quickly to shove the image away. “It’s

nice to get away,” I add, though I don’t know why I say this
because it’s not really true. I mean, yeah, it’s nice to get away
from Mr. Creepy but I’m really missing my friends back
home.

“Yeah?” he asks, his rich, deep voice resonating through
me. “Where you from?”

“L.A. area,” I reply.
“Long way from home, too, aren’t you?” he replies,

crossing his massive arms and leveling me with a look like a
laser beam. I can’t tell if he’s interrogating me or just trying
to make polite conversation—as if he knows how lonely
I am.

“In a way,” I reply. “I’ve been coming here almost every
summer, so it’s sort of like a second home.”

He nods towards the ocean. “You like the ocean?” he
asks. “Water’s a lot colder up here than in Southern
California.”

“I don’t mind it,” I say. I don’t have the heart to tell him
that I hardly ever go to the beach at home. It takes two hours
to get there by bus, and it’s usually so crowded. That’s why I
go to the YMCA pool down the street and would be there
right now if I’d gotten the lifeguarding job. “My uncle has a
boat. Sometimes he takes me out.”

“A sailor, huh?” he grunts, sounding amused.
My hackles rise. “I can crew just about anything,” I reply,

my words sounding more defensive than I’d planned. “Even
this,” I say, nodding at his boat, which is technically a lie—
his boat is way too much for a lightweight like me.

One of his eyebrows arches up. “I’d like to see that,” he
says in a low voice, almost like a growl.

“Anytime,” I reply. What has got into me?
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“How about tomorrow morning?” he says. “Wind should
be perfect.”

My mouth hangs open for a moment as my brain tries to
comprehend what’s happening. “Perfect,” I finally say.

His green eyes blaze with a look I don’t quite under-
stand, but my blood seems to because it starts pounding
through my veins.

“But I have to be back by four o’clock,” I add. “My
cousin’s getting married.”

One of his eyebrows arches up but he doesn’t comment.
“Come by at eight,” he says.

“See you then,” I say, stifling my groan—eight is way too
early.

“Indeed,” he replies.
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THE FUCK? I think as I watch her go, my head full of
thoughts I shouldn’t be having. Did I just challenge her to
some kind of sailing date? What the hell is wrong
with me?

I review the entire encounter, starting with the way she
climbed aboard my boat. I thought maybe an intruder had
come aboard, so went right for my Sig Sauer. Can’t be too
careful around these parts, and especially when I’m here
under false purposes. But Petra stood there, holding a large,
tan envelope. The return address said Kentucky, but I knew
Brent had sent it—disguised in the typical way. I’d
requested a specialized listening device and as usual, Brent
had delivered.

Don’t think I didn’t see the way she perked up when I
talked about sailing the Inside Passage. Or the fire in her
eyes when I doubted her sailing skills, showing me her



feisty side. Damn if I could resist that. And now I’m taking
her sailing. Goddamn it, why didn’t I hold my tongue?

I tell myself to calm down. It’s just sailing, after all, and
it’ll be good to take the Lucky Lou out for an airing. But I
know better. You’re playing a dangerous game, a voice inside
my head warns.

I RISE AT 2 A.M., dress, and leave the boat. Everything is still,
and the only noise is the gentle current swirling past the
hulls of the boats. I walk the thick planks of the dock,
purposefully making little sound to the far edge of the
harbor. The half-built pier Gary’s company is building will
enable small cruise ships to visit Storm Harbor, bringing
money and commerce to this little corner of the world. But
the project hasn’t felt right the minute I hired on as a laborer
a few weeks ago, and some of the decisions have seemed
unsafe. Brent and I suspect that Gary is skimming off the
top and the trickle-down effect is shoddy materials and a
pier that might collapse. Not good.

Brent got this job from the company tasked with
insuring Gary’s project. When it barely passed its last
inspection, they wanted out but are bound by a contract.
They could sue, or they could quietly hire people like Brent.
His way is faster and quieter. Once he finds proof of Gary’s
wrongdoings, the insurance company will have leverage and
Gary will be out of a job.

While Brent follows the money Gary’s stolen from the
project, he asked me to collect information about the
shoddy work practices—the stuff the insurance company
can use to get out of their contract and that would grind the
project to a halt.
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I pick the lock to the office, and slip inside.
There’s enough twilight filtering through the blinds that

I don’t need a flashlight. Construction offices are usually
bare bones, so I’m not surprised a coatrack, a desk, a set of
chairs, and a lamp are the only occupants. I settle into the
desk chair and start the session, planting the usual invisible
app that will sweep away any trace of my visit once I’m gone.
People think this work is all building bombs and torturing
scumbags until they talk. As SEALs, we’ve done plenty of
that, but this is often much more effective.

And nobody has to get killed.
It takes me less than a minute to locate the right folders,

and then I’m copying and sending encrypted duplicates to
the account Brent set up. I search for the financial records—
the critical piece—but am not surprised to find it missing.
Gary’s not stupid. So I’ll have to get into his laptop, which
means breaking into his house. On one hand, this doesn’t
deter me. On the other, I have Petra to think about. She’s
living there too, and I don’t want to do anything that will put
her in harm’s way.

I log out and replace the chair to its position, wait for the
computer screen to go blank, signaling that my cleaner app
has done its work. I then plant the tiny bug that will allow
me to listen in on Gary’s conversations inside his desk lamp.
Satisfied, I head for the exit. But a shadow crosses in front of
the window, and in an instant, I slip behind the door. A
person enters, speaking in low tones. It’s Gary, talking into
his phone.

I keep still, using only my shallow breathing while my
muscles tense, ready to fight if I have to.

“That’s impossible,” Gary whispers.
He walks to the computer. I can hear the buzz of the

person talking on the other end of his phone.
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“I’m logging in now,” Gary says, sitting down while the
machine starts up.

Time for me to go.
My heart pumping fast, I slide along the back of the

wall, across the door, and slowly turn the knob.
“I told you, everything’s still here,” Gary says, sounding

relieved. I can see his face in the light from the computer.
I open the door just wide enough to slip through.
“I understand,” Gary says into the phone, standing. The

computer screen goes black, but not before I catch Gary’s
tense look. “Look, I just need a little more time.”

The voice on the other end gets louder.
“Please don’t talk like that,” Gary replies, sounding

desperate.
I’m carefully closing the door behind me when Gary

adds: “I promise I’ll get it.”
I take this in, try to memorize it for later so I can review

it with a clear head.
Gary heads for the door, and in a flash, I duck behind

the corner of the trailer, out of view when he comes through
and locks the door.

Gary strides quickly down the dock, looking deep in
thought.

I promise I’ll get it, he had said. My gut tells me that
there’s something going on here besides just a money grab.

I return to the Lou and regroup. Who was Gary talking
to? And what did Gary promise to get for them?

I just need a little more time, Gary had pleaded, like the
greasy shithead he is. I promise I’ll get it.

It has to be money. Gary owes someone. And judging by
the panic in his voice, it’s a lot. So, is he skimming from the
dock project only to pay it to someone else? Why?

Aboard the Lou, I comb through the data from Gary’s
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computer and find plenty for Brent to evaluate. Looks like
Gary is faking orders and pocketing the money. But I need
the financials to prove it, which must be on his laptop. I also
want to get into his phone, find out who he’s talking to.
Breaking into his house will take some planning.

I grab my Sat phone and hike to a forested ridge above
town and dial.

“Hey buddy!” Brent’s voice sounds so clear over the lines
that he could be standing next to me. “Got good news for me?”

“Plenty. I sent you some files.”
“Marvelous,” Brent says, his Texas twang bringing an

image of his handsome face to my mind. Brent likes to use
big words, and in our unit, we teased him with the nick-
name “Encyclopedia Brent.”

“Looks like our target’s pocketing money, skimming off
the top from the project. The question is why,” I say.

“Hmm,” he says. “Does he have fancy cars, or a boat? Or
a bad habit?”

As far as I can tell, Gary lives a pretty simple life, doesn’t
drink or do drugs. Though he visits the casino in McKenzie,
but so do a lot of guys around here. There’s not much
nightlife unless you like brawling fishermen. “He likes the
slots at the new casino.”

“Sounds like something to keep your eye on.” I hear a
chair creak and imagine Brent leaning back in his office
chair, his cowboy boots propped up on his big mahogany
desk. “I do know this,” Brent says. “He’s in bed with some
very bad bedfellows.”

“Really,” I say.
“Those financials you’re working on will tell us the

whole story. But I think that the port is his only source of
capital right now.”
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“Who does he owe?”
“Not sure exactly yet, but they’re powerful.”
My gut drops. Gary, you stupid sonofabitch, I think,

wondering if it is drugs, after all. “How much time does he
have?”

“I’m still working on that,” Brent says.
“Shit, Brent, this is bad.” I scuff the toe of my boot into

the rich dirt. “I overheard a conversation he had with them.
It was a warning. They’re tired of waiting.”

I hear the creak of his chair. “They might be the type
that starts with a few fingers, see if that helps him expedite
his process.”

My thoughts immediately go to Petra. A shot of fear tugs
at my stomach. “There’s a new development,” I say. “His
niece is living with him for the summer.”

Brent curses.
“I know,” I sigh.
“She’s not involved, is she?” he asks.
“Not that I’ve seen. She’s a college kid, probably saving

money for a new phone or a trip to Mazatlán,” I say, though
I realize how silly this sounds. The young woman who came
aboard the Lou earlier today doesn’t appear frivolous in the
slightest.

“Sounds like you’ve gotten to know her,” Brent says, an
edge of caution in his voice.

“Not yet,” I say, unable to keep her soft lips from my
mind. I picture her on her knees, looking up at me with that
desire to please, my thick cock in her delicate hands.

“Easy, bro,” he replies. “Mission first.”
“Of course,” I say. “I’m only talkin’.” If only it was that

easy, I think, trying to get her out of my mind. “I’ll get inside
his house, search his laptop,” I say.
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“Good,” Brent says. “Meanwhile I’m gonna find out who
we’re dealing with.”

“I’ll check in again once I have something,” I say.
“Watch your step, brother, I’m getting a bad feeling

about this one.”
“You and me both,” I say.
“Let’s get this guy and get out before this thing blows

up,” Brent says, his voice hardening. I know he’s thinking of
James and the failed mission in El Salvador, and how we
lost him. We pledged to bring down scumbags like Gary in
his name to keep others from suffering the same fate he did.

Petra

“SO, LET ME GET THIS STRAIGHT,” Molly says, narrowing her
eyes. “You’re heading out to sea with some dock worker?”

“He’s mostly a sailor. I think he’s just a construction
worker temporarily,” I reply, though just the image of
Hunter’s strong arms makes me tingle.

“How do you know he’s not going to attack you the
minute he gets you alone?” she asks.

I feel the hot blush rise up my neck. I try to protest but
Molly’s not having it.

Our coffee order comes up, so we grab our cups and she
leads me to a table. As soon as we sit down, she crosses her
arms. “Dish,” she commands.

I lapse into the memory of Hunter’s gaze on my body, as
if he could see through my clothes. It made me feel so
exposed, yet my skin felt hot. “He sort of looked at me this
way…I can’t describe it.”
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“You don’t have to,” Molly says shrewdly. “It’s written all
over your face.”

“He acted all surprised when I told him I liked to sail,
which then led to him inviting me to show him I could.”

“Does he know about the summers we spent in sailing
camp?” she asks. “Didn’t you win the regatta, like, two years
in a row?”

I shrug. I’d almost forgotten about that. I haven’t sailed
since I was a kid. “No, it didn’t really come up.”

Molly nods slowly. “How old is this guy?” she asks,
sounding skeptical of my sanity.

I shrug. “Thirtyish?” Truthfully, I have no idea how old
Hunter is. He could be twenty-eight or forty-five.

Molly’s eyes go wide. “Wait, I think I heard about him,”
she says. Molly’s dad is the chief of police, so she gets all
kinds of intel. “Tall, dark, and dreamy? Military tattoos?”

I suck in a breath but Molly’s too busy sipping her
whipped cream to notice. “Yeah, that’s him,” I say.

“What if he’s like, some kind of hit man, or something.”
“Then what would he be doing in Storm Harbor?” I say.

“Nothing exciting ever happens here.”
Molly licks another scoop of whipped cream. “Well,

don’t get too far from the radio so you can call the Coast
Guard if you need to.”

I laugh. “I’m not afraid of him,” I say, even though this is
pretty much a lie. But the thrill of being alone with him is
why I can’t walk away.

The fantasy that he might want something more than
just a sailing buddy crashes and burns when I really think
about it, though. What do I have that he could possibly
want? He’s older, more experienced, in life and everything
else. And he has purpose—sailing through the Northwest
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Passage, and probably beyond, visiting destinations around
the world.

And then there’s little ole me, stuck in Storm Harbor
with my boring job and my dead-end life.

“Okay, well at least call me when you get back so I can
make sure you’re okay. I’ll be back at camp, but I can check
my messages after hours.”

I promise Molly I’ll check in, and now that we’ve settled
that, she picks up where she left off, relaying the latest camp
counselor drama—who’s sleeping with who, who got caught
smoking pot, the usual.

But my mind returns to the daydream of Hunter pulling
me close, his full lips pressing into mine.
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AFTER COUNTLESS MISSIONS, I can usually shut down when-
ever I need to sleep. But last night, after overhearing Gary’s
phone call and talking to Brent, I was more keyed up than
usual, and sleep evaded me. I also couldn’t get Petra out of
my mind. I thought about laying her down on my bed and
kissing up those long, lean legs inch by slow inch, my
tongue sliding and teasing while she trembles beneath me. I
could almost taste her sweet-as-pie pussy as her hips arch
against my mouth. This scenario played like a loop in my
head for most of the night. That, and Brent’s words: I trust
you, brother.

Fuck.
At 8:00 sharp the next morning, Petra arrives in shorts

and sneakers, her long dark hair loose about her slender
shoulders, framing her beautiful face in the summer
sunlight. I can see her soft, round curves under the warm



layers she’s put on for the outing and wonder if she’s still
wearing that black bra underneath.

“Hunter?” she calls as she looks around for me.
God, she looks so good I want to drag her belowdecks

and let my inner beast take over. I step forward and she
watches me—there’s trepidation there—but a spark that
flares. Beyond her fear, there’s yearning, and it does some-
thing to me.

I growl, knowing what her presence means. Knowing
what she’s come for.

Oh, she’ll be coming all right.
I shake my head. Mission first, I tell myself. Then we’ll

find out all about how bad she can be.
“Ready to show me what you got?” I ask to clear my

head.
A flash of nervousness passes through her eyes as she

sets down her backpack, but then it’s gone and her shoul-
ders straighten, as if readying herself for this challenge. My
resolve falters. Her feistiness will be the end of me, I swear
to God.

“Absolutely,” she says.
“Then let’s go.”
After untying and starting the engine, we motor away

from the dock, passing the new pier which is quiet on a
Saturday. I’ve been listening in to Gary’s office since
planting the bug last night, but he hasn’t been there. The
GPS tracker I have on his car tells me he went to
McKenzie, the bigger town over the pass. I would have
broken into the house and had a gander at his laptop,
but not while Petra is home. It makes me uneasy,
keeping my mission from her, but there’s no other
option.

“So, is that your thing?” Petra asks, nodding at the empty
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pier as we motor by. “Building docks, like all over the
world?”

“It’s one of them,” I reply, steering us past the handful of
larger boats moored in the bay. I notice a new boat that must
have come in last night, a sleek yacht that looks out of place
next to the typical North Pacific vessels. On the stern is the
name “Tiger Milk.”

“The rumor is that you’re some kind of ex-CIA hit man
or something,” she says.

“CIA huh?” I say, unable to hold back my smile. “What
do you think?”

She eyes my left bicep, where she must have seen the
trident tattoo yesterday. “Navy?”

I nod. “Sixteen years. Twelve in the SEALS.”
“So have you killed people?”
I feel my gut tighten. “Why do you want to know?”
She shrugs.
I pause, trying not to download the many difficult

choices I’ve made behind enemy lines. “It’s not all that glam-
orous, if that’s where this is going.”

“So you have.”
“I never said that,” I reply, shaking my head. We’ve

reached the wind zone.
“Ready to sail?” I ask, shutting off the engine and step-

ping to the mainsheet.
“Yes!” she says with a grin.
The first hour or so we spend getting her familiar with

the Lou’s lines and systems, which means mostly me barking
orders and her scurrying around to fill them, which, not
surprisingly, gets me hard as fuck.

Between tacks I learn that she’ll enter her final year of
college where she’s studying communications, or as she
calls it, “the degree people choose when they have no idea
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what they want to do with their life.” I’m instantly curious to
know more about this, and why anyone would waste their
time in college if they didn’t know what they were working
so hard for? That’s why I joined the service. I knew I wanted
to serve my country and even though the job was more than
I’d bargained for, I wouldn’t change my decision.

After reaching the open sea we follow the rocky coast-
line, aiming for a little cove I noticed on my journey north.
Petra is definitely no novice, and what I teach her she picks
up fast. My mind goes to all kinds of dirty places thinking of
the many other things I could show her. I give my throbbing
cock an adjustment, hoping for a moment of relief. No luck.

After I anchor, I break out the snack I packed. Nothing
fancy—I’m no chef or anything, but it’s hearty. I even found
an orange at the grocery store, a rare treat this far north.

“Wow, Hunter,” she says from the bow, looking at the
rugged coastline. “It’s so beautiful here.”

“You never been to this place?” I ask, cracking a bottle of
water for both of us. “I thought you said your uncle has a
boat?”

Petra climbs over the rigging to the stern and joins me.
Her eyes widen at the sight of the food. “Yum!” she says,
reaching for a cracker and a piece of salami.

“A woman with an appetite,” I say, eyeing her. “I like
that.”

There’s that blush again, fuck.
“He has a fishing boat,” she says, using her reply to

compose herself. “But he spends more time at his hunting
cabin. Sometimes he’ll take me fishing, but we’ve never
come here.”

That Gary has a hunting cabin and a boat for fishing
doesn’t surprise me. Both activities are ingrained in the life-
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style here. “Do you like to fish?” I ask, peeling open the
orange.

Her eyes darken. “When my uncle’s not yelling, sure,”
she says.

“What does he yell about?” I ask, unable to resist. Mean-
while my dislike for Gary intensifies, if that’s even possible.

“He has a lot of rules,” she says, nibbling slowly. Now
that the Lou is parked, and we’re tucked out of the wind, the
air feels warm. I see Petra’s already shed her thick, fleece-
lined jacket. She sits back and closes her eyes, letting the
sun hit her face. I see tiny freckles dotting the skin beneath
her lashes. It’s a picture I could look at all day, those long
legs crossed and her chest arched up to the sun. She licks
her lips and the beast inside me growls.

Suddenly, I get a jolt of fear. “Wait, how old are you?”
I ask.

She opens her eyes to give me a shrewd look. “Twenty-
one,” she replies.

I exhale a sigh of relief. I mean, age means nothing to
me, but I would turn this boat around this instant if I found
out she’s underage.

“Why?” she asks, her expression clouding. “How old are
you?”

“Thirty-four,” I reply.
She nods, then looks away. “So, why’d you get out?” she

asks. “Of the military, I mean.”
It’s not the first time I’ve been asked this question, so I

have an answer ready. “It was time for a change.”
She looks at me and I can see her mind working. I don’t

talk about the real reason, so I stand up and gaze down at
her. “Ready for a little thrill?” I ask.

Her eyes go wide and I take a quick moment to fantasize
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about saying those words some other time in the very near
future, only with very different intentions.

Petra

I STAND in my bikini and look down at the clear, cold water.
“You’re kidding, right?” I say, crossing my arms over my
chest. When he said we were going for a dip, I thought he
meant there was a hot spring or something nearby.

“It’s not that cold,” Hunter says, his fierce eyes flashing.
“Says the former navy SEAL,” I protest.
“I promise that after, I can warm you right up,” he says.
I shiver and not because I’m cold. I think about how just

looking at him makes me feel. He’s got this presence about
him, commanding, but patient, and the way he watches me
is intense. It’s like I’m his only focus in the world. When we
were sailing and working as a team like that and the boat
took off, it felt like we were flying. I forgot how much I love
it, and doing it with Hunter, who’s practically Poseidon rein-
carnated, felt surreal. I mean, there’s plenty of single ladies
in this town. Why would he want to spend the day sailing
with me?

“It’s a shallow bay, so the water gets pretty warm on a
day like this,” Hunter adds. “C’mon, it’ll feel so good.” He
grins. “You’ll see.”

I can’t help but smile back at him. It’s like he’s suddenly
so excited to share this with me.

Even though it’s crazy.
“Okay,” I say. “But you promise to rescue me if I get

hypothermia?”
He laughs, and it’s such a rich, deep melody that I feel a
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part of my heart start to hum. Then, his eyes turn deadly
serious. “I would never let anything happen to you,” he says.

He offers me his hand. I stare at it, wondering why I’m so
afraid to touch him. Will it mean something if I do? I take it,
and a look passes over his face, something I can’t read.

He leads me to the edge of the boat, where the ladder
descends into serene, indigo-blue water. It’s so clear that I
can see down to the pebbly bottom.

“You sure there’s no sharks?” I ask, wondering if I’ve lost
my mind.

“I’m not sure,” Hunter says. “Just don’t thrash too much.
They like that. It signals an animal in distress.”

“But I will be in distress if I see a freaking shark!” I cry.
“Trust me,” Hunter says with that twinkle in his eye.

“You’re gonna love this.”
Clearly, he is enjoying teasing me. But I want him to

know that I’m tough, that I’m not some scared kid. You
wanted adventure, I tell myself. Here you go.

I scoot my toes over the edge. He’s right there next to me.
After a deep breath, I swing my arms back, and then I am
flying through the air, the wind brushing past my bare skin.
I plunge in feet-first. The cold water swallows me, literally
taking my breath away. It’s like I’ve jumped into an ice bath.
I come up with my lungs frozen, unable to function. Every
nerve ending in my skin is jumping, alive with little ice
needles. My forehead cramps, and my hair feels like icicles.

Hunter jumps in next to me, and I close my eyes to
shield myself from his giant splash.

I’m kicking my legs and trying to find my breath. I eye
the ladder and wonder how soon I can get there.

Hunter surfaces with a splash, tossing his dark hair to
the side to clear the seawater from his face. He leans his
head back and roars like some kind of beast.
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“What did I tell you?” he asks, watching me curiously.
“Don’t you feel great?”

My teeth start to chatter. “Uh, not really. I’m c-cold.”
He grins. “They’ve actually done studies and found out

that cold water immersion can cure all kinds of things.”
“Like what, h-heat stroke?” I ask. My fingers feel like

wood.
He laughs. Our legs are swirling and I’m trying to keep

my head as far out of the water as possible. The effort
required to do that—plus with the cold freezing my lungs—
makes my breath come in gulps.

“You really don’t feel it?” he asks, looking so concerned
all of a sudden that I manage a smile.

“Okay, jumping in…was kind of…fun,” I stutter. My body
does a quick shiver and my words start to come in pants.
“And that feeling when you first…get in and the cold steals
your…breath, it’s…”

“Exhilarating?” he prompts.
My teeth chatter my reply.
He gives me a satisfied smile.
“But I’m ready…to be…warm again,” I say as a violent

shiver grips me.
We swim to the ladder, and by the time I get to the top,

my whole body is shivering. My skin looks like a plucked
chicken’s.

Hunter reaches into a storage box and grabs two big,
fluffy towels. He wraps me tight in one. I’m still shivering.

“It takes a little while for your body to warm itself back
up. Food helps. And a hot drink. I’ll make us coffee,” he says.
“And we can eat the rest of our snack.”

I nod, amazed that though he’s only wrapped in the
towel around his waist, he’s not cold. His muscular, naked
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torso is beaded with droplets and his chiseled face is
watching me with a kind of attentiveness I’m not used to.

He bundles me in a set of soft, fleecy clothes that are way
too big for me but that feel wonderfully warm.

We eat on the deck with the trees for company. Small
waves lap against the beach in the distance, creating a sound-
track that’s peaceful and makes it hard to think about leaving.
It must be true that food helps because by the time we finish
the lunch and my cup of strong coffee, I’m finally warm.

“We’d better get you home,” Hunter says. Do I hear
regret in his voice?

“Yeah, can’t be late for the wedding,” I say with a sigh.
Truthfully, I’d be much happier to stay right here. I imagine
us living on his boat until we run out of food. Or maybe we
could eat fish, plus the berries we’d surely find on shore.

“Is it a big, fancy affair?” he asks, raising his eyebrow as
he packs up the remains of the meal.

I shrug. “Not really,” I say, picturing Brock’s boyish face.
“He’s a hunting guide, so it’s at this lodge.” I add.

“Why, you want to go?” I ask, imagining the looks of
surprise I’d get if I walked in with Hunter.

His face splits open in a huge grin. “Oh, no. Weddings
aren’t exactly my thing. Besides, whatever would I wear?” he
says, chuckling.

“It’s Alaska, nobody gets dressed up,” I reply, intrigued
by how this seems to make him more flustered. “I’m just
kidding. I wouldn’t wish my cousin’s wedding on my worst
enemy.”

“I thought all girls liked weddings,” he says, raising an
eyebrow.

“They’re okay,” I say, mostly not looking forward to
being Uncle Gary’s date.
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We sail home, and the wind has picked up, making the
boat go so fast that we’re back before I’m ready. I’ve had the
wind in my hair and the sea spray splashing my face and I’ve
forgotten about everything—my lonely life here, Uncle
Gary’s weird moods, Mr. Creepy back home.

We pull in the sails and start the engine just outside of
the harbor, Hunter tucks me in front of him at the wheel, his
firm chest pressed into my back. My mind goes in a hundred
different directions at once—will he kiss me? Do I want him
to? When can we go sailing again? I remember his plan to
leave when the ice breaks and feel a tugging sadness take
hold of my heart.

What was today about, anyway? Could he be lonely like
me, and just want someone’s company? Or is he interested
in more? The way he watched me makes me think it’s more,
but I’ve been wrong before.

I help tie up the Lou in Hunter’s slip, and then I’m
slinging my backpack over my shoulder.

“Thanks for a great time today,” I say. I remember the
way he felt standing behind me, his arms brushing against
mine as we steered the boat together. How I longed to turn
around and kiss full lips, taste that scent I could only detect
from where I stood. But it seems like he’s holding back. Is it
because I asked him about his past? I caught that little
flicker in his eyes when he gave me that story about
“needing a change.” While it may be true, I’m guessing
there’s something else behind it, something he’s keeping
inside.
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“WHERE THE FUCK HAVE YOU BEEN?” my uncle asks when I
get home, his hands on his hips. He’s dressed like he’d been
working: crisp button-down shirt, jeans, Leatherman tool
strapped to his belt. I wonder if that’s where he was this
morning when I got up and found him not here.

“With Molly, remember?” I lie, trying to hold my ground.
Last night, I told him that I had plans with a friend today
and wouldn’t be home until late afternoon. If only my date
with Hunter could have lasted a little longer.

“Bullshit.” His eyes turn dark, making his face look even
more serious.

“Look, it’s really none of your business,” I say even
though that little voice inside my head is yelling don’t.

“The hell it is,” he replies, stepping closer.
I watch him warily. He’s never laid a hand on me, but I

get the feeling he would.



“There’s a rough side to this town, Petra,” he says, his
eyes flashing in a way I haven’t seen before. “It’s my job to
keep you safe.”

“I’m fine on my own,” I say, hearing the edge in my voice.
“You were with someone, weren’t you?” he asks.
A blush creeps up my neck. “So what?” I blurt. I’m a

terrible liar. Maybe if I admit this part to him, he’ll leave me
alone.

“I think you have too much time on your hands,” he
says. “Maybe I’ll get Jim Deacon at the dock to extend your
hours at the mercantile. Or I know a neighbor who is
looking for a cleaning lady. Maybe you’d like to volunteer?”

“No,” I say, shaking with rage.
“You’re grounded.”
“What?” I cry. What am I, twelve?
“You heard me.” He eyes me up and down. “Your mother

is too soft on you. It’s time you learned some responsibility.”
I keep my mouth shut only because we’ve been down

this road before and arguing only makes it worse. I’m the
responsible one back in South L.A. My mom’s too busy with
her latest meal ticket to see that I’m doing just fine on my
own, thank you very much.

“Fine,” I say.
“And don’t think I won’t know who you were with today.

I know everything that goes on in this town.”
It’s this last comment that crashes into my brain like a

sledgehammer. When Gary finds out that I’ve been with an
outlaw like Hunter, he’ll lock me in my room until the end
of my life.

“We’re leaving for McKenzie in an hour,” he says, eyeing
the clock on the dining room wall. “You’d better be ready.”

I don’t give him the satisfaction of an answer and storm
off to my room.
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Hunter

I WATCH Gary leave with a stoic-looking Petra by his side,
both of them dressed for the wedding. I’m momentarily
stunned by Petra’s transformation. Just a few hours ago her
long hair was tangled and loose, her cheeks rosy from the
wind. Now, in a pale-yellow dress that hangs perfectly on
every curve, her hair tamed and shiny, she looks like a
different person. She’s gorgeous either way, but I prefer the
girl who stood on the bow of my boat, facing the waves.

I remember how she looked in that bikini—holy hell.
I’m fighting a sense of terror that she’s going to be away from
my watch with her sleazeball of an uncle all night. I tail
them longer than I should before turning back to the house.
I’m betting that the wedding is in McKenzie, the bigger city
over the pass from Storm Harbor.

My mind uneasy, I retrace my route back to Gary and
Petra’s house. I park on a side street, moving swiftly but not
in a way that would draw any attention.

Around the back, I pick the lock easily and make my way
through the kitchen and living room, my ears alert for any
sounds that might indicate a threat. But the house is still,
dark. I slip into the office, which isn’t locked, and scan the
room.

The computer sits closed on the desk, its cord plugged
into the outlet. A red light shines from the side—so it’s still
charging. Had Gary been in earlier, working, calculating?

Outside his window, the grass grows scruffy, like Gary
hadn’t been taking care of his yard. I tilt the blinds and open
the laptop, then get to work.

• • •
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After installing the cleaning bug, I download his phone
records, then set up a system that’ll alert me in real time
when the phone is in use. I won’t be able to hear the conver-
sations, but I’ll know the number and the length of the call.
I’ll also be able to read his texts. This is of course illegal, but
we won’t need it to bring him down. It’s just to track his
movements, and trace the movement of money.

Next, I go into his bank accounts but only skim the
numbers. Now that I have his passwords, I can access it
remotely. But what I see isn’t good. In the last twelve
months, he’s emptied his savings account and has been
overdrawn on his checking thirty-six times. The hunting
cabin he owns is in foreclosure; his credit card is maxxed
and he’s behind on his payments. What the hell has Gary
gotten into?

My mind ticks through the possibilities again: drugs,
gambling, women, or expensive toys. The shopping habit is
out—I know Gary’s assets, and I haven’t seen him with a
woman, paid or not, so that leaves the first two.

I close everything down and wait for the bug to sweep
my intrusion clean, then move to the backdoor, my mind
spinning. I move steadily to the Suburban then drive
slowly away from the town to a pullout near McKenzie
Pass.

Brent answers my call immediately, as if he had been
holding the phone in his hands.

“More bad news,” I say, leaning against the side of the
rig. Below me, the thick forest opens to the broad bay dotted
with boats. I can see the rows of docks at the marina, Gary’s
unfinished and potentially deadly cruise ship terminal, and
the bigger boats anchored in the center. Even from this
distance, the yacht I noticed earlier stands out. I wonder
what Euro pop star it belongs to. He or she will probably fly
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in by helicopter and spend a day glacier-watching, then fly
back to London or Milan.

“Mine’s worse,” Brent said. “But you go first.”
I explain the empty bank account and the twenty-grand

he owes Visa. “I got you phone records, maybe something
will pop,” I add.

“Got em,” Brent says, tapping a few keys.
“Your turn,” I say.
I hear the squeak of his office chair as he leans back.

“You know those trips to the casino he’s so fond of?” he says.
“Yep,” I reply, getting a cold feeling in my gut.
“Guess how much he owes them?”
So, it’s gambling. “Based on the accelerated draining of

his account I’d say at least fifty grand.”
“Try three million,” Brent says.
My whole body freezes.
“It started at the new casino, practically the day they

opened. First it was the slots, then blackjack. He did well in
the beginning. Probably boosted his confidence. Then he
got into private card games.”

“Shit,” I say, because a move like that means he’s got a
compulsive habit that won’t quit. Even though he’s so deep,
he’s still trying to win his way out of it.

“So he’s stolen from the pier project to pay it off,” I say,
more to myself. “The people after him are from the casino?”

“Still working on that. These phone records should
help.” He sighs. “Those financials from the pier project
coupled with his bank records should be enough to nail
him.”

“How much time till we can turn this over?” I ask
because that phone call Gary made to his debtors is
weighing on me. Gary asked for more time. I wonder how
much they gave him.
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“Give me twenty-four hours to line it all up. My clients
will push for a confession. That’s cleaner for them. Might be
best for Gary too, get him away from whoever’s got a target
on his back.”

“Good,” I say.
“Your job is to make sure he stays put until then.”
“Agreed,” I say.
“Now, let’s talk about his niece,” Brent says.
My heart does a little jolt.
“I don’t like the idea of her getting caught in the middle

of this,” Brent continues. “Does she have somewhere to go
until it blows over?”

“She’s got family here,” I say, remembering our conver-
sation on the Lou earlier.

“Maybe you can arrange for a visit.”
“Good idea,” I say, though it’d be a heck of a lot easier to

keep her with me. I think about her bright eyes and shy
smile. I shake my head to get rid of the fantasies playing out
in my mind but my cock has already caught on. I shift my
position, trying to find relief, but I know there’s only one
form of relief that’ll satisfy me.
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THE WEDDING’S at this hunting lodge, the walls lined with
dusty animal heads: a grizzly, a wolverine, a moose and
several deer. Everyone’s dressed like they’ve just come back
from a hike, or are heading out fishing, though their flannel
shirts are tucked in and their boots look polished. My three
cousins and both aunts and uncles are all busy getting
ready, which means I have no one to talk to.

Gary stands out because he’s the only one in the
Stanislaw family who’s not married. He had a girlfriend a
few summers ago, but I haven’t seen him with anyone since.
I wonder if that’s where he goes on those late nights, to see
someone.

So while Gary makes small talk with the guests, I just
stand there, my mind daydreaming about sailing with
Hunter. I’m still amazed that I let him talk me into jumping
off the back of the boat. I mean, I’m not one to back down



from a challenge, but wow, was it cold. The best part was the
way he warmed me up. He was so attentive, so caring. I
soaked up every drop, like a sponge.

Just thinking about his gorgeous body, those blue-black
tattoos rippling, makes my knees wobble. But he didn’t lay a
hand on me. Is he just being a gentleman, or was he looking
for someone to spend his day off with? Either way, it doesn’t
really matter, because he’ll be leaving for the Northwest
Passage soon.

Finally, it’s time for the ceremony, so we take our seats.
My cousin’s bride, Angela, looks gorgeous in her lacy dress.
Against the backdrop of the seasoned wood walls of the
lodge, she could be a princess. Thankfully, the ceremony is
short and sweet, and when they kiss, everyone sighs
followed by clapping.

Then the lodge is transformed into a dining hall, my
uncles and cousins and their friends tackling the set-up in
minutes. My aunts swoop in to adorn the tables with name
tags and mason jars full of flowers, then servers from the
kitchen quickly add linens and place settings. Meanwhile
everyone’s given a glass of champagne for a toast, which we
do while mingling at the edge of the dining area.

“And how do you know the bride?” a woman next to me
asks. I notice that Gary’s nowhere to be found.

“I don’t, actually. Brock’s my cousin.”
“Oh,” she says, beaming. “Are you in the hunting

industry too?”
“I’m in college,” I say. “In L.A.”
“Good for you,” she says in a way that tells me this isn’t

her first drink tonight.
My uncle Tim invites everyone to take our seats. I break

away from the woman, who has lasered in on my life, asking
me about what I’m studying and what kind of job I’d like to
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have when I’m through—as if I know. I realize this is a good
time to visit the restroom because dinner might take a
while.

I head for the back of the lodge, but when I get to the
hallway, I see I’m not the only one with this idea.

“There’s porta-potties outside,” the woman at the back
of the line says when she hears my sigh.

I remember seeing the line of green boxes at the edge of
the parking lot when we pulled up. When I step outside, the
air feels so fresh, not like the stuffy lodge with the heat from
the kitchen filling the room and the chatter crowding the
space with noise. After my pit stop, I hurry back to the
lodge, the gravel crunching under my sandals, and I’m
about to go back inside when I hear voices. I pause to listen
and then realize that I recognize Gary’s voice, though the
tone he’s using sounds funny.

Carefully, I peer around the corner of the lodge and see
my uncle standing with two men I’ve never seen before at
the edge of the forest. One has his back to me—he’s thin and
shorter than Gary and is wearing black jeans with a sport
coat and shoes that look like they came from a fashion show
instead of Ray’s Sporting Goods. The other man is broader,
dressed in a tailored suit, the buttons on his dress shirt open
one lower than what would pass as normal in these parts.
His face is set in a menacing sneer, and he’s pointing at
Gary’s chest.

“We have every confidence in your abilities,” he says.
Gary’s eyes widen in alarm and seeing him look so small

and scared brings on a feeling of unease. What is going on?
“But…I can’t possibly come up with the rest by then,” he

says. “Look, I’m trying,” he adds. “I just need a little more
time.”

“You’ve had enough time,” the man pointing his finger
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says, and I notice he’s got some kind of accent, though I can’t
place it. “If you fail to meet the deadline, we will be forced to
follow through with our insurance policy.”

“No!” Gary says. “Please, not that again.”
“Then we will expect you,” the man says slowly, and

with that, the two strangers turn to go. I spin away from the
corner, but not before the skinny stranger sees me. Our
eyes meet for an instant. His lizard-like eyes are set in a
doughy face pocked with scars. My body goes cold.
Quickly, I hurry into the safety of the lodge, my heart
racing.

Halfway through the first course, Gary returns from
outside, his hair askew and his eyes vacant. Even though I
want to ask him about the strange men and what they
meant, Brock’s wedding dinner isn’t the place. Plus, I don’t
think I was supposed to overhear, and I don’t want him to
get mad again.

I’m halfway through my slice of cake when Gary tells me
it’s time to leave.

“Why, you got somewhere to be?” I ask before I can stop
myself. I glance at the room full of people. We’ll be the first
to go, and though I doubt they’ll miss us, it feels rude.

His eyes turn dark and his arm twitches, as if he wants to
grab me. “Let’s go,” he snarls.

Sure enough, after we return home, he gets ready to
leave. He’s been out practically every night since I’ve been
here, staying out late, his clothes smelling like smoke when
he returns. Sometimes when I get up for work, he’s asleep
on the couch. He always looks like shit on those days, his
eyes are beet red and his cheeks sunken, like he’s just aged
ten years.

He reminds me that I’m still grounded before the door
swings shut behind him.
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As he drives off, I feel the quiet house enclose me like
the walls of a prison.

GARY COMES home in the middle of the night and is still
asleep by the time I leave for work the next day. I think back
to what I saw at the wedding last night—those two scary-
looking men. Their voices and body language were tense,
and Gary was silent on the drive home.

I go through the motions of working the mercantile,
hoping for a glimpse of Hunter, but the pier is too far away
for me to make out details of the crew. If I had binoculars, I
would totally spy on him, then wonder if that makes me a
stalker.

My sailing date and the time we spent in that cover plays
in my distracted mind all morning. How jumping in that
freezing-cold water did nothing to quench the heat I feel
whenever he’s near. I think about sending a message to my
friends Sierra and Campbell back home about the way I’m
lusting after a former Navy SEAL but am sure they’ll think
I’ve lost my mind. Have I? I’ve never felt drawn to anyone
like this before. But he didn’t kiss me, and we didn’t make
plans to get together again. Was the sailing date a test, and I
failed?

I’m halfway through a busy morning shift when Gary
strides in, nostrils flaring.

“I told you I’d find out,” he says.
This is certainly about Hunter. “Find out what?” I say to

be a jerk. I’m not making this easy for him. And doesn’t he
have secrets too?

He steps in close. “Goddamn, you take after your
mother. Always choosing Mr. Wrong.”
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“Stop!” I cry.
He leans in, and I can smell the lemon breath freshener

he uses. “I did a little digging. Do you know what your new
boyfriend used to do for a living?”

“He’s not my boyfriend!” I insist, but Gary’s not listening.
“He’s an assassin, Petra, a killer. One of his missions
destroyed a village of innocent women and children. They
disbanded his unit.”

My mind reels. “You’re wrong,” I say to banish the image
of Hunter training a gun on a child. “Hunter would never do
something like that.” I’m not surprised he’s some high-level
operative, based on how stealthy he moves, but no way is
this true. “Even if they ordered him to.”

“You’re so naïve,” he says, almost laughing, but his eyes
are cold. “If he’s so honorable, why’d he get out?”

“He told me he was ready for a change,” I huff, looking
away. “People do that, you know,” I spit back. “You should
try it sometime.”

He goes to slap me and I flinch, but the strike never
comes. I open my eyes to see him glaring with restrained
rage, his finger pointed at me.

“His contract at Glacier Construction ends as soon as the
ice breaks, and then he’ll be gone.” He shakes his finger.
“Until then, you stay away from him.”

“Or what?” I ask, feeling so full of anger I that I’m going
to scream if he doesn’t stop talking.

“Then I’ll keep you at home till that boat of his sails
away.”
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THANKFULLY, the mercantile gets busy for a while, otherwise
I might go crazy, wondering about Hunter, my anger at
Uncle Gary sizzling like a lit fuse. What he said can’t be true.
Hunter would never hurt innocent people.

I go back and forth between the image of him gently
wrapping me in a towel to warm me up, and the idea of him
pointing a gun at a child in some faraway village. None of it
makes sense, and thinking about it makes my head hurt.

During a lull in the afternoon, I return from a delivery
and hear my phone ringing. When I see who it is my
stomach drops. It’s my mom. Though I’m not really in the
right mindset to talk to her, I’ve learned that if she has
something to say, she’ll keep calling until she delivers.

With dread, I answer.
“Petra,” my mom says, sounding breathless.



I shouldn’t be surprised. My mother has a penchant for
drama.

“Hey,” say, anxious to get her off the phone.
“Guess what?” she practically squeals. But she doesn’t

wait for me to answer. “Richard asked me to marry him!”
My mouth drops open.
“Isn’t that exciting?” my mom gushes. She then launches

into a description of the ring—the shape, the size, the
setting.

“Congratulations, mom,” I say. I picture my future step-
father’s long neck and pointy Adam’s apple. He’s an accoun-
tant and collects butterflies. When I first met him, he tried
to show me his collection, but it just made me sad. If only
I’d known that wouldn’t be the first time I’d be creeped out
by him. “When’s the big day?”

“We’re eloping,” she gushes. “Isn’t that romantic?”
Eloping, I think, turning the word over in my mind. Do

people actually do that?
“By next Saturday I’m going to be Mrs. Richard Bigby.”
“Wow,” I say, feeling a sinking sensation take hold of my

gut. “Are you sure? This seems . . . I dunno . . . sudden.”
“We’ve been dating for four months. He’s crazy about

me, Petra,” she adds quickly.
“Do you love him?” I blurt.
“Oh, honey,” she sighs. “Don’t ask me that.”
“Why not? Shouldn’t you love the person you’re about to

marry?” I say, realizing that I’m clenching my teeth.
“I’m certainly fond of him,” she answers in a soft voice.

“Over time, I’m sure I’ll grow to love him.”
“Mom, are you sure that’s what you want?”
“Sometimes there are more important things than love,”

she answers in her firm, I’m-done-talking-about-this voice.
I huff in frustration.
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“Petra, there’s something else I need to tell you,” she
says, all business now.

I frown. What now? I think.
“Richard wants to sell the house.”
Everything goes white-hot in my gut and tears suddenly

cloud my vision.
How could she just decide to do this? To take away the

only home I’ve ever known? The home where the precious
few memories of my dad live?

“Don’t worry, we’ll pack everything up for you.”
“But…mom,” I say, my voice catching. “Can’t you wait

until I come home?” I won’t even have a chance to say
goodbye to my room, our kitchen, or our neighbors.

“The market’s hot right now. And wouldn’t you rather
come home to a new house, with a washer that doesn’t leak
and air conditioning?”

Air conditioning? That’s what she’s so excited about?
“No,” I say, my voice more forceful than I’d planned. I long
to see my room one last time, to pack up my things myself.
But I know we don’t have the money for me to fly home,
plus I’m sure Uncle Gary and my boss won’t let me leave.

“Petra, I won’t let you spoil this for me,” she says.
“Fine,” I say, swiping the tears from my cheeks.
After that, I’m a wreck. I go back and forth from

thinking about Hunter as a killer, and the home I’ll never
see again.

I’m closing up the mercantile when Hunter strides
inside.

Our eyes meet across the space, and I feel my heart tick
higher and higher into my chest.

Hunter locks the door and flips the “closed” sign in the
window. A feeling of panic pours into my stomach. What if
what Uncle Gary said is true?
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I back up, thinking about my options for escape. Can I
get by him? Do I want to?

“Petra,” he says, his rich voice echoing inside my mind.
I back up into the storeroom, and Hunter hurries

toward me.
“My uncle says you’re more than just a Navy SEAL,” I

say, so unsteadied by my mom’s news that my mind is a
jumbled mess. Where am I going to go after my summer in
Alaska? Do I trust Hunter, or is he lying to me? “That
you’ve…killed people. Innocent women and children.”

I watch the surprise cross his face. He pauses, and in that
moment, I see him shake a pained look from his features,
almost as if by will.

“Is it true?” I breathe, wondering if I should try to get out
of the storeroom.

Hunter shakes his head once, hard. “I’ve been on a lot of
missions, but I’ve never knowingly hurt innocent people.
That’s why I got into the SEALs. So that I could be part of a
force that targets specific threats.”

“Then why would he say that?” I ask.
“Because he’s feeling threatened.”
“By what?” I say, trying to make sense of everything.

Hunter is the good guy, and Uncle Gary is bad? Or they’re
both crazy.

“That’s why I’m here,” he says. He steps closer, sending a
shiver down my spine. “I got some bad news for you,” he
says.

“Oh,” I say, because I know what this is about now. He’s
going to tell me I’m too young, or too inexperienced, or that
because my uncle is messed up, he wants nothing to do
with me.

“Your uncle is mixed up in something bad, Petra, some-
thing dangerous.”

44 DAKOTA DAVIES



I suck in a breath. “Wait, how do you know?” I ask.
“I’m not here to work on the dock,” he says.
“What are you talking about?” I say, instantly on guard.
“He’s millions of dollars in debt, Petra..”
“What? How?” I cry, unable to comprehend what’s

happening. It’s too fast, too confusing. Uncle Gary doesn’t
own anything worth millions.

“You know all that time he spends away at night?”
I nod.
“He’s got a gambling problem.”
I stare at Hunter. “But…how did this happen?” I ask.
Hunter shakes his head. “It started with the slots and

blackjack, but it went to private card games after that and
now he’s so deep that he’s borrowed to pay it back.”

I frown. “I don’t understand,” I say.
“The people he owes don’t play nice.”
“Oh,” I say.
“Has anyone come by the house? Or have you overheard

him talking?”
My mind goes to the scary-looking guys Gary was

talking to at the wedding. “Yeah,” I stammer. “Last night, at
Brock’s wedding. Outside at the reception I saw Gary with
two strangers. And one of them looked at me.”

Hunter’s body goes rigid. “Did they say anything to
you?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “But it was creepy. He
had these dark eyes, and his face looked, I don’t know,
rough.”

Hunter asks me a million questions about what the men
looked like, what they were wearing, if I could hear their
conversation, but I’m not very helpful. All I remember was
Gary begging for more time, and something about
insurance.
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“They actually used that word?” Hunter asks me.
“Insurance?”

“Yeah,” I say, trying to remember the exact phrase, but it
refuses to rise to the surface. I must have been too scared.
“That’s when one of them saw me.” I shiver.

Hunter comes closer to me, and I can see his green eyes
narrow. “I think that’s who he owes, and they came to warn
him.” His expression goes completely still. “It’s not safe for
you there anymore.”

Wait a minute. This has nothing to do with me. “What
do you mean?” I cry. I’m suddenly terrified that these men
are going to hurt Gary, or set fire to our house, or worse. I
jump up to leave but I don’t get halfway to the door before
Hunter grabs my arm.

“As soon as I can get things under control, then we can
figure out a place for you,” he replies, his voice rising.

“A place for me? What the hell does that mean?” I try to
wrench my arm free but he’s too strong. I think about my
mom and Creepy Richard getting married and the house
I’ve called home being sold to someone else. If Gary’s in
trouble, and I’m kicked out of Storm Harbor, where will
I go?

“Please,” I say, my voice edged with a fear that’s slowly
swallowing me. “Don’t send me away.”

Hunter must hear the desperation in my voice because
his grip softens. “Why would I send you away?” he asks.

I try to pull everything back inside. “Because it’s what
always happens to me.” I look up at him. “But now I don’t
have anywhere else to go.”

“Why? You’ve got family here.”
“Not that I’m close with.” My cousins are all boys and are

into dirt biking and bow hunting and chasing girls. The
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thought of having to live with them makes me feel like a
stray puppy that nobody wants.

“What about your mom?” he asks.
A cry of anguish leaves my lips, echoing in the small

space. I can’t talk about her right now.
“Then you’ll stay me,” Hunter says.
I watch him, and all my emotions come rising back to

the surface. “Yeah, like that’s gonna work,” I say, closing my
eyes.

“Why not?” he asks, sounding tense.
That he doesn’t know the answer only makes me

angrier. “You expect me to stay on your boat, feeling like
I do?”

Hunter’s jaw flexes. “I expect you to stay where I tell you
to,” he says sternly.

A reckless, powerful emotion takes hold of me so that I
stop caring what I sound like. “So that’s all this has been?” I
say. “Babysitting?”

Hunter shakes his head but I’m not convinced.
“You know what?” I say, glaring at him. “I can take care

of myself.” Maybe I can stay with Molly’s family, or crash at
Zach’s apartment. I step towards the door again, but his
strong hands pull me back. I start thrashing, my body going
wild with kicks and swinging arms. “Let me go!” I yell,
wondering if anyone can hear me inside the storeroom.

“Petra!” Hunter growls, hugging me tightly until I can’t
move anymore and I’m breathing hard and feeling so frus-
trated that I could scream.

Both of us stand there, breathing, and the effect his body
has when in contact with mine like this makes me shudder.
How is he doing this to me?

“I’ll lock you up if I have to,” he growls.
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“I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I reply. My brain is
turning cartwheels, tossing everything upside down.

Though I can’t see his face, I can hear a low growl
rumble through him. I wonder if he’s about to throw me in a
box and lock it shut. Instead, he shuffles me to the wall and
pins me there.

“That sassy mouth of yours is trouble, you know that?”
I’ve been told this before, but somehow, hearing it from

Hunter gives it a different meaning. I blink in surprise as a
surge of desire races through me. Why is he looking at me
like this?

I feel desperate to make him see that I’m not some help-
less kid. “What are you gonna do about it?” I ask.
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HUNTER STEPS CLOSE, his eyes flashing dangerously. I can see
the rise and fall of his chest and hear my own fast breaths.

He slides a hand through my hair and just this makes
me suck in a desperate breath. Gripping the back of my
head, he pulls my lips to his. His full lips crush mine, our
mouths connecting with a heat I can feel all the way to my
toes. This is no first kiss like I’ve ever had.

Our lips lock like two pieces of a puzzle. He tugs at my
lower lip, pinching it possessively. His tongue slides between
my lips, parting my mouth so that I get a full dose of his
manliness. It’s such a rush to be kissed like this that I feel
my core start to vibrate.

“This,” he says, drawing back.
I whimper and lean to him for another kiss.
I hear a groan from the back of his throat and feel the



firm ridge of his cock tuck between my thighs. He pins my
arms over my head. I see his eyes glint in the low light of the
room, and then he comes back to kiss me again while his
hands caress under my t-shirt.

“This is a bad idea for a lot of really good reasons,” he
growls in my ear, his fingers stroking dangerously close to
the underside of my bra. “First of all, you barely
know me.”

I arch against his grip on my hands. “I know you
enough,” I fire back. The air is charged with an energy I’ve
never felt before, and it’s intoxicating.

He glides his fingers over my breast, watching me
squirm with a wild look that makes it even hotter. It’s like he
knows how much I want him to keep touching me, how
much I’ve wanted him to take control like this.

“You sure about that?” he asks, his fingers rolling over
my aching nipple.

He moves his hand down to my thighs, parting them
with his strong hands. My core is wound so tight that I press
back against the wall, hoping for support. He strokes under
the edge of my shorts to where I’m hot and everything feels
damp and quivery.

“Do you get this wet with all strange men or just me?” he
growls.

“Just…you,” I gasp. The way he’s holding me against the
wall with one hand and exploring with the other is making
me crazy.

Hunter slides two fingers beneath my panties to where
I’m so slick his touch feels like silk.

I’m so shocked that he would do this—thirty seconds
earlier we’d been fighting, and now he’s got his hand in my
pants. He swirls up and down, caressing my folds, as if he
knows exactly what something so scandalous will do to me.
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A tingling throb starts to shoot outward from my sex,
forcing every thought from my mind.

His fingers stroke me up and down, heating my blood so
that it races through my veins and throbs in my temples. I
can feel my core tighten as the sensation spreads through
me, making me feel like I could float away. My hips start to
rock with him, moving on their own, as if trying to squeeze
every sensation from his touch.

“I can see how much you want this,” he says, his chiseled
face staring me down. “It’s like you don’t want me to stop.”

“I don’t!” I gasp. It’s as if his words were the gasoline I
need to ignite the fire smoldering inside me. And then he
strokes over my button, his slippery fingers teasing, adding
just the right amount of pressure. I’m amazed that he could
make me feel so good so fast, as if he already knows my
body, knows my deepest fantasies. Everything is starting to
feel so good, so powerful, and I open my mouth as my
climax breaks free. Hunter crushes my mouth with kisses,
stifling my cries while his fingers swirl. Holding me securely
through my climax, his expert touch filling my body with an
aching burst of pleasure.

And when I come down, Hunter’s eyes have calmed, as if
a storm has passed. It’s a change that confuses me, but I
can’t deny what just happened, or how it made me feel.

“Now will you stay?” he asks.
I’m still breathing hard. “Yes,” I reply.
He watches me for a moment, then pushes back from

the wall, releasing me.
“Let’s go get some of your things,” he says, his deep voice

rich revealing no emotion, and I wonder what’s happened to
the person who just touched me with such passion.

“What about Gary?” I ask, squirming a little because my
soaked panties are sticking to my still-throbbing flesh.
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“Pretty sure he won’t be home tonight,” Hunter says
simply.

That he knows this with so much certainty rattles me to
my core. “You said ‘team,’” I say. “Are there others…here?”

He steps back, shaking his head. “My partner works
remotely, but we have a network if we need it.”

I can feel my body start to shake with fear, but I want to
show him I’m tough, so I stay silent.

Hunter drives me to my house and parks behind it. We
check that Gary’s not home, then I let us in using my key.
“Five minutes,” Hunter says. “You don’t need everything.”
He eyes me seriously in the dusky light.

I race upstairs and frantically grab at things, my mind a
jumbled mess. How long will I be gone? A day? Two days?
Forever? I shove my toiletries and some clothes, my fleece-
lined jacket, and some underwear into a small backpack. I
begin to worry about what Gary will do once he finds out
I’m gone.

“Should I text him?” I ask Hunter when I hurry back
downstairs.

“No,” Hunter says, fetching a pen and paper from a pad
in the kitchen. “We’ll leave him a note. Tell him you’re at a
friend’s, but don’t say which one,” he instructs.

I write a quick note and sign it. Hunter puts it back in
the kitchen, and then we’re stepping out the back door.
Hunter leads, checking both ways for what feels like a long
time. When I hug close to him, I feel something hard at his
side and know instantly that it’s a gun.

Back in the Suburban, Hunter seems like he’s on full
alert, his eyes searching for threats as we return the short
distance to the marina. Once we’re through the gate and
walking down the planks, it’s like I can feel him relax.

He helps me up the ladder to the Lucky Lou, and just
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his touch on my skin makes me shivery with heat. What
he did to me earlier only made me hungry for more. So
when our eyes meet in the shadowy light, I feel a zipping
spark of energy pass between us, but just as fast, it flickers
out.

“I have to go out,” he says simply.
Even though I know he’s got some big mission under-

way, I can’t help but feel disappointed. “Right, off to save the
world,” I say.

He gives me a look like a warning. “Promise me you’ll
stay here,” he says.

“Promise me you’ll come back.”
His eyes narrow, but then he turns away and climbs up

the ladder.

Hunter

FUCK, what is wrong with me? I should have sent her to her
family’s in McKenzie, not set her up in the Lou Motel. But
that terrified look in her eye did me in. That and her sassy
mouth.

I groan to myself as I head to the Suburban. Goddamn,
pleasuring her like that felt good. I can still smell her spicy
scent and can hardly wait to taste her. But not until this job
is through. I can’t give in to temptation like that again.

I check my phone and see that Gary’s still where I left
him an hour ago, at the casino. I can’t figure out if he’s trying
to win enough money to pay his loan sharks, or if he just
can’t help himself. That they paid him a visit at the wedding
means things are escalating. I’m surprised he hasn’t tried to
leave town. This makes me wonder if Petra’s the reason he
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hasn’t tried to run. Maybe Gary’s got a tighter bond than I
know about with his niece.

I send Brent an encrypted text, telling him that Petra’s
safe, and that the goons are closing in. His clients plus two
of Brent’s security agents should be arriving within the hour.
I’ve already secured a conference room for the meeting. If
Gary confesses, then it’s over. If he refuses, or tries to run,
we’ll have problems. Nothing Brent’s mercenaries and I can’t
handle, though.

But a nagging detail won’t leave me alone: who does
Gary owe? Someone powerful, Brent had said. Even though
it’s not my job to find out, I can’t help but want the whole
picture. Maybe there’s something we can do about it. Prison
will keep Gary safe, but if the debt hangs over him during
his incarceration, it’ll just be that much bigger when he
gets out.

Waiting in the casino parking lot for the party to arrive
brings back memories of the times I’ve sat around during
missions, my senses on high alert. After a day-long shift of
scanning the landscape for threats while you wait for some
admiral to get his panties un-bunched can be the most
maddening form of torture there is.

The mission that went shitways and took James’ life was
just one such disaster. The brass in Washington wanted a
band of terrorist sympathizers eliminated, so we planned
for weeks, memorizing maps, terrain features, and every-
thing about our target’s schedule. I knew when each of them
slept, their patrol pattern, when they took a shit, how many
beans they ate for lunch.

On the night of the raid, apparently someone in Wash-
ington got cold feet. His last-minute message was inter-
cepted and as we moved into position, suddenly we were
under attack. As they retreated, they blew up their village,
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killing innocent civilians—children and mothers and grand-
fathers. I don’t know how Gary traced me to that raid, only
the benign version of the story made the papers.

At least, Brent and I were able to carry James back with
us. I would never have forgiven myself if we’d left him
behind. The day I gave James’ parents his dog tags was the
day I’d had enough. Half the guys from my unit either trans-
ferred out of the SEALs or requested retirement after that
mission. The other half stuck it out, but our unit was
disbanded. All of us were changed that day. When your ass
is on the line like that, but you feel like a puppet, dancing to
someone else’s whims? That’s the moment you decide to
walk away.

Since I’ve been at sea, I’ve been able to look back and
understand that I don’t have to fight like that anymore. I
don’t have to worry who’s sneaking up on me while I sleep.
Hopefully, this trip will help me learn to forget the sounds
of James’ screams and the explosions lighting up that
village. I know Brent’s in the same situation, waking up at
night with his heart hammering.

The best place for me is on the ocean, where the only
threat is from Mother Nature. There’s no bombs, no kids
with AK-47s, no bureaucrats failing me. There’s something
so satisfying about being under my own power, harvesting
the wind and the currents to take me where I want to go.
That’s why I’m going through the Northwest Passage—it’s
the ultimate challenge, and something I’m doing for James
and those civilians who never got to follow their dreams.

If only I didn’t have to do it alone. I think of Petra and
the way her eyes sparkled when the sails filled and we
practically flew down the coast, the wind tugging at her
long hair. She’s a hard worker, and smart, too. We make a
good team. But she’s got college, and a future that doesn’t
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include putting up with the dark moods of a failed soldier
like me.

Finally, Brent texts me that the clients and two of Brent’s
negotiators are arriving at the casino, so I exit the Suburban
and watch for their car. A black SUV pulls in and when the
doors open, I spot Brent’s operatives right away—the short
haircuts, muscular physique, and quick eyes give them away
as former military.

The clients, one tall and broad and carrying a briefcase,
the other medium build, both in suits, step to the pavement.
I move in their direction. Brent’s already given them my
description and the plan, so when I join them, we nod, then
they follow me into the building.

Inside, the space is so bright it hurts my eyes. The sounds
of the slots and other machines crowds my senses. Mirrors
hang from the walls and ceiling, reflecting the frenetic
energy as much as the bright colors. I lead the team through
the smoky haze to the elevators. Once inside the compart-
ment, the men just stare at the numbers. At the third floor
we exit, and I lead them to the small conference room.

“I’ll bring him in,” I say once we’re inside. The bigger
man sets his briefcase on the table and unlocks the clasps.
The other one looks at me and nods.

“You need backup?” one of Brent’s men asks.
I give him a nod, grateful for the extra manpower in case

Gary gets twitchy, and the two of us leave the room. The
brightly patterned carpet absorbs all sound of our footsteps.
We enter the elevator. My sidekick is younger than me by a
few years, and I wonder what drew him to Brent’s gig—
money? The lifestyle?

“Lieutenant,” he says, clearing his throat. “I just wanted
to say it’s an honor to serve with you.”
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I pause. Hearing my rank spoken out of the blue like
that brings me back to the difficult decision to leave the
service.

“The honor is mine,” I say, and mean it. Even though
this kid’s rank is likely beneath mine, I respect the sacrifice
he’s made for his country.

“The way you handled that raid, and bringing Anderson
back.” He shakes his head. “Washington should never have
put you in that position, sir.”

The elevator slows. I put away my reaction to this
because it’s going to mess with my head. Instead, I ask,
“Why’d you get out?”

He grimaces. “I was wounded. They offered me a desk
job.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.
“Working for Lieutenant Lynch is a good fit, sir.”
The elevator doors open, and I’m pulled back to the

mission. We step into the spacious mezzanine, and I feel the
tension take hold in my muscles. I don’t expect anything to
go wrong, but plans have a way of evolving.

Once on the floor, I move through the rows of machines,
my eyes scanning, my ears trying to hear through the sound
of coins pouring into a plastic bucket and the scream
coming from the winner and the other beeps, clunks,
whirrs. Finally, I spot Gary at a blackjack table, looking like
someone ran him over. His shirt’s opened and his jacket
hangs crooked on his frame. He looks half-drunk too, or
maybe he’s just strung out after not sleeping for three days
straight.

He’s so hooked he doesn’t even see me approach.
“How’s your luck tonight, Gary?” I ask.
He looks up sharply. “What?” Then, he recognizes me.
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His eyes notice my companion. “What the hell are you
doing here?” he asks, turning back to his card game.

“I’ve got a little meeting scheduled,” I say.
Gary asks for a hit from the dealer, and I see that what

she slides over doesn’t help him. “Great, have fun,” he
growls.

“Oh, you’re coming too,” I say, eyeing the dealer, who’s
now watching us steadily. “Your friends at Schaeffer’s Insur-
ance have requested your presence.”

Gary’s face goes pale.
“He folds,” I say to the dealer, and put Gary’s cards

down.
I see Gary reach for his tumbler, and my senses go on

high alert. “They know everything, Gary, and they have the
documents to prove it.”

“Let me at least finish my drink,” Gary says, but by now,
I’ve anticipated his reaction, so when he goes to throw the
last of the liquid in my face, I’m ready to block it. My partner
moves swiftly and in less than two seconds we have Gary on
his feet and neutralized. His eyes fill with desperation.

“You don’t understand,” he says, his voice a pleading
whisper. I can smell the booze and fear on his breath.

“It’s over, Gary,” I say. “Let’s go.”
It’s as if the man goes limp. He’s probably exhausted.

Maybe this whole thing will come as a relief.
We walk to the elevators and ride in silence. I wonder

what’s going on inside his head.
“Am I going to jail?” he asks.
“You’ll confess and then you’ll enter custody.”
“What about Petra?” he asks.
Of all the things he could say, this wasn’t what I was

expecting. “She’s safe,” I say.
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“Take her far away from here,” he says, his voice
breaking.

“We’ll take care of her,” I say.
His shoulders seem to slump. “I never meant for any of

this to happen,” he says, his stubbled face looking pitiful,
distraught. How many hours has he slept lately? When did
he last eat?

“Nobody ever does,” I say as the elevator doors open.
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RESTLESS, I pace the small quarters of the Lou, inspecting
Hunter’s gadgets, the contents of his fridge, the books on his
shelf. What am I supposed to do until he gets back? I think
about the way he touched me in the storeroom and in a
flash, my blood is racing.

I remember the way the cold water droplets beaded up
on his naked chest after our swim. There was a tiny pink
scar above his right nipple, and a small pucker on his abs—
his wounds from combat. Is that why he’s so cagey? To
protect the scars I can’t see?

Molly texts me, asking me to hang out on Friday. Can I? I
don’t know if I’ll still be here, or if Gary will be in jail, or if
I’ll still be living on Hunter’s boat, pretending that every-
thing is normal.

Maybe, I reply. Got some family stuff going on.
You okay?



I pause, remembering her father’s job as the chief of
police. Will he be the one who arrests my uncle? Gawd,
what a mess. I’m about to reply when I get a creepy feeling.
What if the scary men are intercepting my texts? I pause to
listen for weird sounds but hear only the soft current
swishing past the hull and the distant cry of a gull.

I’ll tell you about it sometime, I finally type.
I try to read, but it’s impossible to concentrate. I go up on

deck, shrugging into one of Hunter’s thick coats. Outside,
the late-night glow makes the water shimmer. Most of the
boats are silent, but I hear the occasional muted conversa-
tion or the sound of the entrance gate closing on its hinges. I
curl up on the bow and drink in the huge sky, waiting for
the daylight to fade.

“PETRA,” I hear, startling me awake. I practically jump out of
my skin in fright, but Hunter’s looking down at me with a
look of such kindness that I’m instantly at ease.

“Come on,” he says, lifting me from my perch on the
bow. “We’re getting out of here.”

“What?” I ask, shaking the last of my sleep from my
mind. In Hunter’s arms, I watch the sky spin past me.
Hunter sets me down in the wheelhouse. After a long
embrace, he kisses me softly, then pulls back. “How does a
little late-night voyage sound?” he asks, a twinkle in
his eye.

I watch him shrewdly. “What’s happened?”
“I’ll tell you all about it later,” he says, raising an

eyebrow.
He leaves me to untie the Lou, then he’s back.
“Come here,” he says, and lifts me to him so I can stand
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at the wheel with him at my back while we motor slowly out
of the marina.

There’s no wind, so we continue motoring, passing the
last of the bigger boats moored to the buoys.

Outside the bay, a gentle breeze has stirred the water to a
scuffed and stippled landscape. Hunter has programmed
some sort of course into the navigation unit because he’s
watching it while his hands rest on the wheel. The motor
noise makes conversation pointless, so I try to be patient,
though my blood is zooming warm and fast in my veins,
having him this close. What happened tonight? Hunter
seems relaxed, so it must be something good. But is Gary
okay? Did Hunter get him away from those men? Is he in
jail? I think back to the conversation with my mom, and
what it means for my future.

A dark hump of landscape rises into view just as the sun
finally sets. I see two islands, one big, with a green, peaked
mountain, the other low and rocky. Hunter steers us to the
lee side of the larger one and slows the boat. I watch him
methodically go about anchoring the vessel, feeling excited
and happy and tired all at once.

He returns to the wheelhouse, his sharp eyes calm.
“You’re safe now,” he says, stroking the side of my face.

“Is Uncle Gary okay?” I ask.
Hunter nods. “The team will take good care of him.”
I feel my shoulders fall from the tight place by my ears.

“Thank you,” I say. “What about those men?”
“The team is ready for them.”
“What does that mean?” I ask, because I’m getting

images of gunfights and bombs dropping out of the sky.
“The important part is that you’re safe, and Gary’s being

taken care of, okay?”
I sigh. “Okay.”
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Hunter lifts my chin and kisses me, his warm lips
drawing mine between his. Our tongues swirl and dance,
sending a sizzling heat to the surface of my skin. My body
starts tingling and an ache for more of him takes over. This
is what I want—to have him make me forget about every-
thing, at least for a while. Maybe forever.

We kiss again, and my mind starts a slow, tumbling
freefall. I kiss him back, feeling my body surrender to him.
He caresses down my arms and I feel goosebumps rise. He
kisses down to the place behind my neck, sending instant
tingles over my skin, as his hands continue to my waist. He
caresses under my shirt, his thumbs rolling over my
hipbones. I reach for him, sliding my hands under his shirt
to where he’s firm and warm. I rub up his back, feeling his
muscular body, exploring. I think about the scars I’ve seen
and can’t help but wonder about the stories behind them.

Hunter tugs my shorts down so that I’m standing in my
panties. He returns to caressing my ass, his rough hands
molding the shape of me. I shiver with anticipation, so eager
to feel his body next to mine. Hunter slides my t-shirt aside
to nibble on my shoulder. The sensation of his smooth lips
suckling my skin makes my knees wobble. He glides his
fingers under the seam of my panties and follows it to where
hot blood is pumping hard.

“Have you been thinking about this while I was away?”
he growls into my ear.

I bite my lip. “Maybe,” I admit.
“Tell me sweetness, tell me everything,” he says.
By this point I’m so turned on that a slide show of

images are clicking through my mind. Of taking him deep
into my mouth while he grunts, his fingers raking through
my hair, of him lifting me into his arms and taking me hard
against the wall.
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“I think about how you’ll touch me,” I say, my voice
wavering with need.

He slides both thumbs under the seam of my panties
and glides them down, over the top of my quivering sex.
“Like this?” he says, his lips on my earlobe.

“Yes,” I whimper as his finger slides further into my
folds, where I’m soaked. My hips jump at his touch, and I
have to grip his waist firmly. He kisses me, his lips fierce and
dominant, his tongue twirling with mine. The sensation of
his slick tongue claiming my mouth and his thumbs
stroking me is shooting sparks of pleasure through me. I’m
breathing fast, gasping between his kisses.

“What else?” he asks as he reaches under my shirt and
brushes over my breast.

“That,” I say, barely able to get out the words. My whole
body is tingling, and everything starts to drift away: the boat,
the water, the forest.

He eases the fabric up so he can tease my bare skin.
I gasp as his fingers touch me in both of my most sensi-

tive places.
“You want more, don’t you?” he says. His fingers caress

and feather my peaks, and I can’t speak. I close my eyes as
he touches the other breast, his lips now biting the place
behind my ear. My knees practically buckle.

He scoops me into his arms and sets me on the nav
station, then tugs my panties off.

Shocked, I clamp my legs together.
“Nuh uh, sweetness,” he purrs. “I want to see all of you.”

He slips off his shirt and steps close to kiss me. I caress his
shoulders and down his firm biceps, savoring the heat radi-
ating off his skin. I wrap my legs around his waist, feeling
my wet folds press into his abdomen.

Hunter caresses my thighs, urging them apart. He breaks
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away from my lips to give me a look so full of heat that a
tingle races through me. Hunter lowers to kiss up my thigh,
while his hands hold me firmly.

He rotates my hips so that even more of me is exposed,
then I feel the heat of his lips on my folds. I close my eyes as
my desire quickly transforms into an ache. Hunter drags his
tongue and swirls his fingers in tandem, completely focused
on me so that within minutes, I’m prickly with a need that’s
almost painful.

“You taste so good,” he groans.
Then I feel his tongue flick near where nobody has ever

touched me. My body jerks away in surprise.
“Wait, what are you . . . ” I try to say but I don’t get a

chance to continue because his finger caresses to where I’m
tingling for more.

It’s so naughty, so dirty, that he’s touching me here, but I
remember the intense look in his eyes and know that I’m
helpless to resist him.

“That’s it, sweetness,” he says, circling my ring. “Noth-
ing’s off limits to me.”

I start to shiver, my breaths ragged as his finger slides
just inside my opening while his tongue pleasures my folds.
Feeling as though I might shake right off my perch, I grab
the top of Hunter’s head, my fingers grasping for purchase
in his hair. A searing heat explodes inside me, like a chem-
ical reaction has taken place and I’m glowing, radiating
energy into the night. Nobody has ever touched me like this,
talked to me like this, and it makes me feel wild, free, reck-
less almost.

I feel my climax start to coil tighter inside my core,
drawing energy from every corner of my body. My thoughts
are a blur, my fear and worry quickly falling away until
there’s nothing but Hunters touch and my desire and I’m
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rising, floating, expanding. All the sensations build up
inside me until my hips are tensed so tight and I’m panting,
whimpering.

“Come for me, Petra,” Hunter growls, his tongue
stroking and teasing.

It’s like he’s just said the magic password to paradise and
I shatter, opening my mouth to a series of cries that splinters
the silence around us. My eyes squeeze shut as I drink in
this feeling, my brain a burst of color and light and joy and
raw need.

I arch to him as the pulses flood through my body,
holding him tight, until the sensations fade and slowly, I
come back to earth.
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I KISS my way up to her hip where I suckle for a moment,
tasting her soft skin that’s turning salty from all of my atten-
tion. I can feel her body still shuddering. I kiss her belly, my
lips soft, playful, nibbling her still-erect nipple.

I pull her shirt off and kiss the rest of the way to her
neck, pulling her into my arms so that her legs wrap around
my waist. Her wet pussy presses against my abs, sending my
desire through the roof. I slide her off the dashboard and
kiss her hard, my lips devouring hers. She kisses me back
and our breaths are quickly accelerating once again.

“Nobody’s ever…” she looks at me with a shyness that
stirs my desire even more “…done that to me.”

“We’re just getting started, sweetness,” I say, placing her
on her feet. “I have plenty more that I’m gonna do to you.”

I kiss her, my tongue swirling with hers. I can tell she’s



surprised to taste herself, and I get another shiver of desire
racing over my skin. So much more I can show you, I think.

I give her perfect ass a little spank, and she gasps, but
her kisses tell me what it does to her.

“Can I…touch you?” she asks, and fuck if this doesn’t
make the beast inside me roar.

I take her hands and place them on the waistband of my
jeans. Her fingers start to unbuckle my belt. After touching
her and hearing her cries, my cock is more than ready for
her. So when she slides my pants down and reaches inside
my briefs, her hot touch sends a shock wave of energy
through me. I release a sound that’s halfway between a
groan and a hiss—I’m so fucking hard my eyes are watering.

“Take me into your mouth, sweetness,” I say urging her
to her knees.

I see a look of trepidation cross her sweet face, but her
eyes show me her hunger. She lowers to her knees and grips
me, then slides her lips around me. Slowly, she takes me
deeper, and it’s all I can do not to come right then. I brace
one arm against the ceiling, and I brush the other through
her hair, gripping a handful of it at the back of her head to
guide her.

She gets me all the way inside and holy hell is it sexy to
watch her mouth start to move. I watch her delicate
eyelashes flutter closed, her cheeks rosy and pink and so
smooth, like a doll’s. You’d think this would make me want
to be gentle with her, to go easy this first time, but it has the
opposite effect and soon I’m urging her faster, drinking in
the sight of her lips wrapped tight around me.

Her mouth feels like pure heaven. I can feel my climax
that has been building since I took her on the nav station
start to rise. I thrust faster, losing control.
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“Grip me with both of your hands, sweetness,” I say,
urging her other hand to the base of my shaft. She does, and
the resulting increase in pressure on my cock sends me
higher still. Petra grunts for breath as I urge her on, my
hand gripping her hair. “I’m gonna come into your mouth,
sweet girl, and I want you to swallow for me, okay?” I growl,
feeling my release boiling up from deep inside me.

She grunts, her mouth bobbing in time with my now-
pulsing cock.

“Good girl,” I growl. She grips my shaft tighter and the
climax hits me like a bomb. I close my eyes as the sensations
of pleasure and pure sweetness pour into me, releasing me
from the emotions I keep locked inside. For these few
peaceful moments, everything is right in the world. That
Petra is giving me this gift brings on a feeling even more
powerful than just the release alone.

I don’t understand it—I only know that I don’t want it to
end. I hold her there as the sensations blast through me,
drenching my brain in liquid glory. When it’s over I caress
down her face, my core quivering. She kisses up to my
abdomen, her lips soft on my hot skin.

I comb her long hair over her shoulder and she finally
looks up. I’m betting that she’s never deep-throated a man
like that before and I want to make sure it hasn’t been too
much for her. But the fire in her eyes tells me all I need to
know, and fuck if that doesn’t stoke my engine all over again.

I lift her to her feet and scoop her over my shoulder. She
starts to squirm.

“Hunter!” she cries, “Put me down!”
“Not yet,” I say carrying her belowdecks. I stride to my

bunk and toss her onto the bed. My adrenaline is still
cranked but that feeling of lightness, of peace, hasn’t faded,
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and I smile to myself, unable to think about anything else
but making it last, for both of us. Petra lands on her back
with her eyes wide.

“More,” I growl, moving in.
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I SPREAD her thighs and press her firmly to the bed. I stop
for a taste of her delicious honey, enjoying the way I can
make her squirm so easily.

Petra moans.
I kiss up her belly, tasting her warm skin, my hands

exploring. I slide one hand to her back and unclasp her bra,
then tug it off. I’ve been dreaming about her perfect breasts
since the moment I laid eyes on her, so when I lower my
mouth to finally taste her soft, supple skin, my desire jumps
another notch.

Petra whimpers as I flick my tongue and caress, rolling
her peak between my fingers. She feels so full and perfect in
my hands, like a ripe peach. I taste her there while Petra
arches into my mouth, her hands curling into my hair. I take
her other hand to my shaft and show her how to stroke me,
and soon we’re both gasping and writhing on the sheets. My



need claim her, to possess every inch of her fills my brain,
blocking out everything else.

I reach to a side drawer for a condom and slip it on, then
roll to my back. I lift her leg over my lap and watch her face
as I lower her hips to me. Her eyes are yearning and so full
of hunger that an electric feeling of need shivers through
me. I lock onto her opening and slowly lower her hips. She
sucks in her bottom lip and her eyes seem to brighten. I
know I need to go slow to let her get used to my size but
damn if this isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, with her
perfect tits just begging for my mouth and my big hands on
her waist, urging her lower.

Finally, I get all the way in. A shudder passes through
me as I hold her there for an instant to savor everything—
her walls gripping me tight, her warm skin on mine, her
perfect face giving me a look of yearning.

Slowly, I urge her hips up and down, moving our bodies
in synch. Petra’s face clenches with pleasure.

“Hands behind your back, angel,” I say, guiding her
hands from my waist. She obeys, clasping them for me.

Her chest arches to my touch when my thumbs flick
over her peaks. She rocks against me, our bodies so
perfectly in tune that I feel another release building, but it’s
even more complete now, almost like the gears and cogs on
some rusty old machine are clicking into place. I think
about how none of my past mistakes matter when I’m with
her. I feel free, and full of something good, pure. It catches
me by surprise because I don’t feel like I deserve this.

My hands move to her hips to guide her. Her body
welcomes me, her thighs gripping me tight while her shoul-
ders arch back for me, and I watch her, transfixed. Feelings I
don’t understand crowd into my mind. Never have I felt like
this before, so in tune with another person. It’s like I can

72 DAKOTA DAVIES



sense her hope, her needs, and it makes me want to be there
to see every one of them through. I put her hands on my
shoulders and lower her breast to my lips, needing to hear
her cries fill my ears.

I feel her pussy tighten around me and start to tease her
nipple with my teeth. Her whole body tightens, coiling up
for release.

She arches to my mouth as we move faster, her whim-
pers filling my little cabin. I grip her waist so tightly that I’m
sure I’m leaving marks as I urge her to take me nice and
deep. Petra comes undone, her wild, guttural cries pushing
me over the edge. Her fingers clamp down on my shoulders
while her climax shudders through her. I pause, trying to
hold on just a moment longer to feel everything with her.

When she comes down, I urge her upright so I can
watch her ride me as I come. Her eyes are still closed and a
beautiful flush colors her cheeks. I stroke her beautiful
body, from her slippery folds all the way up to her perfect
breasts, my hands so full of vigor that I’m probably leaving
marks on her skin. But I don’t care. Let her body be marked
by my touch, let everyone know that now, she belongs to me.

I feel my climax building, filling my muscles with a
tingling, yearning desire. I grasp Petra’s waist and guide her,
moving faster, my arms like pistons until the first bomb hits
and I explode. Petra’s legs squeeze my hips, her body trem-
bling as I thrust. When I’m finally spent and my core seizes
with aftershocks, I bring Petra against my chest and wrap
my arms around her.

Slowly, we come to rest, our breaths heaving. It feels so
good to hold her like this. I love the way she fits right into
my embrace, like she was molded perfectly just for me.

• • •
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WHEN I WAKE, I can tell that it’s still early because the walls
of Hunter’s cabin are bathed with a buttery glow. He must
already be awake because I can feel his touch feather down
my arm. I curl closer to him, savoring his warm skin and
how safe I feel in his strong arms.

My habit is to sleep as late as I possibly can, but my
mind is turning over the way he touched me, pleasured me
like no one ever has, and while I should feel shy about it, I
don’t. Instead, there’s this hunger, and curiosity. I want to
know everything about him, to give myself to him and his
aggressive way of making me feel good. I’m overwhelmed
with how connected I feel to him. I caress his chest,
delighting in how warm and firm he is everywhere.

“Do you think Uncle Gary’s okay?” I ask.
Hunter combs through my hair, brushing it over my

shoulder.
“He’s in good hands,” Hunter says.
“Tell me what happened,” I say.
He pulls my knee over his thigh and I get a little shiver

because this pulls us even closer.
Hunter strokes past my hip to my lower back. “The look

on his face when he saw us,” he says with a sigh. “It must be
so hard for him,” he adds. “I mean, here he is, so upside-
down, but he can’t stop. Can’t quit.” He shakes his head.

“Why?” I ask, because it’s so confusing.
“I don’t know. He’s probably always had a problem, but

something changed. Something that made him unable to
control it.”

I think about all the summer’s I’ve spent in Storm
Harbor. Gary used to stay home with me at night. We’d
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watch TV or sometimes we’d play cards. He let me have my
first beer. I get a rush of tenderness for him, and wish I knew
more about why he changed.

“What about those men?” I ask.
“If Gary’s in custody, they won’t be able to get to him.”
“So they’ll just…go away?”
“The team is aware of the situation.”
I think about this and wonder what he’s not telling me.

Will this ‘team’ try to do something about the debt? Will
they try to arrest them?

Hunter caresses my lower back and I relax against him,
listening to the sound of the waves wash up on the beach.

“Is that why you brought me here?” I ask.
“He was worried about you,” Hunter says. “I told him

you were safe. Once things settle down, we’ll head back, and
we can figure out what’s next.”

I tense as the memory of my mom and Creepy Richard
returns.

Hunter notices, because he shifts to look into my eyes.
“What’s wrong?”

“Home,” I say with a sigh. “I might not have much of one
anymore.”

Hunter frowns. “What happened?”
“My mom is selling our house so she can marry her

boyfriend,” I explain. “I…don’t know what I’m going to do.”
Despite trying so hard to be tough, I break down.

Hunter holds me for a long time. Then, he’s looking at
me again with those intense green eyes. “What do you want
to do?” he asks, wiping my tears with the side of his thumb.

So many people tell me what to do, my mom, Uncle
Gary, creepy Richard, even. The fact that Hunter isn’t gives
me a rush of confidence I didn’t know I had. Even though I
don’t have an answer, the fact that he’s here to support me
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feels so good that I’m okay with not knowing. “I’m not sure,”
I say.

He lifts an eyebrow.
I think about school. I have one more year of college,

and then I’ll have my communications degree. While I know
it’s important, I’m more disillusioned than ever. What will I
do after college? I haven’t given it much thought. It’s always
been in the future, some distant puzzle that I’ve been telling
myself I have time to figure out—later. But now that every-
thing’s changed, the future feels like it’s happening
right now.

“I mean, I haven’t really stopped to think about it.”
“Maybe it’s time you did,” Hunter says.
He holds me, and it feels so good, so safe, like I’m a bird

perched on the edge of a big, strong tree, stretching my
wings.
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“COME ON SLEEPYHEAD,” Hunter says, and kisses me again.
“I’ll make you breakfast.”

I groan because it would suit me much better to stay
in bed.

He tucks me into a flannel shirt he pulls from a stack of
clothes folded neatly into a cubby. The soft fabric soothes
my skin and smells like him—a combination of spruce and
salt air. It’s way too big for me so I push up the sleeves and
wrap the front across me.

He washes up then pulls out a carton of eggs from his
tiny fridge and gets to work. I try to wake up by watching his
big hands whip the eggs. He fills a tiny stovetop espresso
maker with coffee and sets it to boil. Soon the cabin smells
deliciously of fresh coffee and golden-brown eggs. He serves
everything up on chipped plates and thick ceramic mugs
and we sit in his little eating nook. After tasting how good



everything is, I realize how hungry I am, and soon I’m prac-
tically licking my plate.

“Better?” he says, grinning. I realize he’s been watching
me. He holds a cup of coffee in both hands, and I’m again in
awe of how big they are. His bare chest ripples and I shiver,
thinking about his muscular arms carrying me off to his
bed. But then what? Thinking about my future makes my
head hurt and a scary sadness trickle into my heart. Hunter
is leaving for the Northwest Passage. Gary will go to prison.
My mom will be enjoying her new life with a man she
doesn’t love.

I take my plate to the kitchen, and Hunter follows. I start
to wash the dishes, with Hunter at my side. Feeling him so
close to me gets my blood pumping and soon I can feel my
body warming, tingling. Hunter brushes past my arm and I
practically jump. I’m terrified that once we sail back to
Storm Harbor, I’m never going to see him again.

Hunter pauses, and I feel his body tighten. We lock eyes,
and it’s like he can read my thoughts. Every nerve ending is
suddenly firing, spinning me out of control with desire, and
need.

I close my eyes as he lowers his lips to mine, and I feel
his hands slide around my waist. It feels so good when he
holds me like this. Suddenly I want Hunter so much, my
very own wild coast outlaw, to protect me, to keep me safe,
to care for me like this, so much so that I want to give him
everything.

As we kiss, I feel my blood start to pump harder, and my
head starts to swim with renewed desire. I’m starting to
want him all over again even though my mind tells me it’s
crazy. But I don’t care—being with Hunter feels so right.

Hunter grasps my hips to pull my body closer, the heat
from his chest radiating into mine. His hardness presses
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against me. I moan with anticipation at the thought of how
good he can make me feel.

A shiver passes through me, and my legs actually trem-
ble. We kiss again, his lips crushing mine, his tongue
swirling hot in my mouth. I start to breathe faster, and my
body wants him closer, to feel his smooth skin and firm
hands on me. I kiss him back, my lips meeting his hungrily. I
feel the rush of desire take hold of me, like some powerful
urge I couldn’t deny if I tried. It rises inside me to a powerful
craving so intense that I start to ache.

It’s as if Hunter can hear my thoughts, because he pulls
off my oversized shirt and lifts my breasts in his hands. My
skin hardens between his fingers and I arch into his touch,
my mouth opening in pleasure.

He shuffles us around so I’m facing the kitchen table.
“Bend over, sweetness,” Hunter growls in my ear.

Shocked that he could know how bad I want this, his
dirty words make it even hotter. I do as he says, surrendering
to him completely. The way he’s so sexy, yet so in control
makes me feel alive, and so wanted. It’s like nothing I’ve ever
felt before.

Behind me, I hear his pants land on the floor, then his
hands are sliding between my thighs to stroke my folds. The
sensation of him behind me like this, caressing me, makes
me gasp in anticipation.

I feel the tip of his erection slide between my legs, hot
and stiff against where I’m wet and already trembling. A
twinge of nervousness flutters through me because he’s so
big, and doing it this way will make him feel even bigger.
But I want it, I want him to show me everything.

Hunter keeps my legs pressed together with his feet, and
the feeling of him sliding against me is so sensual. I
remember what it was like to have him in my mouth. It felt
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so incredible, pleasuring him like that. Like his pleasure was
tied to him losing control, and that I could be that for him
made me feel like I had some kind of superpower. I want
him to be reckless with me like that again.

“Hunter!” I groan, feeling sticky and so needy that I’m
going to explode.

“You want me inside you again, is that it?”
“I do,” I gasp. “Is it wrong?”
He leans over me, his strong body wrapping around me.

“Nothing about this is wrong,” he says, and kisses my neck,
his lips firm against my skin, as if he could devour me. His
cock throbs between my legs, and I feel my hips start to
quiver because the craving to have him is so powerful, like
the hit from a drug I can’t live without.

He thrusts in deep and slow, all the way. I gasp because
this time, he’s not holding back. It’s delicious and almost
painful because he’s so big and everything feels so tight and
raw from everything we did last night. But I love that I do
this to him, that I unleash his wildness, and that it awakens
desires I didn’t know I had. I whimper as he slides back. I’m
so wet my thighs feel slick. And then he reaches up to grip
my shoulder, arching firmly back in, filing me to the hilt
again. I tilt my hips and feel his body press against my folds.
Yes, I think, trying to breathe.

“I can feel how much you want this, angel,” he growls,
his voice rich and rumbly, like thunder. He thrusts into me
again, faster this time, his body pressing me forward but the
firm hand on my shoulder pulling me back at the same
time. I can feel the edge of the kitchen table digging into my
hips but I don’t care because I want this so much.

I close my eyes as he starts to drive faster, and I think I
start to drift away because my thoughts and fears fade into
the background. I start to lose track of being on the boat,
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almost like a part of me is blending into the air around us.
There is only this feeling of Hunter moving with me, his
body giving me a kind of pleasure I’ve never felt, the sound
of his breathing, and his big hand gripping my shoulder.

And then I feel his finger circling around my asshole,
and I think yes. My juices make everything feel slippery
and my body is buzzing with a feeling of freedom and
wild desire. Hunter thrusts inside me as his finger eases
past my ring so that I feel him inside. A bolt of pleasure
shoots through me and my body starts to shiver. It’s the
most intense feeling, like every pleasure button in my
body has been turned on. He arches into me, deeper this
time, while his hand on my shoulder braces me against
him. My climax explodes, my cries rising from deep inside
me. He thrusts into both places, moving faster, and I lose
control completely, squeezing my eyes shut and gripping
the table as more pleasure than I’ve ever felt floods
through me.

After I come down, Hunter slides out of me. He spreads
my thighs, pausing to stroke my pussy from behind. My
thighs are still trembling and my mind hums with the
falling tide of my climax. But feeling him touch me again
stirs my desire and within moments, I’m breathing fast and
arching to his touch. Then, I feel the fat, hard head of his
cock against my most forbidden place.

Oh god, I think. While the bad girl part of me wants this,
the other part is scared.

“Nothing’s off limits to me, sweetness, not even this,” he
growls, as if he can read my thoughts.

He urges my shoulders down so that my ass is tipped
even higher, and then I feel his shaft pushing against my
ring. A tingling pleasure starts to shiver through my body.
The pressure increases and I close my eyes so I can focus on
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the intensity of this mix of anticipation and forbidden
desire.

Then, I feel his slick hardness push through my
opening.

I gasp.
“That’s it,” he says, his grip firm on my waist.
He thrusts further in, slowly, and it feels so intense. A

mix of discomfort and naughty, wicked pleasure.
Hunter hisses, his grip on my hips firm. He strokes down

to my folds, my wetness making his rough fingers feel silky.
A kind of shiver trembles through my core as he pushes

deeper inside me, pleasuring me with a kind of fullness I’ve
never experienced. The sensation of his fingers stroking my
folds while he’s inside this forbidden place makes me feel
wild, like some secret part of me has been unleashed. My
head swirls with desire. Yes, I think, take this. Take all of me.

He moves his hips in little thrusts, just enough that the
last of my discomfort disappears. An intense, raw pleasure
blooms in its place, warming my skin all the way up to the
back of my neck.

I inhale a shaky gasp. I never thought this could feel so
good. I’ve never felt so turned on, that this giant, rough man
would want me like this.

Hunter moves a little deeper, and suddenly, I’m shooting
towards another climax. It’s like Hunter can feel this,
because he moves perfectly, and the fact that he knows
exactly how much I can take rockets me another step higher.
My core coils tighter and tighter, creating a deep ache that
pulses inside me. I start to come, my body going tense. I cry
out, sharp little yelps that I stop hearing because I’m soar-
ing, shooting into space as the pleasure multiplies with
every thrust.

My climax fades as Hunter’s big hands grasp my hips,
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and I lose myself in the shuddering pleasure of him domi-
nating this dirty place. Grunting, he moves me faster, until
with a final roar he arches firmly into me, and I feel him
pulsing, quivering against my thighs.

He slides out of me and pulls me upright, wrapping his
arms around my waist. I can feel his hot breath on my neck
and his wet lips on my skin as he kisses me there, his heart
pounding against my spine.
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AFTER I HEAT water in a giant pot, I take Petra to the back
deck and use a sponge to gently wash her body. She’s so
unbelievably perfect. I take my time, caressing her while I
rinse her skin until it shines. I wrap her in a towel and settle
her on the edge of the boat while I jump in.

“You’re crazy!” she shrieks, recoiling from my splash.
The cold freezes me but it’s invigorating. I swim back to

the ladder and dry off next to her, my body alive with a
sudden energy. I pull her into my arms and let my breathing
normalize.

“I wish we didn’t have to go back,” Petra says, cradled in
my arms.

I stroke the side of her face and kiss her. “We’ll face it
together.”

She kisses me back, her fingers curling around my waist.
My skin practically jumps at her touch. I think of every-



thing we’ve done, and how I don’t want this to be the end.
We have so much more to share.

We dress and ready the boat for our departure. I hoist
the anchor, then motor out of the lee of the island until we
catch the evening breeze and I can raise the sails.

Watching her scuttle around my boat, winching sails or
manning lines does something to me. I see our future play
out in front of my eyes. I see us in Greenland, going for
hikes, or sailing along frozen coastlines, and battling storms
together. I see us walking hand in hand through European
cities. I want to start every day seeing her smile. Then plea-
suring every inch of her so that she’s marked by me, so that
everyone knows she’s mine.

It’s late by the time we round the breakwater protecting
Storm Harbor. We lower the sails and I motor the Lou slowly
towards the docks, passing the handful of larger boats tied
to anchor buoys. On one of them, a racing sailboat, a young
couple is above deck, moving around. I hear their lounge-
style music playing across the still water.

When we coast into my slip and tie up, the reality of
what I have to do next begins to weigh on me. Even though
we’ve only been away for barely day, it felt like much longer.
It makes me grateful that soon I’ll be moving on soon,
following my dream.

Only now, I have a different dream.
As we motor into the harbor, I get a cryptic message

from Brent: The chickens are on the loose.
Fuck.
This means that something went wrong with Gary’s

intervention. I tell Petra that I’m going to have to go out. I
secure the Lou and gear up.

“Is it about Uncle Gary?” she asks from the cabin
doorway.
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“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I say.
Petra watches me with fearful eyes as I holster my

weapon and shoulder my backpack. “I’m scared,” she says.
The thought of leaving her is tearing me apart, but I

have to do this. I touch her pretty face and swear to myself
that I’ll never let anything keep me from her again.

“Stay on the boat.”
“Okay,” she says, taking a deep breath.
With that, I kiss her, feeling her warm lips lock with

mine. Our tongues swirl and I feel my blood start to pound.
I’m tempted to sweep her up in my arms and carry her back
to my bedroom, but I can’t.

This is the last time I’ll ever refuse her, I think, imagining
how I’ll undress her, slowly, kissing every inch of her, then
how I’ll pleasure her until we’ve both had our fill.

That could take days, I think, grinning to myself. Or a
lifetime.

I break away, and our eyes connect. Then, I turn away
from her and climb the ladder.

“ABOUT TIME,” Brent’s tense voice says through the line
when I call him on the Sat phone five minutes later.

“Do we need to review the terms of my contract?” I say,
then regret it. Even though Brent hired me only for simple
surveillance, I should have stuck close. “Everything was
under control when I left them,” I say. “What happened?”

“He signed the confession, then it got ugly.”
My stomach drops.
“He stabbed Connelly, then fled.”
I suck in a breath, trying to imagine the scene. Gary feels

cornered, so took the only opportunity he had to escape. I
have a million questions—starting with how a beaten-down,
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sleep-deprived gambling junkie managed to pull this off.
How did he get a knife? When we apprehended him, he was
clean. “How’s Connelly?”

“Pissed.” Brent sighed. “But out of commission with ten
stitches. Gary was just looking for a diversion.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, he got it.” My mind switches gears.
“Okay, what’s the status?”

“He hasn’t boarded any planes or used his cards,” Brent
said. “Not that he could, they’ve all been frozen.”

I think through other options, like a border crossing, but
all roads leading east towards the Canadian border 800
miles away dead-end at the Alaska Range, the state’s largest
mountains. So, Gary would have to fly. Russia is actually
closer, but that would require a flight as well, or a boat.

“His boat,” I say, imagining Gary slipping away.
“Checked it,” Brent replies.
“Damn,” I say, because that felt like a solid lead.

“Where’d his car end up?” I ask.
“A shopping center, then he ditched it.”
I groan. “We underestimated this guy,” I say. “How’s the

team?”
“Frustrated as hell,” Brent replies.
I sift through ideas, trying to put myself in Gary’s shoes.

What’s his plan? To hide until things blow over? He has to
know that they won’t. Or maybe it’s bigger than that.

The realization hits me. The only reason Gary would
run like this is if he was scared.

“We ever find out anything about those goons?” I ask.
“Oh, you’re gonna love this,” Brent says. “They work for

a Russian mafia playboy who specializes in high-risk loans.
His family members are secret investors in several casinos,
including the one our compadre likes to frequent.”

“Oh, shit,” I sigh. No wonder Gary is making such
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terrible choices. He’s borrowed more than he can repay, and
they’ve decided it’s time to collect.

“I know Alaska’s big and all, but he can’t be that far away.
He’s got a mountain range to the east, and a very cold ocean
to the west,” Brent says.

“I’ll find him,” I say.
“I know you will,” Brent replies.
Brent tells me he has the second agent, Fuller, staking

out Gary’s house while I try to pick up his trail. We’re to
check in on the hour. There’s the very real possibility that
the henchmen are looking for Gary too. What fun it would
be if we all showed up at Gary’s hideout at the same time.
Like a party, only with firepower.

After hanging up with Brent, I drive to the shopping
center in McKenzie and find Gary’s car. Inside the glove box,
I find a map, his fishing and hunting license, a brochure for
a cruise up the fjord in Glacier Bay, a frayed charging cord
that looks chewed by rats. I look under the seats but find
only gummy bits of trash. In the back, I find a box of fishing
tackle and a Tupperware bin, which is empty. I peer inside,
noticing the dried dirt inside the bottom. What was in here?
I think, turning over all the clues, waiting for something to
click.

I close the back hatch and scan the car once more.
What’s missing? I ask myself, making a mental inventory of
what I don’t see: any personal effects like wallet, keys.

Keys.
If Gary had wanted to abandon his car, why wouldn’t he

leave the keys? Though it feels like a longshot—dropping a
set of keys in a pocket is an ingrained habit—it might mean
something. Gary would know his house was being moni-
tored, but maybe he thought he could sneak in. His boat key
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might be on his keyring too. But he hadn’t shown up at
either of those places.

So maybe he had somewhere else to go.
I call Brent back.
“Petra said he spends time at his cabin.”
Brent grunts. “The foreclosed one?”
“Has the bank sold it yet?” I ask.
Brent taps a few keys. “Hard to tell, the loan’s been sold

about four times,” he replies.
I think back to the wedding Petra and Gary attended—

wasn’t the groom a hunting guide? “What about cabins his
family members own?”

I wait as Brent tapped a series of keys. “Yep. His brothers
each have properties. Plus, one of the brother’s kids has
one.”

“Send me the locations,” I say.
“Done,” Brent says. “You want to me to get Fuller to

rendezvous with you?”
“No,” I say because I don’t want to leave Gary’s house

exposed. I could be wrong about the cabin, and Gary is
waiting for a gap in coverage to access his house. Maybe
there’s something there he wants before he tries to slip away
for good.

Something is bugging me about my plan, however, but
the more I try to capture it, the more it flits away. Why hasn’t
Gary left town? When he asked me about Petra at the
casino, I remember his relief in hearing my promise to keep
her safe. In that moment, did Gary realize he could be free
of responsibility?

Each cabin is located in a different valley. There has to
be a way to find out which one he’s most likely to use—like
calling one of his brothers. But that would mean alerting
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them that something’s wrong. I’ll table that idea until it’s
absolutely necessary.

That leaves one person who might know: Petra.
I sit in the Suburban weighing my options. I could call

her but it would frighten her too much, and what if her
phone is being monitored? I could drive back to the marina
to talk to her—that way I could make sure she’s okay—but
it’s a thirty-minute drive in the opposite direction of the
cabins. Plus, if I go back, there’s a chance I may draw
unwanted attention to her. Right now, she’s safe on the Lou,
out of sight.

A terrifying thought rises to the surface. If her phone is
being monitored, then those goons know where she is.

The conversation Petra overheard returns to my mind
and the word that had turned my blood to ice: insurance.

Oh fuck, I think as my heart starts to hammer against my
chest. I start the Suburban and gun the engine for the exit.
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I DON’T HEAR them until one of them is right over me,
pointing a gun at my head.

I try to scream but the man clamps a hand over my
mouth.

“Get up!” he says in an angry voice. They are dressed in
black cargo pants and sweaters, with black wool hats pulled
low and black paint under their malicious eyes.

I scramble to my knees but realize I’m dressed only in a
t-shirt.

In a flash, I snatch the sheet up to cover me. The second
man gives me a long, suggestive look. Though his face is
painted with black, I can see his skin is scarred and pock-
marked and his large nose looks crooked, and I realize he’s
one of the scary men from outside Brock’s wedding. He
exchanges a glance with the man holding the gun, and I
recognize him as the partner in the shiny shoes.



“Who are you? What do you want?” I cry, shaking with
fear.

“Get dressed. You’re coming with us,” the man holding
the gun says with an accent I can’t place.

“Where’s Hunter?” I say, my voice uneven, raw.
“You better shut that pretty little mouth, or we’ll give you

something to fill it,” he says with a lecherous grin that
reveals a mouthful of yellowed, uneven teeth.

I don’t want to do anything to provoke these men. These
men can hurt me. They might even enjoy it. I nod, too
scared to speak. I’m still clutching the sheet close to my
body, and wish they’d turn away so I don’t have to suffer
through them watching me.

The one with the gun narrows his eyes. Then he nudges
the other one. They exchange a look, and then turn their
backs. “Make it fast,” he says, crossing his arms.

I quickly pull on my clothes, my mind searching for a
way to let Hunter know what’s happened. As soon as he
finds me missing, I know he’ll come after me.

My doubt from earlier returns and I panic. What if
Hunter is too busy with whatever went wrong with Gary to
come for me?

No, I tell myself. What Hunter told me is real. He will
come for me. I have to believe it. Otherwise I think I’d die
right here.

But how will he find me? I have to leave him a clue,
something so he’ll know where to start. Think! I tell myself
as I hurry into my shorts. Then, I feel it. My cell phone is
still in my back pocket. I watch the men to make sure they
are still looking ahead, then slide my phone out, clicking the
silence toggle on the side to make sure it doesn’t make any
noise.

I disable the password function then press the voice

92 DAKOTA DAVIES



memo button. Sliding the phone under the sheet to hide it, I
hope it won’t be too muffled, and that the recording will save
automatically. I won’t be here to do it myself.

“Time’s up,” the gunman says, turning. The other man
does the same, and suddenly I’m so scared I can barely
stand.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask, my breath loud in my
throat.

The gunman steps close, and I can smell the stale ciga-
rettes on his breath. “Don’t worry, if Uncle Gary does as we
say, you’ll be released very soon.”

“And if he doesn’t?” I ask in my quivery voice, unable to
stop myself.

“Then it will be very bad for you,” he says. He lifts a
strand of my hair with his fingers and trails it down. “But
good for us,” he says with a grin that makes me tremble.

The man behind him starts to chuckle, and I try to back
away, even though Hunter’s cabin is a dead end. I’m hoping
for a miracle, a hole in the wall to suddenly appear so I can
run and get away from these horrible men and their plans
for me.

Because I know that Gary won’t save me.
Hunter is my only hope.
But then, the other man wraps something over my

mouth and though I struggle, within seconds, everything
fades to black.

Hunter

EVEN BEFORE I STEP ABOARD, I know something isn’t right. It
comes from years being a soldier, relying on my instincts to
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keep me alive. I race belowdecks, calling her name as my
feet pound the floor to the bedroom.

She’s not there.
I call her name again, check the tiny head, the kitchen

—thinking maybe she fell asleep on the bench seat, or that
maybe she’s sick. Maybe she went home, even though I
told her to stay on the boat. My mind goes through all the
possibilities, quickly discarding them as the evidence
mounts. If she went home, Brent would have alerted me.
And I can’t imagine Petra leaving the Lou for any other
purpose.

She’s gone.
There’s only one possibility, but it makes my blood burn.
I lean against the galley table to try to calm my breath-

ing. I won’t be able to find her unless I can think.
This is my fault. I thought I had everything handled. I

thought by removing her from Gary’s world, she’d be safe.
But they’d been using Petra to threaten Gary all along. I

just need a little more time, Gary had said into his phone the
night I broke into the office.

Obviously, Gary’s time was up.
So, did Gary escape to try to prevent them from using

Petra, or did he flee to one of these hunting cabins, trusting
me to keep her safe? Either way, I’ve failed.

Just like El Salvador.
I shake this ugly thought from my mind. I can’t think

about the past. The only thing that matters is finding Petra.
Those sharks will hold Petra as collateral until Gary

pays. But Gary doesn’t have the money, his financial records
made that clear. Whatever he’s been stealing from the dock
project isn’t there. His savings account is bone dry. His credit
cards maxxed. Only one possibility: he’s gambled everything
he stole in an attempt to make money from thin air, and lost
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it. It’s the curse of a compulsive gambler. They never know
when to quit.

I block the series of images flooding my brain of what
bad people do to girls like Petra. As a SEAL, I’ve freed my
share of prisoners, and though I granted these people their
freedom, they will be forever broken.

I have to get Petra back, before that happens to her.
I go to the bedroom and try to recreate the scene. The

sheets are tangled. Petra’s clothes are gone. There’s a faint
musty scent I noticed when I first entered the space, and
now that I’m here again I realize what it means: they
drugged her.

I close my eyes and think. Where would they take her?
I push off from the bed but feel something hard under

my fingertips. I rip back the sheets and find Petra’s phone.
I tap the home button before I can make sense of why

I’m doing it. What I see gives me hope. It’s a recording—
Petra must have started it.

I hit the “end” button and the recording loads. It’s fifty-
two minutes long, meaning they’ve had her for almost an
hour. The thought takes me out at the knees. I push “play.”

Time’s up a voice with an accent says. Russian.
Where are you taking me? She’s being so brave, but I can

tell that she’s terrified.
My fists clench when the voice replies: Don’t worry, if

Uncle Gary does as we say, you’ll be returned very soon.
And if he doesn’t? Her scared voice shatters my heart.
Then it will be very bad for you. But good for us.
I can barely contain my rage. But I can’t lose control. I

have to find her. Once I do, I can make these men pay.
In the next section of the recording I hear them moving

Petra, so I know they must have knocked her out, most likely
with isoflurane.
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But the recording hasn’t given me anything except
confirmation. I need more. Come on! I glare at the screen,
waiting, but there’s nothing else. I put the phone down.
Where would they take her?

The idea comes to me slowly, but the more I imagine it,
the more I know I’m right. That yacht. The one that looked
like it belonged to some Euro pop star—or a mafia playboy.

I grab the Sat phone and call Brent.
“I got a situation,” I say, my voice sharp as a whip.
“Now what?” he says.
I give him the pass-down, including my plan to get

aboard the yacht.
“You sure?” Brent says. “Let me get you backup. Five

hours, tops, and you’ll have a full team.”
“You know that I don’t have that long.”
Brent exhales. “I don’t like you going solo like this. You

sure your judgement isn’t a bit clouded here?”
“My judgement is crystal clear.”
Brent pauses. “Okay, I’ll be tracking you.”
“If I don’t come back,” I say, my throat shutting down

because the idea of me failing means that Petra will end up
in the hands of those monsters. “Blow those fuckers out of
the water.”

“Affirmative,” Brent says. “But I won’t need to, brother.
You’re coming back.”
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I WAKE IN A SMALL, dark space with a persistent headache.
Instantly I know I’m on a boat because of the smell of diesel
fuel and the salty cotton scent of the cushions. It’s a small
cabin, the sides curved with the shape of the bow, and a low
ceiling. My hands are bound tightly with rope.

I am relieved to discover that I still have my clothes on.
I feel around as best I can for any more clues or a way

out. There’s no window. After rolling to my feet, my head
pounding as I stand, I try the door but it’s locked. I listen
against the seam but hear nothing except waves lapping the
side of the vessel and the hum of some kind of appliance.
Where are the men who kidnapped me?

Then, the ceiling creaks above me. I trace what I think
are footsteps walking on the deck. I can’t hear the men, but I
imagine them pacing, waiting. But waiting for what?

Has Hunter returned and found my phone?



Where is Uncle Gary?
It will be very bad for you. But good for us.
I shudder. I have to find a way out of here.
Just then, I hear a snatch of conversation, getting louder.

Someone is coming. I jump back from the door, but not
before I hear: “All of it. Do you understand?”

My door opens and the man storms in, eyes dark and
dangerous. “Here,” he says, and thrusts the phone at my ear.

“Petra?” Uncle Gary’s voice cries out.
“Gary!” I try to shout, but my voice comes out like a

croak.
“Oh my God, Petra, are you all right? Have they hurt

you? I swear I’ll…” He gives a desperate sob.
“No,” I say, my mind spinning. Can I give him some kind

of clue as to where I am? I glance at my captor but his
threatening expression stops me cold. “I’m…okay.”

“Petra—”
But the man snatches the phone from my ear and turns

away. The door slams shut and I hear him growl: “You have
one hour until we start taking turns with the girl, and we are
not gentlemen.”

A cold shiver seizes my skin. An hour until… we are not
gentlemen. I cry out in anguish. What am I going to do?

I cower in the corner as the voices outside the door talk
in whatever language they speak. I can tell they’re angry and
wonder if they’ll come for me in the meantime, use me as a
distraction.

I start to whimper as I think of all the horrible things
they could do to me.

I force myself to be calm. They haven’t beaten me yet. I
have to be ready to take advantage of any opportunity. I tell
myself I’m strong, that I can fight.

I can’t depend on Gary. He’s had days to repay them, so
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there’s no way he’ll be able to produce that kind of money in
an hour. He’d have to rob a bank.

The air is stuffy in my cave, and I feel like the walls are
closing in. I go to the door and knock with my bound hands.
“Hello?” I call into the darkness. “Please,” say, realizing how
desperate I sound. “Is someone there?” I pause, hoping
someone can hear me. I knock again and listen.

Finally, I hear footsteps approach and step back. The
door swings open and the second man, the one with the
pitted skin who leered at my body, gives me a smirk.

“I need to use the restroom,” I say.
His lids lower in suspicion.
I try not to look nervous. I have no idea what I’m doing,

or if it will work.
He grips my arm and yanks me from the cabin. I hurry

alongside him as he half-drags me to a small door on the
other side of the boat.

“Two minutes,” he says in his gruff, accented voice.
I hurry inside and close the door behind me, my heart

thumping against my temples. Quickly, I dig through the
shelves for anything that might be useful—a razor blade,
nail clippers, even a toothbrush. I imagine myself gauging
the man’s eye socket with one and grimace. Do I have what
it takes to do something like that?

Then, my fingers grab at something, almost hidden
behind a small box: a lighter. I snatch it up just as the door
pops open.

Keeping my back to the man, I flush and manage to
cram the lighter between the base of where my hands are
bound together.

The man comes to grab my arm and together, with me
shuffling awkwardly alongside him, we cover the distance
back to my cell.
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I step inside, expecting him to close the door behind me,
but he follows, the light from outside slanting across his
scary face and shiny black eyes.

I shuffle away from him until my back hits the interior
wall. I gasp as he moves in, wearing a look that fills me with
sickening dread.

His finger touches the gap between my collarbones, then
slides slowly down, between my breasts to my navel, where
he pauses just above where my hands are bound—the
lighter hidden only inches away.

“Soon,” he whispers in my ear, his hot breath stale in my
face.

I turn away and close my eyes, frantic that he’s going to
find the lighter and punish me.

But then he steps away and is gone.
I collapse onto the narrow bunk and curl into a ball, my

breath coming in gasps that turn to sobs. Desperate, I think
through all the scenarios: I could try to burn the rope
binding my hands, but then what? Can I find a way to break
the lock? I could start a fire. But what if they don’t let me out
and I stay trapped? I’ll die in the flames.

I slip the lighter from its hiding place and reposition it in
my hand, the small metal wheel feeling cold against my
thumb.

How much time do I have left? I choke on a sob as I
imagine what they are going to do to me. And when they’re
done, if they haven’t killed me, I’ll wish they had.

I won’t suffer like that. I search the cabin for anything
else I can use, lifting the cushions, tracing the seam in the
shelf along the wall, until in the corner, I feel something
small and metal. I pluck it from where its wedged and bring
it into the light: a little flag, like the ones you pin on a map.

Closing my eyes, I force my brain to make a plan.
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Hunter

I SLIP INTO THE ICY, black water and begin the long swim
towards the target, relying on the stealthy and efficient
combat stroke I’ve used on countless missions.

My wetsuit suctions against me as I scissor kick and pull
with my arms, gliding through the water like an eel. I’m
oblivious to the cold water burning my face and hands. I can
only think of Petra, and the actions I will soon take to
free her.

Inside the pouch attached to my chest are my Sig Sauer
and several small charges. My knife is sheathed in a holster
attached to my thigh, ready in less than a second should I
need it. The thugs aren’t expecting me, but they’ll be on
alert. And armed. I have to be careful, though, as I’m acting
alone. No U.S. Navy protection, or backup.

The big boat nears as I push myself to swim faster, my
fury at the men who took Petra driving me.

I think about her soft brown eyes that watch my every
move, the way her smile brightens the space around her.
And I think of her warm skin and supple body and the way
she opens herself to me, her cries of pleasure filling the
night.

I can’t lose her.
The tall sides of the yacht loom above me. I pause,

hidden in the water, and watch the deck for movement.
Finally, I detect a man sheathed by a shadow, his eyes
roaming the water for threats, and though I don’t see the
silhouette of a gun, I know sure as shit that he’s armed. He
slinks down the boat’s starboard side, giving me my window.

• • •
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I crawl up the back of the boat and peer over the side
just as I hear a shout from below.

I freeze, watching, listening. What’s going on?
“Bujja!” a voice cries out in Russian.
Fire.
Then I see the smoke curling up from belowdecks.
The man patrolling the deck hurries toward the stairs

leading into the belly of the boat, but I’m already on deck.
His surprise gives me one second of an advantage. Swiftly, I
tackle him, sending his gun skittering across the deck and
slamming his head down. He tries to fight back but after a
solid left hook he’s out cold beneath me.

More shouts from below. I don’t have much time.
I climb off of the man and hurry down the steps,

unpacking my gun as I race into the smoke.
“Petra!” I shout. Black smoke is curling out of the galley

and the curtains are in flames, making the air toxic. I cover
my face with my arm and move further into the main
compartment.

Where the fuck is she?
Then I hear a yelp. It’s her.
“Petra!”
She screams. I follow the sound and find her. A man

with a narrow, mean face holds her in front of him. One of
his arms is wrapped tightly around Petra’s chest, the other is
pointing a gun at her head. Her hands are bound at the
wrists, but she looks otherwise unharmed. This is the only
reason I am able to focus. If they’d hurt her…I close those
thoughts down. I point my gun at the man’s head but there’s
no clear shot.

Petra’s eyes plead with me.
I send her a look that says: It’s going to be okay. I’m here.

102 DAKOTA DAVIES



“Let her go,” I say, locking eyes with the man, my rage
like a bomb inside me.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” the man says in accented
English, and tightens his hold on Petra’s body.

She gasps in fear.
I rush forward, unable to control myself.
“Stop or she dies!” the man bellows. The smoke curls

around us. I can hear the hungry flames rising behind me.
Soon, we’ll have no way out.

“Yeah? Then what?” I shout. “The second you pull that
trigger I’ll pull mine.”

“You’ll miss,” he says, but his voice wavers.
This alone would make me explode—I don’t miss. But I

have to keep my cool. “You really wanna take that chance?
Now let her go!”

I hear a whoosh as the flames ignite the ceiling behind me.
The man’s eyes jump in astonishment. I don’t waste a

millisecond. I pounce, jabbing his elbow up, right at his
funny bone. He shouts in surprise as his useless arm flies
away from Petra’s head. By then I have landed a punch in his
face. Petra screams.

“Get back!” I yell to her.
The man staggers backward, his arms wheeling into

space. He lands on his butt and loses his grip on the gun. I
kick it away and move in, pointing my gun at his face.

His eyes go wide with fear. He tries to scrabble backward
but there’s nowhere to go.

Then his look changes to bold determination and I
know what’s coming. He lunges for me, but I’m faster. I
disarm him with a punch and knock the butt of my gun to
the back of his head. He staggers, then falls to the floor.

I step back, my gun pointed, anger streaming through
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my veins. This man took Petra, threatened her. He doesn’t
deserve to live.

But you’ve killed enough people in this life, a voice inside my
head says. Is killing this scumbag worth your freedom?

“Hunter, don’t!” Petra cries.
I sense the flames growing behind me and taste the

smoke on my tongue.
“Please,” Petra begs. Her voice breaks through my rage. I

get a sudden flash of an ancient cobbled street dappled with
late-afternoon-sun. Petra’s soft hand is tucked into mine as
we walk together, and she’s smiling. I see us sailing under a
full moon, the seas glassy, and exploring places both of us
have only ever imagined. And I think about hearing her
laughter, and waking her with kisses every morning.

This is my dream, to have her near me always.
But to capture it, I can’t be ruled by the mistakes of my

past.
My grip falters.
“Hunter, please,” Petra begs.
I lower my gun. “Let’s go,” I say, and spin away, taking

Petra’s hands.
The cabin is fully involved, making a tunnel of flames. I

squint through the smoke, racing for the exit.
Petra screams behind me as we race up the stairs,

through a window of fire to the deck. I move to the back of
the boat and the dinghy I saw during my approach, but it’s
gone. I take two seconds to scan the water and spot a small
boat accelerating into the distance.

“Oh my god,” Petra sobs. “Oh my god oh my god.”
I pull her into my arms and hold her for a brief moment,

allowing myself an ounce of relief before stepping back.
“Petra,” I say, steadying her with my eyes. “We’re going to

have to swim.”
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Her expression transforms into one of terror. “What?”
she asks.

“I know you can do it,” I say, slicing the rope from her
wrists. “I’ll be right there beside you.”

“I can’t!” she says, her voice breaking. “Hunter, I’ll
freeze!”

I shake my head. “Remember the bay. Remember how
your body got used to the water.”

“But that was only for five minutes!” she cries. She looks
to the distant dock, lit by the row of guide lights. “It’s too
far!”

I grip her shoulders. “There’s no other way, baby.”
She crumples in my arms.
“We have to go,” I say as more smoke billows from the

cabins. She lets me lead her to the back deck.
Her hand trembles in mine as we perch on the back

gunnels. I tuck my gun back into the pouch and secure it. I
hold her one last time, feeling her tremble in my arms.
Then we turn and face the water.

“One, two,” I say, but never get to three because I leap
out, pulling her with me.

We land with a hard splash. She comes up spluttering
and gasping for breath in the frigid water.

“We’ll do this together, okay?” I say, gripping her shoul-
ders so I can connect with her eyes.

Her teeth chatter. “O-k-k-ay,” she says, and I see her
strength, her determination.

We start to swim. I show her how to use her body more
efficiently. Slowly, we make progress.

“I c-c-can’t f-feel my f-f-f-fingers,” she says a little later.
“You’re doing great, Petra,” I say in a steady voice.
“What will ha-ha-happen to th-th-th-those men?” she

asks.
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Just then I hear the sirens from the fire boat. “I don’t
know,” I say.

We swim on.
“Hunter, I’m so c-c-c-cold,” she says.
“Almost there,” I coax, though it’s a lie. Fuck, we still

have a ways to go.
“I c-c-c-can’t,” she says, her body slowing.
“Yes, you can,” I say sternly, watching her closely. “I want

you to fight, baby. Can you do that?” I say. “Fight against the
cold. You’re strong. Just a little bit longer and then I can
make you warm again.”

In her eyes, I see her find new resolve.
“That’s it,” I say. “Almost there,” I say again.
The fire boat is racing towards the burning yacht. I can

hear their engine’s rumble through the water. Once in place,
arcs of water soar through the air, dousing the flames and
creating a plume of steam.

The dock nears but Petra’s strength is giving out.
“Just a little more,” I say, my voice harsher than I want it

to be.
I tug her against me and use the rescue stroke to haul us

the rest of the way. “Stay with me, Petra,” I say, my voice
harsh, desperate. I remember the exact moment I lost James.
He fought with everything he had, but it wasn’t enough.

Petra doesn’t answer and I’m gripped with a fear so
desperate if the devil showed up I’d give him whatever he
asked for in exchange for her life.

I can’t lose her.
Finally, the dock’s ladder is in my hands. I brace my feet

on the bottom rung and hoist Petra over my shoulder, then
climb hand over hand to the deck. I race down the planks,
desperate to get her to the Lucky Lou so I can warm her.
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She’s a fighter. She’ll come back to me.
By now, crowds have gathered on the shore. A few of my

neighbors are on deck, their backs to me as they watch the
show, but don’t see me slip by in the darkness, leaving a trail
of seawater.

I get onboard the Lou and lay Petra on the deck. I strip
off her wet clothes and wrap her in dry towels, careful not to
be too rough. Victims of cold-water immersion often die
from a heart attack if they’re rewarmed too vigorously.

I find her pulse and count her breaths. Her lips are a
dark shade of blue and her skin is deathly pale.

Unfortunately, 911 will be no help to me. Storm Harbor
has no hospital, just a clinic manned by a handful of staff.
They won’t have the kind of resources Petra needs. They’ll
call for a Life Flight, but it won’t come for at least an hour,
maybe longer.

Petra doesn’t have that long.
I lower my lips to hers and exhale my warm breath into

her body. This will deliver warm oxygen to her brain and
core, which desperately need it.

In the SEALs, we trained for this. We even had to let
ourselves become victims in order to be familiar with the
sensation of being so close to death, of being so cold that
blood gets shunted, abandoning limbs, fingers, toes for the
sake of survival. I exhale another set of rescue breaths into
her body, watching her lungs rise and fall.

After five minutes of rescue breathing, I scoop her into
my arms and carry her to my cabin. After placing her care-
fully on the bed, I strip out of my wetsuit and dry my skin
completely, then crank the heater and climb under the
covers with her.

I pull the extra comforters from the shelf and arrange
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them over us, then I take Petra into my arms, wrapping my
body around hers like a human blanket.

“Come on, baby,” I say, breathing another set of warm
breaths into her lungs. It feels like hours pass, the cold from
her skin seeping into mine. Several times, I have to break
from her to do sets of sit-ups to recharge my heater, then I
dive back under the covers with her.

Finally, her lashes flutter.
“That’s it!” I cry, my heart lifting.
I brush the hair from her forehead and wrap my body

tighter around her. “Come back to me, Petra.”
I keep at it, breathing for her and warming her with my

skin. Every minute that passes feels like an hour, but she
finally blinks her eyes open and looks at me.

“Hunter?” she says, her voice weak.
A shiver like a shock wave trembles through her.
“I’m here, baby,” I say, caressing her forehead.
She starts to cry. “I was so scared,” she says.
“I know,” I say. “You were so brave, darlin’. But I got you.

You’re safe now.”
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I WAKE TO A STRANGE FEELING: warmth. All night I dreamt of
cold things: ice water, a cold swimming pool on a rainy day,
walking a deserted road in a snowstorm with frozen boots. I
feel like I’ve shivered all night.

Hunter’s body was never far from mine. I remember him
forcing me to eat and drink a warm liquid that tasted sweet
but mediciny. Then he had me doing sit ups in bed. I looked
at him like he was crazy but he said it was the fastest way to
warm myself. “You gotta get your engine going again,” he
said.

He must have been right because now I’m sweating.
The horrors of the night before return, and I cower

under the blankets. I can’t think too much about it or my
head starts to hurt.

Hunter brings in a cup of steaming coffee and what
looks like strips of bacon.



“More food?” I groan. It is definitely too early for this.
He grins at my sass. “I see you’re feeling better,” he says,

settling next to me.
I sit up, pulling the covers with me because I notice that

I’m still naked. I take the mug of coffee from him. It feels
warm in my hands and smells rich and strong.

“I’m thinking pancakes next with lots of butter,” he says,
sipping from his mug. He places the chipped plate of bacon
on my lap.

My stomach growls.
“See?” Hunter says, his eyebrow raising. “I know what

you need.”
I sip the coffee, feeling suddenly overcome with every-

thing that’s happened. The hot liquid fills my mouth and
warms my throat.

“Hunter,” I say, looking at him.
He seems to feel the change in my voice, because his

face goes still.
“Did those men…die?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “No.” He watches me. “But they

won’t be bothering us again, if that what you’re asking.”
I sip my coffee and think about this, allowing myself to

trust him. “What about my uncle?”
“He’s in custody.”
“Oh,” I say, not sure how I feel about this. I nibble on a

piece of bacon. It’s crispy and salty and I don’t think I’ve ever
tasted anything so good. “Can I see him?” I ask.

Hunter’s eyes darken. “You sure?”
I nod, realizing that I am. It’s important, though I can’t

say why.
“Okay,” he says. He puts his finished coffee cup on the

shelf then comes back for my plate and mug.
My core swirls with desire as he settles in close and

110 DAKOTA DAVIES



caresses down my bare arm. I look into his eyes as he leans
close to kiss me.

His tongue pushes between my lips and swirls against
mine. The heat in my skin explodes. I kiss him back, my
body arching towards him.

He tugs the covers down, exposing my breasts, and
begins to caress me there, tenderly, but in that demanding
way I love. My body responds with a shiver.

“Are you sure you’re ready for me?” he growls, pulling
back.

“Yes,” I say, feeling my blood pound in my veins.
“I can’t guarantee I’ll be gentle,” he says, urging me to lay

back on the sheets. He kisses down to my breasts where he
grasps me, squeezing my flesh and flicking his tongue over
my peaks. “Do you know what’s been like, wrapped around
your perfect body for the last twelve hours, unable to touch
you?” He kisses up to my shoulder while his fingers caress
me, making me shudder.

“I don’t want gentle,” I say, closing my eyes in bliss.
He kisses down my body to the top of my sex, then

kneels sideways over me. He parts my thighs and lowers his
mouth to where I’m trembling. When I feel his hot mouth
on my folds I practically arch off the bed. He presses my legs
open even wider, pinning me down as he lowers again, the
tip of his tongue swirling.

A deep, shuddering ache builds in my core, expanding
through my hips and thighs, making my body tingle. I’m
desperate to feel him inside me, but he keeps sucking and
circling, sending me to the edge in no time. He kisses up to
my breasts while his fingers stroke me, then continues
trailing kisses up the side of my neck, making me shudder.
Moving to between my thighs, I feel his rock-hard cock glide
against my folds.
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“I’m glad you got some sleep, sweetness,” he whispers in
my ear. “Cuz I don’t plan on letting you sleep again for a
while.”

With that, he thrust inside me.
I gasp, my skin spiking with desire.
He gets all the way in and holds me there. I can feel his

strength pulsing through him, like he could break me. But I
know that if anything, having him this close makes me
stronger.

“You feel so good, baby,” he says. “Like we were made for
this.” He starts to thrust, slow and deep, his mouth claiming
mine.

I don’t ever want to be without him, or this feeling. Ever.
I moan as the pleasure builds inside my core, like a coil
winding up tight, preparing to spring.

We move together, our bodies joining so perfectly. The
sensation of letting go with him starts to pull me over the
edge. His lips find my shoulder, and he kisses me hard, like
I’m some kind of nourishment and he’s starving.

I float higher, the sensations intensifying. My climax
rises, building, the pleasure expanding into my belly, my
tingling breasts. Hunter drives harder into me, grunting.

“Come for me, Petra,” he growls, gliding his fingers
across my aching breasts.

My fast, whimpering breaths fill the space around us as
my head starts to swim and the cabin floats away.

“Let me hear you let go,” Hunter says.
And in that moment, I break free of my fear from the

night before, the icy water that almost killed me, my worry
that I was some pawn in Hunter’s game. My cries erupt from
my mouth as Hunter’s body moves with mine, shooting me
higher until I’m floating, soaring.

I close my eyes to savor everything: his warm skin on
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mine, the sound of our breaths, the feeling of total release.
My climax has barely faded when another starts to tingle at
the base of my core.

He thrusts faster, his hips arching hard against my body,
and I love it. I love the way I make him lose control.

“I want you here with me, always,” he says. “Mine to
have and to hold.”

“I want it, too,” I gasp.
Our bodies feel so connected, as if he can read what’s

inside me, as if we have become one being, with two hearts
beating in synch.

I start to lose control, and the waves shudder through
me until I’m gasping and quivering. The bliss bounces
around my brain and I feel almost detached, like my head is
expanding, floating away like a balloon, rising over the
water, the town. Hunter arches against me, hard, his hips
pressing into my thighs with his own release. I feel like we’re
tumbling off a precipice together, flying off into some heav-
enly cloud of passion—passion I don’t want to ever be with-
out. I feel Hunter pulse inside me, his warm body
enveloping mine with his heat, his devotion.

I’m finally warm. From the inside out.

HUNTER KEEPS his promise and we don’t get much rest over
the next few days, except to go visit Uncle Gary. He looked
so broken, his eyes hollow and empty. He cried, apologizing
for everything, and thanked Hunter for rescuing me.

I don’t know what happened to the men on the boat.
Hunter says his team handled it, and that’s all that matters.
All I really care about is that it’s over, and Hunter is free.

It took me a day to call my mom, and when I told her
what happened—leaving out the part about me being
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kidnapped and almost dying of hypothermia—she had a
complete fit.

“I guess you’d better come home, then,” she sighed.
“Actually, I’m coming home tomorrow, but just for a

visit,” I said, drawing strength from the plans that Hunter
and I were making. “I want to get some of my things, but
then I’m coming back.” At that point, Hunter, who had
finished making coffee, came to sit next to me, and his pres-
ence made me feel stronger still. “I’m going on a trip.”

My mom spluttered. “What on earth are you talking
about? You know we don’t have the money.”

“I’m not going alone,” I said.
I waited through a long silence.
“I’m going to have an adventure. Just like I’ve always

wanted.”
“Petra, this all sounds…sudden.”
I almost laugh because hadn’t I said almost the same

thing to her just days ago? “Maybe,” I said, smiling. Hunter
grinned back at me, and it’s like every time I see him smile, I
fall for him even more, if that’s even possible.
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EPILOGUE
ONE YEAR LATER

unter

I HOLD PETRA’S HAND, our arms swinging lazily as we stroll
down a narrow street. My shoes scuff against the weathered
cobbles and I wonder how many thousands of feet have
walked this route. Petra sneaks a look at me, her eyes
sparkling, giving my heart a little jolt.

We climb the stairs high above the ancient town, the
coastline spread below us, the Mediterranean sparkling in
the late-afternoon sun. If I squint, I can just make out the
Lucky Lou, or at least the approximate location where she’s
anchored. We’ve been here for two weeks and I can’t get
enough of this region, this town. Olive groves cover the
slope behind us, climbing to a scruffy green mountain
dotted with black rocks.

The cobbled promenade is part of an old fortress, now
empty and crumbling. It’s been converted to a park for visi-
tors. I’ve been dying to get her up here so we can explore.



Two days after Petra returned from L.A., the ice broke in
the Northwest Passage, giving waiting boats a narrow three-
week window. I had used the time Petra was away preparing,
so we set sail immediately. Navigating through narrow chan-
nels of ice, and worrying about the passage closing early
kept us on our toes for weeks, but we made it to Greenland
and anchored in a bay of floating icebergs. Then we didn’t
leave the Lou for three days straight.

Petra found a way to finish her college degree online, but
says she wants to take a break first. So we continued moving
east, following the west coast of Greenland, then sailed to
England, which was a true test—braving the North Atlantic
in the fall ain’t for sissies. But we braved the giant waves and
difficult winds, Petra becoming a seasoned sailor in the
process. Our reward was spending the winter and spring
exploring parts of Europe, visiting ancient cities or hiking
hillsides by day, and making love like crazed demons all
night. We’d gotten more than our share of looks from neigh-
boring boats in the mornings.

Like I give a fuck about that.
Being with her has taught me what I’ve been missing. It’s

like her love has created a new space in my heart, one that
grows every day, slowly pushing back the hard memories of
the life I had before.

“Okay,” Petra says, pulling me close. “What was so
important you had to drag me all the way up here?”

I smile and caress her bare shoulders. She’s so gorgeous,
standing here in the sunlight, the white sundress hugging
her perfect curves.

“I think this is the place,” I say.
Her eyes narrow with curiosity. “What do you mean?”
I grin. “I’ve been all over the world, and finally found

what I’ve been looking for,” I reply. With the money I’ve
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saved from working odd jobs for Brent I can live like a king
here, with Petra as my queen. Brent says he’ll need help
with his European clientele, so I figure I can work when I
want. If I want, that is. After what happened in Storm
Harbor, I won’t do anything that could put her life in jeop-
ardy again. She’s mine now, and I’ll never let anyone take
her away from me.

“We can buy a little villa right on the ocean.” I frame a
square of coastline with my hands and squint through it. I
can see it all—the patio, the view to the ocean, the bedroom
where I plan to pleasure her every night.

“Here?” she says, her face filling with joy.
I nod. “The two of us, together.” I look into her beautiful

eyes that are reflecting the yellows from the trees and the
blue of the sky plus my hope, my desire. “Marry me, Petra,”
I say.

Her eyes light up. “Oh, Hunter, yes!”
I pull her into my arms, crushing her with kisses. She’s

so soft beneath my touch, so innocent and tender. I silently
pledge to spend the rest of my life protecting her, providing
for her and our children. I can’t wait to see her body fill with
my growing child, see her as a mother. My heart fills with
longing when I imagine a house full of children, making our
lives rich and complete.

In one motion, I swoop her into my arms. “I threw out
your birth control pills,” I say with a grin.

“So that’s why I couldn’t find them this morning?” she
asks, her eyes wide with astonishment.

“We can name our first after this fortress,” I add with a
smirk, walking toward the entrance to the ruins. This is why
I had to bring her here.

She frowns. “I don’t think the name Visconte is what I
had in mind.”
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“How about Baronessa?” I say with a chuckle.
“Wait, where are we going?” she asks.
“No time like the present,” I say, watching her eyes

sparkle. “I read there’s thirty-seven rooms,” I add.
Her smile twitches. “I see,” she says, raising an eyebrow.

“I guess that’s at least enough for three, maybe four days of
exploring?” she teases, and draws my lips to hers.

I kiss her back, and turn down the shaded hallway to the
first room I find. I round the corner and pin her against the
wall.

“Hunter,” she breathes as I unbuckle my belt, freeing my
already aching cock.

I lift her dress and slide her panties aside, stroking her
slick folds with my head. A thundering urge rips through
me, and I arch inside her, feeling Petra’s body welcome me.

Petra closes her eyes and her head falls back. “Hunter,”
she breathes.

I kiss her sweet lips as our bodies connect so perfectly.
“I love you so much,” she sighs, wrapping her legs

around me.
“I love you, too, Petra.”

THE END
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HER WILD COAST HAVEN
CHAPTER 1

JARED

The day me and my best friend, Cody, and I arrived in
Storm Harbor after our long winter aboard the Arctic Lady,
we had a pact—one night of fun, just one to blow off a little
steam, before getting down to business with our new career.

That was before we saw her.
Getting down to business indeed, I think. All innocence

and sweet curves, tempting as fuck. We should leave her
alone. We’re too rough, too wild for someone like her. But
that only makes me want her even more.

We were hauling our sea bags down the dock when just
up the hill at the school, she stepped into the light. All long,
blonde hair and sexy curves. Even from that distance, I
could see her sweet, perfect body, the dress she wore
hugging her just right. Both of us stopped, and a hungry
look passed between us.

See, me and Cody? We’ve been close ever since we were
kids growing up hard on the wrong side of the tracks,
fighting to survive. Bonding like that made us closer than



brothers, and we’ve shared everything since—and I mean
everything. We’ve just learned that we’re better together.
And the girls who’ve been lucky enough to take us both at
once? Well, let’s just say they’ve been more than happy to
oblige.

From a young age, we knew we wanted to make it out of
that life, and do something respectable. So, we’ve been
working the King crab season for eight years straight, saving
our pennies, and finally, we have enough to do what we
want.

But we don’t want to do it alone. We’re done with play-
ing, done with that unsettled life. It’s time to do something
real, something that lasts.

It’s so easy to blow your wad after a season of being on a
heaving, stinking boat. Away from all the niceties of the city.
Niceties like that sweet, little ass we just saw walking by with
her minions of school kids. That’s why we said just one
night.

Looks like we’ll have to make it a long one.
“Hot for teacher,” Cody groans.
It’s been a long time since we’ve shared a woman. Too

damn long. Most people probably wouldn’t understand
what it’s like to have one woman between us. But that’s just
because they’ve never had it. ’Cause watching my best friend
claim a woman from behind while she comes, her sweet
mouth sucking greedily on my cock at the same time?

That’s as good as this life gets.

Tasha

I swear I felt their eyes on me. Something had changed
about the way the air felt—I can’t explain it. But when I did
find them, two lean, rough men down on the docks, the

124 Her Wild Coast Haven



bulge in each of their work pants visibly startling, my breath
caught in my throat.

The first one was taller, with wavy, brown hair. His chis-
eled jaw looked like it was carved from stone, and his dark
eyes—even from here, I could see them glinting danger-
ously. His muscled arms rippled in the light as he stood,
hoisting his duffel over his shoulder, and what that did to
his silhouette nearly knocked me flat. His arms were deco-
rated in thick, black tattoos, and his skin was slick with the
sweat of whatever job they’d just come off of. The other one
was even bigger, with short, reddish-blond hair and that
handsome, two-day-old stubble. I could see tattoos deco-
rating his bulging arms and peeking out from where his t-
shirt opened at his neck. His rounded face had a boyish
quality, but the look he was wearing—part hungry predator,
part broken hero—made me practically swoon on my feet.

I couldn’t help it; I blushed. “C’mon, Miss Miller,” Timo-
thy, one of my sweet, little third-graders said to me, tugging
on my hand.

I realized that I was still outside my classroom, frozen,
while my students had settled back into their desks.

With one last look at the two mysterious sailors, I turned
away. As I entered the classroom, my legs were quivering. I
also realized that a wetness had bloomed between my legs. I
had a quick fantasy of being undressed by the two of them
before I realized where I was and how wrong it was. I was at
work, for crying out loud. What had come over me?

I had come to Storm Harbor, Alaska because I needed to
get away. I should be living my perfect life with Derek right
now, building our life together. But that dream came to a
crashing end just over a year ago.

I needed something to put me on a different track. An
adventure, a fresh start. When I found out what Derek really
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did for a living, I had to distance myself from the horror, and
the pain of realizing that I somehow hadn’t seen it. So I
answered a last-minute request for a teaching position in
this far-away place. I was a city girl but had spent my
summers going to camp in the mountains, so this rugged,
wild coastline seemed as good a place as any to start over.
And so far, things were good. The other teachers and the
staff were nice, and the small town was welcoming. There
were plenty of quirky characters to keep the place feeling
new and interesting, and the beautiful landscape took my
breath away.

I hadn’t planned on staying here, but the town and its
raw wilderness has grown on me, even the long winters and
the stormy, rainy springs. The air feels better—cleaner,
richer, and I love working with the families here. Alaskan
children are tougher, and know so many things city kids
don’t, like how to survive a snowstorm, or how to skin a
rabbit.

But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little bit lonely. I’m not
ready for someone new, though, not after what happened.
What if I make the same mistake again? I’d sworn off men,
maybe forever. That is, until I saw them.
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CHAPTER 2

Cody

We head to the bank to sign the final paperwork, then to the
Ptarmigan Ridge property, named by the trapper that settled
here over a hundred years ago, and now ours fair and
square. The twenty-acre property sits on the road that
curves around the peninsula to the north of the harbor, with
a farmhouse and an ancient but sturdy barn.

Our plan will take a lot of hard work, but we’re ready for
it. We’ll start by building the cabins, then a central house
where the kids that come here will eat, play games, and
socialize. Then we’ll put in the ropes course and dock on the
lake. Finally, we’ll build the equipment room and fill it with
the supplies to get the kids out in the mountains and rivers
for days at a time. The thought that our dream is finally
becoming a reality fills me with a feeling of accomplish-
ment. It’s been a long, hard road. The King crab season isn’t
for sissies, that’s for sure. But it’s been worth it, every minute
of it.

Jared has a bounce in his step as we climb into the truck,



and I’m grinning like a fool. Our route takes us past the
school, and I see his eyes track the grounds, looking for her.

“Wonder what she teaches?” he asks in the easy way he
does when he’s thinking out loud. The truck slows, and he
lays his arm on the open window.

“Looked like little kids,” I say.
He adjusts his cock and gives me a look. “Damn,” he

mutters.
“I know,” I say with a sigh. “She’s too good for us,” I add.
Jared just chews the corner of his lip.
It’s no accident that we ended up staying in Storm

Harbor. We left plenty of trouble back in Riverside where
we grew up. The fastest ways to make money when you’re
seventeen aren’t always legal, or safe. Jare and I got out of
plenty of scrapes by being one step ahead, and by keeping
loyal only to each other. I owe him my life, and he owes his
to me.

By the time we left L.A. at twenty-three, we were living
like kings. We ran a bar together—Jared handled the books,
and I handled everything else. But that life started to get to
us, the drinking and drugs and late nights . . . let’s just say it
gets hard to resist. Or at least it was hard for me. We also
were getting heat from our competition, a local kingpin with
bars and strip clubs who didn’t like us stealing his
customers. Things got downright scary, and by then, I was in
trouble. It was Jared who pulled the plug, helped me see
that I had to quit everything before it swallowed me. We
sold the bar and moved as far away as we could get. Because
of the way things ended, we’re always watching our backs,
because who knows? In that business, one minute you’re
safe and sound, and the next you’ve got a knife in your gut.

We drive the few miles up the valley to our new home
and turn into the gravel driveway. Jared stops so I can hop
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out and slide the “sold” sign in place. Damn, that feels
good. I let loose a wild yell that echoes through the forest
like the call of the wild. I half expect the resident wolves to
answer.

Tasha

There’s a piece of property I like to drive by sometimes in
the afternoon. It’s out of town a few miles, the wild fireweed
as high as my waist and surrounded by a wooden fence, like
something out of a postcard. A view of the rugged, snowy
mountains hangs above the scruffy treeline. There’s only
one structure that I can see, a giant farmhouse complete
with a wrap-around porch. The twenty-acre lot has been for
sale since I stumbled on it, and every now and then, I fanta-
size about buying it, about staying. But what would I do
with such a big place?

I take a deep breath to counteract the sadness that
creeps into my heart—I can’t have children of my own
because of a medical condition I didn’t know about until
Derek and I started trying. After two years, we finally got
answers, and the news was devastating. It felt like my fault,
somehow—that I was damaged. Deep down, I still feel that
way, though I would never tell anyone.

Derek assured me that it didn’t matter, that there were
other options. But when I came home one day with the
paperwork from an adoption agency, he urged me to wait.

“Tash, honey, we’ve just been through hell figuring out
what’s wrong with you,” he cooed, taking me into his arms. I
stiffened—he’d started using that phrase “what’s wrong
with you,” and it hurt. “Let’s take a break, live a little.”

“But adoption can take years, we should start the process
now,” I said.
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“We’ve got plenty of time,” he said. “Let’s go to Spain. I
think we should rent a villa.”

“A villa?” I replied, wondering where we would get that
kind of money. Derek’s pharmaceutical sales job paid a
decent wage, and my teacher salary covered the rest, but
Derek had talked me into buying a house that was beyond
our means—saying we’d “grow into it.” This meant that we
had little extra at the end of each month. I was also still
paying off my college debt.

Since even before we married, Derek had become more
and more consumed by his work. I would be waiting for him
to come to bed at night but could hear the murmur of his
voice while he talked on the phone. After teaching all day, I
wouldn’t be able to stay awake for long and wouldn’t even
stir when he finally joined me.

This became a similar pattern, me trying to encourage
him to fill out the adoption papers, him distracting me with
a trip, or going car shopping, telling me about his latest
bonus from work. I tried to tell him that those things didn’t
matter to me—what mattered was us, and sharing our life
together, and raising a family.

And then I found out where all the money for those
fancy trips and new cars was coming from.

I’ve tried to tell myself that I couldn’t have known, but
deep down I had been feeling that something wasn’t right.
I’m so ashamed that I didn’t come to my senses sooner. I
confronted him, but he only tried to convince me that it
wasn’t so bad.

“Not so bad?” I cried, shocked at his greed. “Those drugs
end up on the streets, Derek. They could be sold to kids. Did
you ever stop to think about that?”

“They’re gonna get it from someone. What’s the harm in
that person being me? At least these drugs are tested. At
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least I’m not one of those mad scientists cooking stuff up
that ends up being dangerous.”

“Are you listening to yourself?” I demanded, the tears
crowding into my eyes. “Those drugs you sell are dangerous.
People are dying from these pills—every day. Kids, Derek,” I
said, hoping to get through to him. “Kids as young as twelve,
thirteen.”

Derek sighed. “So, what do you want me to do, just
stop?” He shook his head. “Throw all of this away?”

I followed his look—of our beautiful house, our things.
“I’ve never cared about these things,” I said, thinking

that maybe he’d see it, he’d see me. Lately, he’d been so busy
with these dirty, black market deals that he’d barely touched
me, and that hurt more than anything else. I even bought
sexy lingerie, hoping he’d notice.

“Of course, it matters,” he had said, his face turning cold.
My mind snaps back to the present as the road turns

away from Storm Harbor. I let my free hand float on the
breeze outside my car window, as the property—named
Ptarmigan Ridge on the flyer—comes into view, with the
snowy mountain rising above the haze of pink fireweed.

My teaching position at Eagle Elementary will end
when the school year finishes in a few weeks, and I don’t
know what I’m going to do. I could stay and hope that
another teacher takes a leave of absence, or I could apply for
jobs in neighboring towns. I could take on tutoring for the
summer and see what happens here in the fall for jobs. But
if I hold out and nothing comes open, there’ll be little
chance of me getting a job anywhere else because school
will have already started.

If only I could live here, I think as I soak in the sweeping
view of the meadow and thick forest. But I don’t exactly have
the funds, or the ability to fix up the house the way it needs.
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So, when I round the bend and see a truck parked in front of
the farmhouse and a “sold” placard slid into place above the
realtor’s sign, I’m surprised at how much it saddens me that
I’ve missed my chance. That my fantasy has to come to
an end.

I pull alongside the fence and gaze at the scene from the
road, a longing tugging at my heart. Then I see a man exit
the front door, and my heart does a little jolt.

It’s him. The one I saw walking down the dock, the one
with the mountain-man good looks and taut, firm muscles.
Then the second one comes out. His boyish face gives him a
happy-go-lucky kind of look, but his body is all manliness:
broad shoulders, muscular chest, thick arms decorated with
those tattoos.

Before they can see me, I pull back onto the road, but it’s
like I can feel their eyes on me as I drive away, my pulse
thumping.

I don’t know why seeing them makes my heart do a
backflip. It must be because they scare me a little. They look
like trouble, and I’ve had enough of that to last me a
lifetime.
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CHAPTER 3

Jared

“What the fuck was that?” I say to Cody as I watch that hot
little teacher from the school drive off like a bat out of hell.
“Is she spying on us?”

Cody laughs. “Not sure, but maybe we should find out.”
He leans against the truck bed and squints at me. “We could
torture her until she fesses up,” he says with a conspiratorial
grin.

I take a quick tour of that fantasy: Cody pinning her
arms to the bed while I tantalize her sweet pussy until she
tells us everything. “Aye,” I say, feeling my cock lunge for
freedom.

“Maybe we’ll see her tonight,” Cody says.
I shake my head. Something tells me this fine lady isn’t

the bar-hopping type.
We get working on the house, and man, does it need it.

There’s so many mouse droppings it’s like the kitchen floor
is covered in gravel. We remove everything: the broken
furniture, the mildewed curtains, the rotting, old fridge.



Then we start cleaning. The kitchen takes us the rest of the
day, but by the time we quit at 8 o’clock, the space shines.

“Fuck, that feels good,” Cody says as he cracks a bottle of
water from the cooler in the hallway. “Especially because it
isn’t the galley on a bucking crab boat.” He looks at me and
takes a long sip of water. “It’s ours.”

I nod, taking a look around. Through the big window
over the sink, the evening glow has lit the distant peak with
a soft light. Because of Storm Harbor’s northern latitude, at
this time of year, the sun takes forever to set. By mid-
summer, it won’t set at all. It’s weird at first, but you get used
to it. Longer nights mean more time to make hay, I think,
remembering the teacher’s mouth open in surprise as she
drove away. The things I’d like to do to that mouth, I think,
feeling my cock rise to the idea.

We hook up the outdoor shower off the back porch,
which is sheltered from the road by a grove of thick trees,
and overlooks the meadow. It’s a super-simple setup; all you
need is a high enough branch and a spot of sun to warm the
pouch of water. We’ll get the plumbing up and running
soon—we need a new water heater, and some of the pipes
need replacing, but this does the trick for now. Each of us
strips down, abandoning our grungy, work clothes in a heap
in the grass and taking a turn dipping under the warm
water. It might seem weird that Cody and I are comfortable
being in the buff together. Some people would think we’re
into each other or something, but it’s not like that at all.
We’re just totally at ease. Plus, if I don’t keep Cody in check,
he’ll steal all the hot water.

“How are we going to track her down?” Cody asks,
dunking his head under the flow.

“Not sure,” I reply, lathering up with our biodegradable
soap. I think about the teacher’s perfect curves and
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wonder what an innocent, little thing like her does on a
Thursday night. My mind runs away with a fantasy of
bringing her back to our lodge and laying her on a
bearskin rug in front of the fire. My cock aches, and I give
it a slow pull, imagining sinking deep into her tight, little
pussy.

“You got it bad, huh?” Cody teases.
“We gotta find her,” I say with a groan.
“I’ve been thinking,” Cody says, giving me that scholarly

look of his that I know means trouble. “Why don’t we hire
her? You know, to teach the kids that stay.”

We had planned to hire a teacher eventually, but
decided we’d wait a year to launch the second phase of our
plan which would give kids the opportunity to stay in the
fall—kids who need an alternative to going home. This
summer we had only committed to week-long stays for the
kids, just to get everything started and not take on too much.
There’s a grant program that we’ve applied for that will help
us build the program into a full-blown boarding school, but
we won’t find out if we’ll get the funds until August.
“Wouldn’t it be smarter to wait?”

Cody shrugs. “Smarter, yeah.”
“What if we hire her and the money doesn’t come

through?”
“It will,” Cody says. His eyes twinkle. “Just think if we

were her boss,” he adds.
I frown. “I can see that going both ways.”
He starts to stroke his bulging cock. “Now you’re

talking.”
By 10 o’clock that night, we’re cleaned up, and we head

out to the bar. We drive in the truck, with the radiance of the
slow sunset washing over the fields like liquid gold. I always
knew I’d love Alaska, with its huge sky and endless moun-
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tains, the wild creeks and miles of open territory. The nights
are cold, but the air is so clean you can taste it.

We park the Dodge at Lucky John’s and head in. A few
guys from our crew are there, causing the usual ruckus. We
join them at the bar and order drinks from Jorge, the old salt
who’s owned this bar for thirty years—whiskey on the rocks
for me, but soda water for Cody. He gave up the booze and
everything else when we left L.A. That’s another reason
Cody and I are so tight—I was the one who stood by him
then, when no one in their right mind would. It had
happened so fast—one minute he was the manager
everyone loved and the next he was snorting coke with the
bartender in the stockroom. Leaving L.A. was the best thing
that’s happened to him, and to us.

I scan the bar for the teacher but am not surprised to
find her missing. A group of three women are clustered at a
table, their laughter ringing high over the music. Another
pair are at the bar, eyeing our captain and the first mate.
Cody gives me a shrug. He’s not interested either. I resolve
that the night will be a bust.

But we stay a little longer, play pool, shoot the shit. But
by midnight, we’re rolling home in the dusky twilight with
the windows open and a sad song on the radio.

By Monday morning, Cody has me convinced we should
at least fly the teacher position. It’ll give us a legitimate
reason to get in the school and ask around. Maybe we’ll see
her, get to talk to her.

“We have several teachers who have not yet signed a
contract for next year. They might be interested,” the school
representative tells us when I stop by Eagle Elementary. He
promises to post our flyer and mention it at their next
meeting.

We linger, do our best not to look like morons while we
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stall, hoping to see the tempting little slice of honey that’s
kept us both so hot and bothered we’ve been jerking off like
we’re fourteen years old again.

We get a call the next afternoon. Cody answers it, and I
can tell by the look on his face that it’s not her. He tells the
woman to send us her resumé, and when it comes, we toss it
into a pile and hope we don’t have to call her—she’s sixty-
two and has taught AP English for twenty years. She would
probably be great if we had older kids, or kids who wanted
to become writers or something. We need someone who has
worked with our target age group. A person used to teaching
gifted teenagers might have a hard time with fourth-graders.
We get two more calls, but neither of the applicants fit. We
go through the drill and ask for their resumés but know that
we only have one person in mind for this job.

Almost a week passes. Cody and I get the kitchen
completely finished, order the hot water heater and the new
fittings, add furniture to the office upstairs—couch, desk,
lamps—and get our bedrooms outfitted. We’re not into
anything fancy, so it’s simple, but cozy. Everything shines,
and the change in the place is so dramatic that it makes me
grin like a kid on Christmas morning.

This place will be like that for these kids—the
Christmas morning they never get. The kind me and Cody
never had. A safe place where they can dream, explore, be
themselves. I can’t believe our dream is so close. It feels like
we’ve stepped through a different dimension. Only, I’m real-
izing that something is missing, something we’d overlooked.

Someone to share it with.
Every time we drive to town for supplies, we roll by the

school, hoping to catch a glimpse. One time I think I see a
flash of her blonde hair from inside one of the classrooms,
but then it’s gone, and I’m not sure it was her.
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It’s Thursday afternoon when my phone rings. I don’t
recognize the number, but it’s local, so take off my gloves
and answer.

It’s her.
“Hi, um, I’m calling about the Camp Kayuh job?” she

asks, her voice sounding so sweet and perfect, like music.
“What do you need to know?” I ask. I take a break from

framing the walls for the third cabin and lean against the
pile of lumber.

“It says here that it includes lodging,” she says, sounding
uncertain.

“Only if you want,” I say quickly, hoping that isn’t what
scared her off—I mean, it’s been five days since the job was
posted. I would have thought if she was interested, she
would have called by now.

“Where is the school?”
“Well, it’s not really a school yet,” I say, hoping I don’t

sound disorganized. “We’re starting this summer with a
camp, then expanding to be a school in the fall.”

“Oh.”
“Why don’t you come by?” I ask before I can stop myself.

“You can drop off your application, and I can show you
around.”

“Okay,” she says, still sounding a little bit anxious.
“When’s a good time?”

“How about now?” I say, checking my watch. Cody won’t
be back for a few hours. He’ll be disappointed that he
missed her, but I can’t possibly deny this opportunity.

“Oh,” she says again, surprised. “Well, why not?” she
adds, her voice a little fast, like she’s excited.

I’m already heading for the shower. I give her the
address, and she tells me she’ll be here in twenty minutes.

My skin starts to tingle at the thought of her coming
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here. Fuck, then I’m thinking about her coming, that blonde
hair shimmering as we rock together and she cries out my
name. I shouldn’t think like this—she needs a job, not some
asshole leering at her. I tell myself to play it cool; she’s not
the kind of girl to get involved with guys like me and Cody.
But I can’t help hoping there’s a chance that could change.

Continue reading HERE
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