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About Dead Again

They killed him—now they’re back for any survivors.

Sophie Ryerson, divorced mother of two, is struggling to make a go of her small town café and raise her children. The man she loved is dead—has been for ten long years. Jack Laubreaux saved her life after their plane crashed in the rugged Rockies, then died of his own injuries. But she still misses him, so when a drifter who reminds her of Jack shows up in Serenity Falls, she’s drawn to him.

Martin Stride just wants a job and a warm place to sleep for the cold Rocky Mountain winter. That’s about all life has to offer him these days. He would have stayed out of this small Montana town if he’d known a pretty woman would take a fancy to him. That never ends well for him.

His pursuers let him live, as long as he settled for not having a life. But this time, he can’t seem to make himself walk away. Which means he’ll have to protect Sophie and her family, with no one to depend on but a corrupt local sheriff who wants her too.

Small town law enforcement isn’t equipped to handle a deadly Chicago crime lord whose power extends into state government and beyond. Can Martin assemble them into a team? Because this time, he’s not running. This time he’ll use all resources to stir up the power elite until he reaches the rot at their dark core.

A thrill ride through the Rockies and beyond—get your copy of DEAD AGAIN today!

This romantic suspense novel is part of the Romantic Thrillers Collection.
Dead Again
Dead Double
Fatal Wild Child
Terror Stash



 

Praise for Dead Again

#2 Amazon Bestseller
#1 Amazon Romantic Suspense Bestseller

Suspense fans will find it difficult to put down. This is one of the best books I’ve read in quite a while. I literally could not put it down. I highly recommend Dead Again.  Edie Dykeman – Vine Voice Reviewer for Amazon

I loved Dead Again! Thrills, chills, and suspense! Tracy Cooper-Posey creates a masterful suspense that will haunt you and linger in your thoughts. This is an author on the rise!  —Siren Book Reviews

THIS WAS FABULOUS…yes, in shouty caps.  I couldn’t read it fast enough. What a RIDE! I highly recommend this one for a great afternoon’s reading pleasure. Kathie – Goodreads

When you run the gamut of emotions while reading a book (including tears at one point), you know it’s good. Loved this story. Paula – Goodreads

Dead Again is a fantastically written romantic suspense that will draw you in completely. Complex, hard-hitting, with gutsy characters so real you’ll want to meet them in person. Brava, Ms. Cooper-Posey! Christine – Amazon Reader

Dead Again is a high adrenaline action-packed read that doesn’t quit. —Love Romance Passion

A story that makes you hold your breath as it unfolds. Captures one’s mind and imagination and holds on to the very last word. —Long and Short Reviews

The ending was great. A wonderful read for a rainy day.  —Night Owl Reviews

You can expect a lot of action and romance in Dead Again. It is a very enjoyable read, a story that will appeal to the most discriminating reader. —Romance Reviews Today

Thrilling ride of mystery, danger and love! Read this story, you won’t be sorry you did.  —ParaNormal Romance




About the Author

Tracy Cooper-Posey is a #1 Best Selling Author.  She writes romantic suspense, Tracy Cooper-Posey is a #1 Best Selling Author.  She writes romantic suspense, historical, paranormal and science fiction romance.  She has published over 120 novels since 1999, been nominated for five CAPAs including Favourite Author, and won the Emma Darcy Award.

She turned to indie publishing in 2011. Her indie titles have been nominated four times for Book Of The Year. Tracy won the award in 2012, and a SFR Galaxy Award in 2016 for “Most Intriguing Philosophical/Social Science Questions in Galaxybuilding”  She has been a national magazine editor and for a decade she taught romance writing at MacEwan University. 
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My fault…

Jack looked numbly at the remains of the small, commercial turboprop, which was scattered in three big mangled pieces. The two pilots had done their heroic bests to pull the plane out of trouble. Just the fact that the turboprop had more or less landed and hadn't simply fallen out of the sky was a testament to their grit and skill.

The lack of an explosion after it hit, the pilots’ efforts and the quite extraordinary run of luck that had preserved his miserable skin all impressed themselves on Jack as he studied the new scar on the mountainside.

My goddamn fault.

A long furrow filled with fragments and slivers of metal trailed the wreckage. And there was more debris. Things he didn’t look too closely at—busted open luggage and personal possessions.

At first light, he’d spent an hour looking for survivors. Instead, he found bodies. Four of the seven passengers and one of the pilots. He’d dragged them all under the shelter of a thicket of pines with low-lying branches, the best he could do for them.

Afterward, he went looking for a way off the mountain and found an impassable ravine just down the slope from the wreckage. It cut across the lee side of the mountain like a giant’s sword slash. The sharp sides dropped straight down to the valley floor, impossibly far below.

Now he sat on the edge of the terrifying drop, wondering if he was going to make it out of this after all, or if the Silent Knight would reign supreme.

My goddamn fault.

It was very quiet now that he’d stopped moving. The stillness focused his senses. He could smell astringent pine, sharp in the cold morning air. He could feel the chill of the rocks beneath him reaching through to his bones. The silence was a scream of accusation. There should be the sound of others around him, rallying together, sorting things out. But there were no other survivors.

The thought came clear and sharp then. He should push off from where he sat. Let himself fall. It was a perfect penance for last night’s work.

As he sat there, exploring the size and weight of his guilt, only one thing held him on the ledge—the knowledge that he had to make it back to Chicago. Isobel couldn’t pull it off without him.

“Help…please…”

The voice floated up from beyond the ledge.

Jack froze for a moment and his heart actually seemed to stutter in shock. Had he imagined that weak sound?

He leaned over the edge, moving carefully because something stabbed his chest with each movement. He’d probably cracked his ribs when he’d been thrown against the arm of his chair. That had been toward the end of the nightmarish five minutes the plane bucked and tortured metal screamed. Five very long minutes while everyone in the little cabin braced themselves for the death they knew was coming.

Except by some twisted, evil freak of fate, he hadn’t died. Instead he sat leaning over this cold rock, hoping against hope he hadn’t imagined the cry for help, while he knew with utter certainty that it had been a product of his own desperate mind.

“Help me!”

Again, the quiet plea came up from below, soft and feminine.

Jack gripped the edge of the shelf and shards bit into his palms. He barely noticed them. Someone else lived! The thought fizzed through him, a potent cocktail that brought his whole body alert and his mind awake. In the space between two heartbeats his whole perspective altered. If someone else lived, then there were things he must do, actions to take.

“Where are you?” he demanded. His voice emerged hoarse.

About twenty-five feet below the ledge was a stony shelf, mostly hidden from view by a bulge in the rocky side of the ravine. It seemed impossible that she could be somewhere beneath him.

She was silent for a moment, then her voice floated up to him, sounding weak and tired. “You sound like you’re above me.”

“I can’t see you. Can you move closer to the edge?” With each exchange, Jack could feel everyday concerns coming online, making themselves felt. They added to a growing sense of urgency. There was someone other than himself to consider now.

“I can’t move at all. My leg is broken.”

Leaning, Jack looked over the sharp edge of the cliff. That bump in the wall…how had she landed on the ledge and not bounced out into the ravine, to fall to the bottom, thousands of feet below? “I’m going to come down and get you but I need to know how you got down there.”

“I slipped in the dark last night. I must have stepped off the edge. I slid down here. That’s how I broke my leg.”

Slid? No one would slide down that sharp gray wall. They’d roll a bit, then free fall for much, much longer.

But if she’d slid, there must be another way down.

“Wait a minute. I’m going to have to look around a bit.” Carefully, he got to his feet and walked along the cracked, jagged edge and every couple of steps he leaned over to check beneath. After a dozen steps, the shelf of rock disappeared from sight. The bulge in the wall receded too, leaving nothing but sheer rock face all the way to the floor of the valley below, where boulders had rolled and collected for millennia. From this height, they looked like pebbles.

Going in the opposite direction, toward the bulk of the mountain they were on, he found a place where snow melt and rain had eaten a two-foot wide, shallow channel into the soil, biting into the edge of the ravine. There, he could see a sharp new scuff in the soil. There was a white, fresh scrape in the stone just beneath, where she must have gone over.

Looking down, it reminded Jack of a bumpy, dirty amusement park water slide. Only there was no deep pool at the bottom to break a fall.

She was lucky her weight hadn’t pushed her over the edge of the channel as she’d slid around the curve—she’d have gone straight down to the bottom of the ravine. Instead, she’d been dumped on the shelf, hard enough to break a leg.

He had to go down the same way but he needed to get down without breaking bones and then get back up again. “I’ll be gone a bit. I’ve got to do some things. Then I’ll come down. Okay?”

“Please don’t be long.”

No demands to know what he was doing, why he wasn’t instantly climbing down to get her. A pragmatic lady, despite what must have been a hell of a night on that ledge.

Reluctantly, Jack walked up the slope and faced the wreckage again.

A litany began to whisper. All your fault. All your goddamn fault. If you hadn’t got on the damn plane they’d be fine, they’d be home hugging their wives and kids…

Forcing himself to it, he searched the wreckage. He knew exactly what he needed to get down to the ledge and help her. The smoldering, curved pieces of fuselage set the guilt litany in his mind to cycle over again but he drowned it out by concentrating on what he was doing.

Helping her. That’s what I’m doing. One saved out of this wreckage. That counts for something, right?

In ninety minutes, he had stripped the plane of hundreds of yards of electrical wiring, which sat in a stiff spaghetti nest to one side. The sun was up high now, bathing him with unrelenting light. At this altitude there was little bite in it. The day was barely warm but he was sweating anyway and his heart was pounding as it worked to compensate for the altitude. He went back to the gouge in the ravine and called down, “You okay?”

“Thirsty.”

“Not long now,” he assured her.

On his way back to the wreck, he checked out the distance of the nearest tree to the edge, estimating he’d need thirteen extra feet.

For the next two hours, he wound strands of wire around each other, braiding himself a rope half the thickness of his forearm and the twenty-five feet long he needed to get to the ledge, plus thirteen extra feet. By the time the wire rope was long enough, he’d run out of collected wire and gone looking for extra, digging through smaller pieces of fuselage and ripping up a seat or two for the wiring inside.

Finally, he was ready. He picked up his rope and dragged it to the cliff edge. Damn but that sucker was heavy.

Fifteen minutes later, he finally reached the ledge and saw her for the first time. Absurdly, happiness touched him as she lifted her head to look at him.

She lay on the damp ground, half-in and half-out of the sun. Even if she hadn’t told him, he would have guessed her leg was broken by the odd way she tried to sit up, as if her leg was glued to the ground.

Jack crouched down beside her. For a moment he stared at her, too pleased to be face to face with someone else to be able to speak words of concern or comfort. Then, he saw blood matting her red-gold hair and shivers racking her frame.

“Here.” He offered her a sealed bottle of Evian he’d salvaged.

“You remembered.” Her voice was a croak.

After cracking the seal, he gave it to her. “Drink up. We can get more. Water isn’t going to be one of our problems.”

She drank, very nearly draining the bottle with two or three deep swallows. Jack studied her while she sipped the last inch in the bottle, wetting her lips and clearing her throat. She coughed and water dripped onto the white silky shirt. Sensible trekking gear, it was not.

He’d seen her come aboard the little aircraft at Vegas. She was all legs and pedigree and the smart business suit she wore told him more plainly than words she was as far removed from his world as a woman could get. The impossible-to-bridge gap allowed him to watch her with detached interest as she pushed a heavy briefcase and day-old L.A. newspaper beneath the seat in front of her and buckled her seat belt.

She hadn’t given him so much as a glance. Instead, she sank into her seat and turned her head to stare out the window into the night. One row ahead, he could see a sliver of her profile between the seats. Her chin was sharp, with that little outward thrust that most people took for stubborn assertiveness.

He was well acquainted with aggressive females. Isobel had it in spades. The constant need to be on guard made him uncomfortable. He’d given a mental shrug, dismissing the redhead. The endless legs weren’t worth the price.

But her calm acceptance of his long delay getting down to her didn’t seem to fit his first assessment of her. He’d thought it had been the one other woman on the plane—a middle-aged woman, who had settled down to read a two-inch thick paperback as soon as she was seated and hadn’t looked up once throughout the taxiing, take-off and steep ascent to cruising height.

This woman before him put the empty bottle on the ground beside her. “Aahhh, that was good.” She smiled. “I think my leg’s busted in a couple of places and it hurts like hell. So does my head. But for the last couple of hours, all I could think about was water. Crazy, huh?”

He considered this. “It’s just your survival instinct at work. Priorities first. Water is the critical one.”

“You know something about this stuff, then. Thank god.” She grimaced. “Wilderness survival doesn’t seem like all that big a deal when you live in the middle of L.A. but I’ve been lying here most of the night wishing like crazy that I’d read at least one book about it.”

Jack moved, so he could study the angle of her leg. “Well, I’ve read zero law books in my life, so we’re even.” It was a tiny lie, a drop in the bucket, comparatively.

“How did you know?”

“That you’re in the legal profession?” He shrugged. “Lucky guess. The suit and the big heavy briefcase you lugged on board helped.”

“And the expensive, useless look?” she asked, with another small smile. “I’ve heard all the jokes about lawyers at least twice over.”

He felt a twinge. Even though she was being cynical about her profession, it was a paraphrasing of the conclusions he’d drawn about her personality when they’d been taking off.

“What’s the S.K. stand for?” he asked, deliberately changing the subject.

“Of course, my briefcase. Sophie Kingston.”

He nodded. “I’ll have to straighten out your leg, Sophie.”

She grimaced. “I would have done it myself but every time I tried to move it, it hurt so much I quit.”

“I’m just going to feel for the bone, first,” he warned her as he reached for it.

Her lips compressed as he probed gently, feeling the angle of the leg through the soft fabric of her trousers.

“I think you’re right. Two places at least,” he said. “Ready?”

Gently, he straightened her leg. Her steadiness was another surprise. All she did was chew her lip and, once, suck in her breath, whistling it through her teeth, although he knew damn well the pain was enough to make her want to scream. She turned chalk white and for a moment he thought she was going to pass out but she only blinked for a few seconds.

“Thanks.” Her voice was husky. She tilted her head back, exposing a long column of throat, looking back up the cliff.

“Not a hope,” Jack said quietly.

She didn’t pretend to not understand. “I won’t last long on this shelf. Just getting through the last few hours of the night since the crash was bad enough.” She bit her lip. “The plane didn’t catch fire, did it? There might be food, warm clothing…”

He looked back up the cliff, then back at her. There was no entreaty in her eyes or irresolute hope. Just steady determination.

He realized then that he’d been wrong. Sophie wasn’t aggressive. She wasn’t out there claiming victories for womanhood, racking up a tally of smaller souls destroyed in her wake. She was serenely getting on with her life, going her own way. There was a quietness about her that he’d overlooked until now. A sense of wisdom. Maybe, old hurts buried deep. All good roots for a strength of character that had nothing to do with aggressiveness and everything to do with purpose and resolve.

For the first time since the plane had lurched without warning to one side and begun its long sideways slip down through the night sky, Jack felt his guilt lighten a little. This woman was a born survivor. A fighter. He’d promised himself he’d get her out of this but now he knew she would be doing her best to make sure it happened, too. Abruptly, he felt their fledging relationship shift from rescuer and victim into something warm and comfortable. Partners.

“We’ll just have to bring it down to you, won’t we?” he said.

The climb back up nearly finished killing him. He slipped three or four times, only to lunge for the wire just in time to hold himself up. Each little fall jerked on his ribs in a way that sent hot pokers of agony through him and made his vision swim. But after his sight cleared, he doggedly carried on, aware of the woman sitting below him, watching and listening to every move he made.

By the time he climbed back onto on the edge of the cliff, his whole body trembled and his muscles and sinews shrieked white agony.

For a very short moment, he rested on the edge while his heart settled back into something that could be called a rhythm and his head stopped throbbing from the thick rush of blood. 

The throbbing underscored a sore spot at the back of his skull. With careful fingers he probed under his hair and found a place so tender he jerked his fingers away. But there was no broken skin—the thick thatch of his hair would have helped prevent that—and his fingers were clean, so no blood. He couldn’t even remember being hit.

Considering the others, he’d been lucky.

He grimaced but before he could drift off into that black pool of guilt again he got to his feet and strode to the broken fuselage. Sophie was waiting for him to return.

He let the memory of those startling, sea-green eyes swim into his mind, the eyes with the ancient, wise soul staring out of them. The quiet determination he’d felt emanating from her when he’d looked into her eyes washed over him now like a calming tonic. His mind floated in that serene pool, while he worked at scavenging through the wreckage, stripping it of anything that would aid their survival.

He had been speaking a simple truth when he’d told her water would be the least of their problems. Now he realized the arrival of a rescue party would not be quick.

Given the circumstances, rescue wasn’t even guaranteed.
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THE SUN WAS STRONG, WARMING her and making her sleepy. The removal of the crushing burden of loneliness allowed her eyes to shut. When she opened them again, Sophie knew she had dozed because it seemed little time had passed, even though sand and rocks slithered down the channel again, heralding the return of the tall man.

She was impatient for his return. When he had first lowered himself to the shelf and smiled, merely lifting the corners of his mouth, she had felt a sense of recognition stir in her soul. He wasn’t a stranger, even though she didn’t know his name.

Then his smile faded and he’d simply looked at her; assessing, calculating. The frank stare was oddly reassuring. He was no man’s fool. A self-reliant man, who looked to his own instincts and made his own decisions. She knew that she would be all right, that this man could be trusted. Which was strange, for so far in her life, she’d found her greatest comfort and safety arose in moments of solitude, from depending upon her own strength. “It’s just the circumstances,” she muttered. But she felt a spurt of eagerness when the pebbles began to roll and bounce down the slide, heralding his descent.

He returned with treasures.

Sophie watched in amazement as the pile of goods grew. It took him half-a-dozen trips, using the wire rope for stability, to bring each load down to the platform. In the end, there were three or four backpacks. From the top of one she saw foil packages and realized he’d repacked that pack with food. There were other anonymous bundles too.

He’d rigged another, slimmer rope made of luggage straps and pieces of fabric, including some of the fuzzy gray wall lining that had covered the lower half of the cabin. This little rope he used to lower down the most amazing load of all. Her jaw fell and she watched, dazed, as a whole cabin chair slid and tumbled down the gully, trip-hopped and tumbled a couple of times, then came to a rest on its back a few feet from her.

It was one of the double chairs, with the articulated arm in the middle. The gray upholstery with the elegant thin red stripe was scuffed, dirty and ripped on one corner. She stared at a mangled bolt that hung from the bottom of the metal frame that served as legs. Had he wrenched it up himself or was it a lone survivor too?

He scuffled down the last few feet himself, smiling at her expression. “You can’t stay lying on the damp ground,” he explained.

She found herself laughing. “Luxury in the wilderness.”

He turned to sort out the bundles, revealing some of the bounty he’d gathered. Wood, clothing, food and water. Two first aid kits. There was more but he put two of the packs aside, pushing them under the overhang, where it dipped down to within a few feet of the ledge’s nearly level surface.

Sophie watched him with mellow happiness, the pain in her leg fading to a detached, muffled hammering. Not only was she not alone on this shelf in the middle of nowhere but her companion was remarkably capable. He exuded the industrious air of someone who knew what they were about as he sorted and stored.

She wondered what he did for a living. He wore black jeans and a black polo-neck sweater flecked with midnight blue. A black belt threaded through the jeans, with a plain square buckle, silvery gray. Hiking boots, scuffed and well used. Ordinary clothes that gave away nothing. They even camouflaged the thickness of his shoulders but couldn’t hide their width altogether.

Whatever he did for a living, she was glad he was here, now.

“You okay? How do you feel?” He stepped over a bundle, crouched down next to her and laid his hand on her forehead. “Sorry I took so long.” Low and warm, his voice seemed to rumble in her mind and it took a moment for her to recognize and label the emotion. He cared.

The warmth enveloped her and for a second she felt an absurd need to cry. She blinked rapidly. “I’m fine.” Her voice was thick.

A faint frown puckered his brow and his hand fell away from her forehead. Again, the assessing, judging expression appeared in his eyes.

Sophie cursed her weakness and tried to master the helpless wail that battled to voice itself. She lifted her chin and tried to breathe deeply.

“No, don’t,” he said softly, his hand dropping to her shoulder. “Don’t hold it back. Cry if you have to. It’s okay.” He shook his head. “You’re allowed to be scared. Hell, I’m scared too, you know.”

The admission brought hot stinging tears that broke down her hasty defenses. Great racking sobs shook her and her vision dissolved.

Warm arms wrapped around her. A gentle hand laid her head against soft wool. Beneath that was the hard wall of his chest. She turned her face inward, shutting out the light, seeking warmth, and wept her heart out.

Sometime later, Sophie told him quietly, “I’ve never done that before. The crying thing. I mean, in front of someone.” Let alone on their shoulder.

“I believe you.” His flat tone seemed to imply sincerity. He didn’t pause from stacking the wood into a fire pile.

“What’s your name?” Sophie asked.

He looked up at her and grinned. She guessed his thoughts. Now you ask? “Jack. Jack Laubreaux.”

Sophie rolled the name around in her mind, measuring it against the shock of thick black hair, his deep brown eyes and clear, white skin. His features were lean, the jaw clean and well defined. To her, he looked more Irish than his name allowed. “It sounds French.”

“My father is French Canadian.” He arranged the last piece of kindling, reached into his pocket to pull out a book of matches, ripped one out and lit it. He set fire to the paper balls sitting beneath the wood. “He came south when he was fifteen. He’s been in the States ever since.”

She focused on the tense he’d used. His father, at least, was alive. “Was your mother Irish, then?”

“Sort of. Her grandparents were from County Mead but she was a mid-western farm girl, as corn-fed as you can get.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Jack,” she said.

Again, he gave her that quick assessing look. “You’re okay now.” It was a statement rather than a question.

“I’ll be all right as long as the silence doesn’t last,” she said, reaching for a truth that came from several layers deep inside her. She hadn’t realized before that truth could be seamed like that—that there was superficial honesty but one could choose to dip into the strata beneath, for a purer truth.

His assessment was longer this time and Sophie found her chin lifting, her shoulders squaring. Defiance. She had just handed over a substratum of truth, a private slice of herself. Would he belittle it? She had never done this before and had no experience by which to judge.

He smiled. It was sudden, as if he’d been caught off-guard and was smiling despite himself. But his whole face lit up, including his eyes. Strong white, even teeth showed and his eyes crinkled at the corners, filling the deep brown irises with good cheer. It was like watching the sun come out. Her breath caught, her spirits soared.

“We’ll just have to keep talking then,” he said.

Sophie tried to suppress her answering smile. “Can you talk that long?” she asked seriously. “How long will it take them to find us?”

“Oh, a day. Maybe two,” he said cheerfully. Quickly, he turned to one of the packs behind him and dug into it. “I have something here for you.” He pulled out a pair of jeans. “They’re probably too big but you don’t want to sit around in wet clothing and we have to get it over your leg.” He dug again and came up with a dark blue sweatshirt, which he spread out for her inspection. On the front was written University of Chicago in white lettering, beneath an all-white badge showing a stylized gryphon, its wings spread. “This, I guarantee will keep you warm.”

The flames from the fire were starting to lick higher and she could feel the warmth from them. In comparison, she realized that the wall of rock behind and beneath her was radiating a steady chill now the sun had passed out of reach. Jack was offering warmth, dry clothing. She examined the jeans. “How do I get them over my leg?” she asked, somehow sure he’d have the answer.

He did.

First of all he pulled out one of the medical kits and shook out a small capsule-shaped tablet. “Prescription strength pain killers,” he explained, handing her the water bottle along with the tablet. “Percodan. I busted up my arm once and the doc had me on these for a week. I was high as a kite to start, but man, do they work. I was taking two at a time, so I figure you’d better start with just one.”

She took the tablet without hesitation for her whole leg and her hip felt like white-hot pokers driving up into her body. While they were waiting for the medication to kick in, he sat on one folded leg, his chin perched on the other denim-clad knee, feeding the fire up into a steady, comforting blaze.

Twenty minutes later her mind was buzzing, her body remote and her thoughts ethereal. The pain in her leg had receded to a dull roar that she could ignore.

She realized that Jack was watching her.

“Better?” he asked softly.

She nodded.

“Okay, now to get you comfortable.” He took out a knife from his back pocket—another memento from his treasure hunt?—and slit the left leg of the jeans from hem to waistband. Then, with the impartiality of a nurse, he helped her strip off her own grimy, damp suit pants. He did most of the work, for her own fingers were thick, clumsy and throbbing with the beat of her own heart. He took most of her weight on his shoulder for she could only prop herself up with her good right leg. While she lifted herself up, he threaded the jeans over her foot and slid them up to her waist.

“No, don’t sit down there,” he said, as she tried to lower herself back down. His arm was around her waist and he was reaching for her right leg, sliding the other arm beneath it. “This’ll hurt a bit,” he said, his face very close to her.

“Yup,” she said inanely. She understood him well enough but her tongue had a mind of its own.

He lifted her.

It did hurt. It hurt like hell. Silver fire exploded in her leg and there was an identical flash in her mind, wiping out all the distant good humour and remote fogginess. She tried to bite her teeth together but couldn’t stop the guttural cry that broke through.

A few steps, then she was lowered onto warm softness. Cushioning her back. She looked to her left and blinked her teary eyes so she could focus. The cabin chair, of course. Jack must have set it up while the painkiller had been doing its work and she hadn’t noticed. Her broken leg was resting on a piece of internal fuselage, the mild curve of the metal holding it steady. One end was propped on the chair, the other on one of the packs Jack had brought down the gully.

He was standing over her, one hand on her shoulder, holding her steady in case she listed to one side.

“I’m okay,” she said. It came out as a croak.

“Sorry,” he said. “But I had to get you off the ground.”

She nodded. “Yup,” she agreed, tiredness abruptly spreading through her. The chair was warm at her back and the fire before her deliciously hot.

“Wanna do up your jeans now?” he asked and she heard a thread of amusement.

“Sure,” she said and yawned. She tugged at the oversized jeans and fastened them, then pulled up the zip.

“Sophie.”

She realized her eyes had closed. She forced them open.

“Don’t fade on me just yet,” Jack said. He held the sweater. “Can you get your jacket off by yourself?”

She struggled with it but the coordination needed to lean forward and remove one arm and then the other defeated her. This time, Jack’s amusement was audible. He chuckled. Hands gently helped her out of the jacket. The sweater was tugged over her head and her arms pushed into the sleeves. She could help with that much and straightened her arms as the sweater was pulled down. Warmth enveloped her. Oversized, but soft and comfortable.

“Mmm….” The murmur slipped out. Her eyes were closing again.

“Drink,” he said. The water bottle touched her lips. She drank.

The chair back supporting her reclined and a small, distant sentinel in her mind laughed silently. Of course. The seats in a plane always recline.

“Sleep,” he whispered.

Yup. She had no idea if she said it aloud it or not.

Much later, she awoke, rising through sleep layers enough to register the dark of night. The fire had died.

It’s late, she realized.

But the night was not fully dark. She came a little bit closer to alertness. Why was it not quite dark?

The mountains, of course. Across the valley from them, marching north and south in broken, uneven rows, the mass of each mountain sat over them. Unlike the monster they clung to, the peaks across the ravine were sheer, treeless crags, with thick snow caps. The white stone and the snow gleamed in the three-quarter moonlight, bathing everything with a ghostly radiance.

Keeping guard, her foggy mind suggested as sleep pulled her back down.

*

When she woke next it was a gray, overcast day. She became aware of a dozen different facts at once. 

Jack was sleeping on the chair next to her but unlike the average plane passenger, he had turned himself sideways so his right side was against the chair. He had one of the small, gray airline blankets over his shoulder and a second over his legs. One leg was thrust out toward the remains of the fire. The boot had dug a small furrow of dirt.

There was a square of green, plastic tarpaulin across her leg. The curved edges of the fuselage supporting the leg held the plastic up. Before he had settled into the chair for the night, Jack must have spread it over her. As she sat blinking away sleep, she realized another pair of blankets had been dropped over her too.

At the same time her body set up an insistent demand for three things—she was thirsty, starving and needed a washroom very soon.

Then she saw a cloud float by at the same level as their ledge and watched it, astonished, all bodily demands forgotten. Gotta be fog, she thought. But fog was just low-lying cloud. So she really was watching a cloud swing by. The novelty held her motionless for minutes as the cloud moved down the valley.

While she was watching, Jack woke up, stretched and stood up, running his hands through his hair. He felt around carefully toward the back of his head but before she could ask what he was doing, he turned to the fire and prodded it with a long stick. He dropped fresh wood on it.

The practical start to the day gave her the courage to tell him what she needed and Jack complied with a small smile. While Sophie blushed furiously, he produced a small, square, plastic dish that looked like it belonged to the bottom of a bar fridge and a small packet of Kleenex.  Once again, he helped her in the same impartial manner as last night.

Afterward, he went back to stirring up the fire. “I think breakfast is in order,” he declared. “Coffee, cake, cookies and some banged-up fruit.”

“What do you have, a Starbucks tucked away somewhere?” she asked, the idea of hot coffee making her mouth water.

He pulled out a handful of foil packages and shook them. “Airline food. Which some people figure ain’t really food at all, but it’ll fill our stomachs.”

He didn’t make a very big fire, even though the day was colder than yesterday. When she asked him why, he pointed up to the cloud ceiling that seemed to be low enough to touch. “It’s going to be a long, damp day. We shouldn’t waste dry wood, when rain’ll probably put it out in a while.”

Breakfast was one of the best meals Sophie had ever eaten. Part of the enjoyment came because she hadn’t eaten anything yesterday. A bottleful of water was all she’d had. No wonder the painkiller had kicked in so hard.

Jack made her swallow another tablet, along with her coffee. The coffee, instant, black and served in a chipped plastic cup, was ambrosial. While she was sipping the last of the coffee and the medication soothed its way down to her leg, Jack fussed with the plastic sheet over it.

“We have to keep your leg dry and clean,” he said.

“You know first aid? You’ve studied it?”

“I know a bit about a lot.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it study, though. More like on-the-job training.” He moved away then, packing up anything that wasn’t waterproof and tucking it under the chair or under the overhang. He produced another plastic sheet, the twin of the one over her leg, except that it was torn across one corner. He put it on the chair beside her. “In case of rain,” he explained.

After a while there was nothing else for him to do. Almost reluctantly, he sat down beside her.

“You’re allowed to take it easy,” she said.

“I know. I just don’t want to get caught…”

“Get caught?”

He shrugged, looking down at his knees. “Get caught unprepared.”

She almost laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding! For someone who pulled himself out of a plane wreck yesterday, you’re the most prepared man I’ve ever met. Look at this.” She waved her hand around the twenty-foot long ledge, which looked like a campsite, with all the goods packed around them.

He was picking at a fold in his jeans now. It was a monotonous plucking, which he concentrated upon closely.

“We’ll be the most comfortable victims in existence,” Sophie added. “I almost feel like we should offer the rescue team afternoon tea when they arrive.”

The plucking motion paused for a tiny fraction of a second, before continuing on.

Sophie bit her lip. “What is it? Something about them coming? What?”

He glanced at her, then his glance slid away.

“You don’t think they’re coming, right?” she said. “That’s why you’re setting this up like we’re here to stay.”

“Of course they’ll come looking for us,” he assured her. “It’s standard procedure with a plane crash. They’ll look for….” He grimaced. “They’ll look for wreckage.”

He was holding something back. She stared at him, trying to read through his words, her heart thudding uneasily. “Where will they look, though? Are we near where they would look? Or miles and miles away? Is that what you’re not telling me?”

He shook his head a little. “It’s not that simple. When they don’t find the wreckage, they’ll start spreading out the search. Sooner or later, even if they don’t trip over us themselves, someone will come into this valley and we’ll able to get their attention. That’s not what I’m—”

Again, he shut his mouth as if he had been indiscreet.

“Not what you’re afraid of?” Sophie finished. “What is it you are afraid of?”

He shook his head again.

“Jesus, Jack!” Quick anger flared in her. “This is a survival situation here, regardless of how much equipment you’ve managed to scrounge up. You have to tell me what I should know.”

When he remained silent, she thumped the seat between them with the side of her fist. “I’m not helpless, dammit!”

“That’s the last thing I’d accuse you of,” Jack said quickly.

Her quicksilver temper faded and her leg throbbed in its place. “Ah, dammit,” she muttered. “I’m so able to take care of myself right now I need someone to help me go to the washroom.”

Jack was trying to hold back a smile and not succeeding. “Well, I didn’t want to mention that.”

She found a small smile of her own. Tried it. She realized she was close to tears again.

Jack tilted his head a little, studying her. “Hey, you’re allowed to depend on people sometimes, you know.” It was an echo of her advice to him a moment ago.

The tears were getting a little closer now. She bit her lip and swallowed, pushing the tears back. “It’s not something I’m used to.”

“I can see that.”

Now it was her turn to stare at her knees with nothing to say. She felt Jack move restlessly next to her.

“I know you don’t like it this way, having to depend on me. If you knew me better you’d like it even less, so count your blessings.”

She looked up, startled. Jack’s gaze was steady. He really wasn’t being melodramatic just to reassure her.

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

He shrugged. “We may never get to put it to the test, so relax. I mention it because you plainly don’t like being as helpless as you are. You think it’s really bad luck, fate dropping you into such a shitty position, but it could be worse, Sophie. It could be much worse.”

“We’re lucky, I know—”

“No, you don’t know. Not really.” He turned then, into the same sideways position he’d slept in. This time, he did it to keep her gaze locked on his face. “Trust me on this. For this one time, you’ll have to let go of the controls and trust me. I will get you out of this. I promise. Regardless of what may happen, I’ll be fighting to get you home, while I’ve got breath in my body.”

His voice wasn’t particularly loud but she heard the implacable will behind it and marvelled. Jack was a stranger and had assured her she wouldn’t like him if she did know him, yet his promise was enough to reassure her anyway.

“Why?” she asked at last. “Why is my getting home safely so important to you?”

He looked away then. “I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t? Or won’t? How could I possibly think badly of you after all you’ve done in the last twenty-four hours?”

“Believe me, there are things out there in the world that are beyond your ability to control. You wouldn’t like them.”

It was an odd answer. Before she could follow up on it, he picked up the plastic sheet he was sitting on and unfolded it. “Rain’s coming,” he said casually, nodding toward the other side of the ravine.

And so it was—a steady, dark gray curtain of
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