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  Chapter 1
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Chloe


Is this what kills me? My chunky calf. 
My whole body shivers, and my brain goes into overdrive, figuring out how to get out of the embarrassing, life-threatening situation. I gasp, bending over the ice, trying not to fall.
Sugar Flakes! My leg is not budging!
My brown leather boot is wedged solidly inside the slushy hole on Chena Lake’s walking path. Freezing water seeps over the top of my boot, soaking my wool sock, which undoubtedly accelerates my dangerous predicament.
Stupid, ice fishing hole! 
The city of Fairbanks doesn’t stock trout in this lake, so only an idiot would ice fish here. The idiot drilled his fishing hole in the cleared walking path.
I shift my position, squatting to take the weight off my left leg, and using my arms, I try pulling my stuck leg out.
My unstuck, dry boot slips as I cry out, and crash, falling hard on my butt. Unfortunately, my leg is still imprisoned in the perfectly calf-sized round opening.
Panic grips me like icy hands squeezing as I fumble in the morning darkness of the remote, lonely lake. The stark realization hits—I'm alone, trapped, and my leg will frostbite soon in the freezing lake, and worse—if I don’t get out, I could freeze to death!
A shaky breath escapes me, the frigid air clouding it, blinding me, and intensifying my trembling and squirming. Desperation sets in. At least, I console myself, there are no broken bones. Yet, the biting cold could mask a numb, hidden injury beneath the thick ice.
“UGH! Oomph!” I wrestle, attempting to free my leg from the lake’s death grip on my soft calf. Desperation fuels my efforts as I struggle to remove my boot, but the zipper is below the ice, and my hand can't fit into the narrow hole to unzip the boot.
The cute, furry leather boots are one-of-a-kind, made by my university Professor of Native Arts friend as a go-out-and-enjoy-single-life divorce gift last winter. I’ve never found sexy boots that’d fit over my calves. These hug my small ankles and curves to make my legs look stunning, and they’re Alaska-warm. They were my lucky boots!
My butt is freezing to the ice as I yank my leg in vain. An unsettling thought creeps in—I wonder if I’ll be able to pry my frozen backside off the ice once my leg is finally freed.
My anxiety increases with the white breath cloud growing around me, urging me to hurry. Leaning back, I rock and push against the unyielding ice with trembling arms. Adrenaline courses through me, lending extra strength, but the frozen trap holds firm.
Either my leg is swelling, or the hole is freezing tighter around it because my calf is even more unmovable than seconds ago. 
I reach into my pocket to call for help, and I don’t feel my phone. 
Of course, I don’t. 
My phone was dead, so I left it charging in my car while I meandered around the lake, hoping to catch a morning display of the northern lights. The temperature and sky are perfect for the aurora borealis to appear. I need the inspiring color palette for the art design I’m painting this afternoon in my university pottery studio.
Ugh! So much for a refreshing hike, inspiring view, and enjoying my morning before going to the cafe.
“Help! Anyone?” I shout across the quiet lake, holding my breath, waiting for a response.
Don’t freak out, Chloe! I pep-talk myself. If only I told Kate when I was coming into the cafe, she’d have noticed I was missing. But since I help out before classes with no schedule, no one knows I’m missing. 
Is this the reason married people live longer? They have someone to miss them and send out a search party. 
I shake my head and exhale a heavy cloud around my face. If I were still married, my husband would be at the rink or an out-of-town game and not notice me missing anyway.
Okay, I’ll just have to MacGyver the crap out of this situation, Man vs. Wild style. What can I improvise to save myself?
I wriggle uncomfortably on the frigid lake, trying to ignore the biting cold as I reach inside my deep pockets to take stock of my potentially life-saving tools. I empty them onto the ice in front of me. 
The quick inventory reveals a mishmash of items – some practical, some utterly ridiculous.
My fingers close around a half-eaten granola bar. The crumbly, pungent salmon blueberry bar triggers amusement and disgust. I didn’t finish Kate’s new unique cafe breakfast bar because of its challenging flavors of fish and sweet berries this early in the morning. 
I love my friend Kate, and kudos to her avant-garde culinary creativity, but even if my survival depended on it, I’m not eating the gross breakfast bar. My cat wouldn’t touch it, and she eats kale chips.
With a half-hearted shrug, I fumble for the next item to surely save me: a crumpled, forgotten to-do list. I unfold it, revealing the comedy of my daily tasks. 
Buy catnip for Mr. Whiskers, learn to juggle, & find lost sock’s soulmate, milk, gluten-free double-stuffed Oreos.
I crumple the list. I should learn to juggle–it’d help me relieve stress, and then I’d have a hobby aside from pottery, drinking coffee, and university classes.
Really, Chloe? 
I giggle at the absurdity of my priorities in the face of potential frostbite or dying because my phone was dead. Why wasn’t that on the list—charge phone?
Next up, a paperclip. There’s no help there. I move on, desperate to find the ice auger in my pocket, which I’ve surely stashed and forgotten about and will totally save me. 
I chew my lower lip, and my chest heaves with fear. 
I often carry my pottery tool, a fettling knife. It’s for smoothing edges and is pretty dull but stainless steel. I could chip away the ice with it.
No such luck! 
I pull out a small bag of rubber ducks. I shake my head at the cute army of rubber ducks the size of my pinky nail. 
Why do I have these? Maybe I had grand plans for a rubber ducky project. My famous ex got all our friends in the break-up, so Kate is my only friend, and she’s not having a baby shower. She’s not even hetero or bi-like me. She’s Fairbanks Team Lesbian–the captain. Thus, there is no chance of a pregnancy!
I can’t help laughing, imagining using the duckies to free my leg.
Then, a two-inch disco ball keychain falls onto the ice. Because, you know, every Alaskan adventurer must carry a disco ball in the wilds. I ponder the sheer randomness of my pocket contents, forgetting my icy predicament.
My brain distracts me from the dire situation, thinking I’d learn a lot about a person based solely on what’s in her pockets. Maybe I should suggest to Kate that we ask our dates’ to empty their pockets. No ice auger, no second date!
I giggle. There’s no way I’m suggesting that to Kate, though. She’d take it as an open invitation that I want to date again—which I don’t. She believes she’s a cafe connoisseur of relationships, and I’d be scheduled for a date every night for the year.
Focus, Chloe! How am I going to get out? 
I need something to break the ice around my boot.
Channeling my inner Alaskan and pushing my fear into survival-rage mode, I clutch the disco ball keychain in my fist and punch its glittery awesomeness into the ice surrounding my leg. With surprisingly effective whacking, the disco ball makes ice chips fly, sending sparkles across the lake. 
The ridiculous disco ball-cracking rhythm compels me to sing. 
“Stayin’ Alive. Stayin Alive, aye aye aye aye, Staying Alllllliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiveeee.”
If I’m stuck in a frozen lake with a disco ball to save myself, this is the most appropriate disco-style ice-chipping song.
The ice around my boot remains solid, and I’m not making headway. And surprisingly, even my loud singing isn’t cracking the ice. The situation is hilariously dire.
I continue my disco punching and disco chorus.
As fear threatens to ruin my melody, a figure glides up on the lake’s cleared skating rink. 
The woman soars, a graceful figure skater but wearing chunky men's hockey skates. 
She’s more surreal than the rubber duckies spread around me. She has blond hair, crystal-blue eyes, long legs, and a radiant smile—my hallucination of what an angel looks like—but wears winter hockey gear instead of a beautiful robe.
I clear my throat, hesitating.
Her eyes, a vivid blue, lock onto mine with intensity, and her lips quirk into a smile.
“Your chorus stopped. I thought I’d come over to make sure disco doesn’t die, eh?”






  
  Chapter 2
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Sterling


In the frigid air of the ice-covered lake, the hot university student gazes back, her expression deadpan. “Disco will never die,” she declares with a broad smile, the cold not diminishing the warm tone of her voice. 
I saw an old car with a university parking pass in the deserted lake parking lot and wondered who would share my early morning lake workout. I didn’t expect a disco-singing walker.
Our eyes lock, and time freezes. In that instant, a spark ignites, and my smile falters at the magnetic pull of her striking hazel eyes. Her brown curls, a chaotic nest beneath the University of Fairbanks blue beanie, add to her quirky cuteness. She captivates me with her irresistible smile and undefinable something.
My gaze makes it past her bright eyes, with smile lines creasing the edges–she’s older than me when I look closer. I scan down from her puffy jacket to her feet—foot! I correct myself. I see the problem.
The disco dream girl’s leg is jammed into the rock-solid frozen lake.
“I stepped into an ice fishing hole,” she says, following my eyes.
My shoulders drop slightly. After seeing the hottie, I hoped she was another super-fan, puck bunny, stalking me during my morning skating practice. Kissing her would be reasonably easy if she was here to flirt.
It's not a puck bunny–it’s simply a singing hottie stuck in the lake. But a damsel in distress might be an easy victory, too.
“You’re in luck. I’m definitely the strong hero type.” I wink and skate next to her to check out the damage.
She casually sits by the ice fishing hole, with her leg disappearing into the lake. An odd assortment of items is scattered around her like she’s choosing this exact moment to organize her junk drawer.
Bizarrely, her strangeness makes her more enticing. My lips part, and my eyes fixate on the lovely curve of her thigh. 
Who is this unexpected, gorgeous creature? And thank you, God, for delivering me this goddess!
Instead of freaking out, she’s calm, witty, and throwing off enough pheromones to redirect a hockey team. I better save her before someone else swoops in. I tear my gaze off her legs to inspect the lake. No one else is here.
“Is that granola bar for real? A Salmon Blueberry Breakfast bar … or is it like … a joke item?”
Her easy laugh rings out across the empty lake.
“I wish it was a joke! I’ll tell my friend–maybe she can sell them to lower 48’rs as tourist items.”
I recognize the term. Alaskans don’t consider themselves part of the larger USA. They are an independent, wildly adventurous breed and, as Harry Potter uses the word Muggles, Alaskans call their lesser counterparts, Lower 48’rs.
She continues, “I was emptying my pockets to free myself, but I haven’t figured out how. The bar is from the cafe I was going to after this walk, but …” She shrugs and points to her leg.
I throw off my heavy gloves and bend down to pull on her leg. “Sorry, may I?”
“Oh, you can have the bar, it’s horrible! Taste it, you’ll see!”
I close my eyes, press my lips together, and try not to let her distract me from being the hero.
Although, I did enjoy the smoked salmon-flavored shots from last night's playoff party.
“I’m Chloe, by the way,” she says seriously, ignoring the emergency of her leg in the frozen lake. She tucks an errant curl into her winter hat with her stubby, paint-smattered finger.
Oh, she’s an art student. I love artsy-girls! They’re creative and get wild at parties. I’ve dated at least ten art majors. I’d say that’s my type, but I’m an equal-opportunity dater—there’s enough of me to go around. 
I flash a broader smile, laying on my heroic charm. “Hey, Chloe! I’m Sterling, obviously.” I lift my chin and tilt my head at the name on my hockey jersey as if she doesn’t know exactly who I am. 
Since being recruited and moving here, my face has been on every UAF Nanook Hockey team’s social media post and news article. My face is on the “Go Nanook’s” posters throughout the university dorms for our playoff games. Also, I was on the paper’s front page with, “Sterling to take UAF to the Championship Victory this year!” Then there’s the fans–students around campus wear my jersey number, and, of course, being a female right-wing hockey star makes me legendary. 
“Goooooo, Nanooks!” she exclaims, mimicking cheerleaders’ shaking pompoms with playful enthusiasm.
I smile wider. Chloe’s already cheering for me without a hat trick!
But then again, I can’t walk through campus without having ten people jump me to say hello and invite me to parties. My only peace is my early morning skating practice before the team’s official morning workout at the Cartman Arena, Home of the Nanooks, a crowded indoor rink.
William Cartman, the coach who recruited me and the rink’s namesake for his contributions as UAF’s best player in history, is my coach and mentor. He is the youngest retired NHL player with the most goals and–currently–an unbeatable coaching record. Of course, I admire him. He achieved everything I dream of becoming—being recruited by the NHL, dominating the hockey world, and, most of all, being famous. 
Coach Cartman called, and I didn’t hesitate to move from Canada to Alaska. I had to look up where Fairbanks was—it’s inland, hidden between mountains—and the mascot, a Nanook, which is the fancy Alaska name for a polar bear. A fitting team mascot, as the eight-foot-high, 800 kilogram, or 1700 pounds as Americans say, polar bear is ruthless. They are the largest land predator, using stealth to sneak up and savagely attack their prey.
I look at Chloe, and right now, this hottie is my prey, and I don’t even need to sneak up. I pull my sweaty, blonde ponytail tight and lean back on my hips to flex my substantial arms and show off my curves, pulling out all the stops to impress her.
I don’t just have hockey skills. I’m a spicy, well-formed athlete with the curves and charm to date anyone I’d like, male or female. Licking my salty lips, I’m sure I’m especially tasty looking after working out.
She reaches up to me. “You planning on watching me freeze to death? Or are you going to help me get out of this hole, Player?”
I laugh and shake my head. “Sorry. I wanted to ask how you managed to get stuck, but let’s leave some mystery for you to tell me over breakfast,” I say, flirting with a grin. 
Her mouth opens and closes like a guppy, and I fill in the dead air, saying. “Hold on a sec.”
I clap my hands to warm them and pivot around her, then get on my knees to get a good grip. 
She stuffs most of the scattered trinkets into her pocket and nods at me. 
Squatting behind her, I gently place my arms under her armpits, avoiding being too forward with an accidental touch, which I am dying to do.
“Thanks,” she breathes and holds my shoulders with an unusually strong grip for
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