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      Stranded on an island with her worst enemy - and he has a secret she never suspected...

      

      In over her head

      After escaping a jealous husband, Lana Gregory is done with men. Especially chauvinistic bullies like rival boat captain, Elias Sobol. But after she falls overboard during a storm, she’s stranded on a remote Alaskan island with the very man she hopes to avoid.

      

      The catch of a lifetime

      The first day Elias laid eyes on Lana, his selkie soul recognized she was his mate. The feeling is not mutual, however, and the stubborn female has hated him from the start. He's forced to watch from afar, and it's a good thing he has, because now her very life is in his hands.

      

      Deepest secret

      As the frigid Alaskan wilderness presses in and the heat between them builds, Lana wonders why she ever thought Elias was the enemy. Until he reveals his true nature, and she’s blown off course. She’s just learning to trust again… but can she trust a man who truly isn’t what he seems?

      

      **Reader note: This book contains explicit language and sexual situations. It is intended for audiences 17 years and older.
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      The sound of fiddling pierced the cold November air as Captain Elias Sobol hesitated outside the bar’s heavy wooden door. The flickering neon sign in the bar’s window was making his head swim, and the air had a crackly feel that told him a storm was coming. Even his inner seal was jittery, vibrating with anticipation like that moment right before he plunged into the ocean. It’s just being in a new town. He didn’t like encroaching on another selkie clan’s territory. But the entire crew of the Utkin was gathering to support Bobby’s first band gig, and Elias didn’t want to let him down.

      His first mate, Jacob, pushed open the door from inside. “You coming? We’ve got seats up front.”

      “Yeah, be right there.” Elias adjusted his pelt—to humans it appeared as a duster-length sealskin vest—and stepped inside. Warmth hit his face, carrying with it the overwhelming scent of humanity and spilled beer. Despite it being past the season for tourists, the bar was packed with people, faces lit by strings of Christmas lights criss-crossing the ceiling. Elias immediately spotted Walton’s sealskin hat at the front near the low platform where Bobby and his band stood belting out a fast-paced tune.

      Turning, he slid sideways through the crowd, weaving between bodies like swimming through long fronds of kelp. Maybe after the band finished playing, he’d go to the beach and shift. Letting his seal out to swim would help clear his mind. As he approached the long bar, a delicious scent reached him—cinnamon and mocha with an underlying hint of what he could only describe as sex.

      His heartbeat kicked up, and a single thought consumed him. Mate. His eyes came to rest on a short figure with brown curly hair sticking out beneath a pink winter cap. She sat on a bar stool with her back to him, but he could see her delicious womanly curves filling out the sweatshirt and jeans she wore. A true Alaska girl. He couldn’t hold back his seal’s low growl of approval.

      She swiveled in the chair to glance at the band, revealing her profile. Her cheeks were flushed as if she’d just come in out of the cold, and her broad smile shot straight through Elias’s heart. The smile wasn’t directed at him, however. She was talking to a weathered man with shaggy, dirty-blonde surfer hair sitting beside to her.

      Elias rolled his shoulders, shaking off the possessive aggression settling over him. Not all shifters found their true mates, but when they did, the physical attraction was supposed to be instantaneous and undeniable. He only hoped they had human things in common, as well.

      He silently chided his inner seal, You knew she was here all along, didn’t you?

      His seal responded by filling his mind with lusty thoughts.

      Feeling his body respond in embarrassing ways, he shook his head but couldn’t help the smile tugging his lips. They said meeting one’s mate for the first time was something you’d never forget. I’d prefer she didn’t remember our first meeting as me being a perv who approached her at the bar. Elias straightened his shoulders, pulled his vest closed over his front, and nudged past a group standing between him and the woman.

      His mate didn’t appear to have sensed him yet, and as he drew near, he understood why; her cinnamon scent grew stronger, but it also told him she was human.

      Damn. That put a kink in things. Humans weren’t as in-tune with their instincts—he was going to have to woo her now and find a way to reveal his true nature later. He paused a few bar stools away, taking a moment to plan his new strategy. On stage, Bobby was playing his heart out on the fiddle, the guitarist strumming an accompanying beat while the vocalist shouted something about gambling away his heart.

      Elias’s future mate bobbed her head in time to the music.

      I could ask her to dance.

      His seal laughed at him, knowing full well Elias didn’t dance.

      Someone at a table near him reached out to tug his sleeve. “Hey, Elias,” a woman shouted above the music. “What are you doing in Kenai? Buy me a drink?”

      He pulled back and it took him a second to recognize her. He’d met her in Homer last year, and they’d spent a few enjoyable nights together, but hell if he could remember her name. He forced himself to smile but shook his head. “Not tonight, love.”

      The woman stuck out her lip in a pout, but he moved past without another glance. At least she’d had the right idea. Start by offering to buy a drink.

      He was within arms length of his mate when he spotted the metallic glint on her left hand. Married?

      He glanced once more at the man next to her. She was totally out of that guy’s league. Was the ring a ploy to keep guys from hitting on her? He’d met women who did that. He started forward again. Suddenly, the man next to her grabbed her chin in one hand and kissed her. Not a peck, but a deep, satisfying, intimate kiss.

      Elias’s spine stiffened. Before his brain had time to catch up, he’d grabbed the guy by the back of his collar and yanked him off his stool, tossing him onto the floor.

      The crowd surged back, giving the fallen man room.

      “What the hell?” the guy shouted, face dark with fury.

      “The lady doesn’t appreciate being mauled,” Elias answered, peripherally aware that the woman had risen to her feet behind him.

      The guy sat up, drawing his feet under him to stand. “She’s my wife, you asshole.”

      A lead weight settled to the bottom of Elias’s stomach. “Shit.”

      He turned to find the woman gaping at him, brown eyes wide. Then she turned her lovely face away to look at her husband on the floor. Husband. Wife. The ring wasn’t an act.

      If there was one boundary Elias wouldn’t cross, this was it; he wouldn’t steal another man’s wife.

      Something hard slammed into Elias’s cheek, rocking his head back. Stumbling, he turned in time to receive a second jab directly in the eye. Stars filled his vision, and his own fists flew up on instinct. The man was back on his feet, fists in front of him like a boxer. He jabbed again. This time, Elias dodged the blow.

      Someone in the crowd yelled, “Fight!”

      “Peter, stop,” the woman shouted, reaching with both hands for her husband’s arm.

      Elias seldom started brawls—at least, not without good reason. But he also wasn’t one to back down from one. Still, the guy had a right to be pissed. Elias forced his fists open and raised both palms in front of him. “I thought she was someone else. Honest mistake.”

      The man danced forward. “Honest my ass. Come on and fight, you pussy.”

      The band had stopped playing and the crowd had formed a surging ring around the area. A grizzled bouncer shoved into the open space. “Break it up, Peter.” He held out both arms as he stepped between them and glared at Elias. “Both of you, take it outside.”

      Above the crowd, Elias felt Jacob’s eyes on him and the telepathic bond he shared with his selkie crew surged to life. Need backup?

      What a fiasco. He didn’t need his crew knowing he’d found his mate. If they did, they’d do everything they could to break up her marriage, and if they did that, he may as well just steal her away right now. Keeping all thoughts of his mate out of his mind, Elias shook his head and sent back, Nope. I’m done. Tell Bobby I’m sorry.

      Turning, Elias jetted out the door and into the cold night air, ignoring Peter’s drunken taunts as he climbed into his pickup. He was halfway home before he cooled down enough to realize he hadn’t even learned his mate’s name.
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      Lana counted out bills and lay them on the counter in front of the marine supply store clerk. Behind her, the small store buzzed with activity. Fish and Wildlife’s sonar had reported what they called “a wall of fish” headed up the inlet. Tomorrow was the commercial opening, and everyone was scrambling to get ready. Tomorrow would be her lucky break. She could feel it in her soul.

      Running a fishing operation was expensive, but in for a penny, in for a pound, as her husband used to say. Money had been tight since his death a year ago, but she was determined to keep at this fishing thing. If she’d learned anything during their brief marriage, it was that the ocean was in her blood, and she loved nothing more than the salt of the wind on her face and the roll of the waves under her feet.

      A deep laugh was followed by a man’s angry cursing, and she glanced toward two fishermen arguing one aisle over. Rivalry could get aggressive, and tension was high. Peter had come to blows more than once with a few of the captains, although that had usually been at the bar. She’d even had to bail him out of jail two years ago, not only keeping them off the water for an entire day, but also spending most of their income from the next day’s catch.

      The clerk handed her a receipt, unperturbed by the nearby argument. “Weatherman’s predicting a blowout—you know, a storm? Be careful out there, sweetheart.”

      She’d heard that, too, and was a little nervous—enough that she didn’t let the clerk’s mansplaining or his condescending endearment goad her. The salmon run would hit the mouth of the river in less than twenty-four hours, and she had to make the most of the opportunity. Only by some twist of luck had her loan officer pulled enough strings to give her until the end of this season to catch up on her boat payments.

      “Thanks, I will.” She picked up the heavy replacement prop with both hands. The Willy Nilly’s current prop worked okay, but the new one would provide a lot more get-up-and-go if she could install it before tomorrow.

      She turned toward the exit and collided with sleek silver fur. Her stomach dropped. Elias Sobol. The broad chest and sealskin vest gave away his identity as surely as any photo ID. Her late husband might’ve been a brawling, cheating, son-of-a-bitch, but Elias Sobol was the definition of asshole. And she knew better than to take any shit from a man like him.

      She looked up into his nearly black irises and scowled. “Excuse you.”

      He raised his brows but didn’t move. The man wasn’t exactly handsome, but he was… interesting. Powerful shoulders, dark shiny hair going silver at the temples, and a raised scar on his forehead bisecting one eyebrow—something she assumed he’d acquired in a bar fight or some other sordid business. His deep voice rumbled, a vibration she could almost feel in her bones. “I recommend sitting this one out, Captain.”

      He always called her Captain, and she could never tell if he was being derisive or not. She almost preferred he’d call her sweetheart like the rest of the fishing captains. “You’re not exactly my go-to for advice, Elias.” She shook off the adrenaline-fueled butterflies in her stomach. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m in a hurry.”

      His eyes caught the glow from the florescent bulbs overhead, flashing with power as he wrapped a big hand around her upper arm. “I’m serious, Lana. The Willy Nilly isn’t made for this weather.”

      “Don’t touch me.” She jerked away. “I’ll be fine. Now get out of my way. This thing’s heavy.”

      They’d attracted the attention of several onlookers, and a man with a thick brown beard stepped forward.

      The man reached for the prop. “Let me help you with that, sweetheart.”

      Usually insistent on holding her own among the men in the industry, Lana slanted a glance toward Elias and relinquished the part with a broad smile. “That’s very kind, thank you.”

      Elias curled his upper lip and stepped aside. She could feel his gaze on her back as she led the way outside to her beat-up Chevy. The bearded man plunked the prop into the truck bed and brushed his palms against the front of his stained denim jacket. “Hey, I’m having a bonfire this weekend. You should come.”

      Great, she knew where this was going. Quite a few fishermen had approached her after Peter’s death. Even Elias the asshole had tried to hit on her—within a month of Peter’s passing, no less. The few she’d elected to date had turned out to be duds. Even so, the last thing she wanted to do was create animosity with yet another fisherman. Be polite but distant. She closed the truck’s tailgate. “Thanks for the invite, but I’ve got plans.”

      “You sure? Bonfire and beer is a better use of your time than trying to fish this storm.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sure.”

      “Suit yourself.” He shrugged. “Watch yourself out there tomorrow.”

      “You be careful, too,” she said as she climbed into the truck and pulled the door closed.

      From the store’s doorway, she saw Elias emerge, eyes glued on the bearded man. He was scowling the same way he used to scowl at Peter. What the fuck was wrong with him? She needed to get out of here and worry about her own shit, not whatever competition was going on among everyone else.

      She pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the bakery her parents had owned. Her cousin, Ashlyn, now ran it, but Lana had a tradition of bringing fresh doughnuts to her crew before each launch. She stepped inside, inhaling the wonderful yeasty scent of baking bread. The main thing she missed about the bakery was the smell—heaven compared to the fish-and-diesel scent of her boat.

      A couple sat enjoying coffee at the small table near the window, and Ashlyn stood behind the register, her bright pink and blue hair a nice match to the stacks of pink pastry boxes on the shelves behind her. Ashlyn had put on a little weight since she’d moved to Kenai, but not in a bad way. She seemed more muscular, of all things, not rounded from eating too many sweets. “Hey, Lana,” she greeted with a smile.

      Cal Bennett emerged through the saloon-style swinging doors to the kitchen, his brown State Trooper hat in one hand and a bear claw in the other. “Thanks, Ashlyn,” he said, giving Lana a cursory nod as he passed by on his way toward the exit.

      The jerk. She’d had a fling with him a while back—if you could call a single night in front of the TV a fling. He was Ashlyn’s husband’s best friend, but to Lana, he was just one more reason to avoid men.

      Ashlyn shook her head and muttered. “I told him he could use the bathroom.”

      Lana glanced toward the doughnut display case. A woman with three grade school age kids milling about her like satellites blocked it.

      As if reading her mind, Ashlyn hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “I saved you three raspberry filled and a few maple bars for Jeanette. Look by the fridge.”

      Grinning, Lana said, “You’re the best.”

      “You can pay me back in fresh salmon,” Ashlyn called after her as Lana pushed into the kitchen.

      A pink box on the counter held an assortment of pastries. She pulled a raspberry jelly doughnut out and took a big bite, flooding her mouth with sweet gooey filling. Ashlyn had taken to baking like a boss, and Lana had zero regrets about relinquishing her parents’ old business to her cousin. Plus, Lana never charged her for the treats.

      Sealing the box with a piece of tape, she headed back out front. “Thanks, Ashlyn. You’re the best.”

      “Wait.” Ashlyn handed some change to a woman before turning to Lana and digging into her apron pocket. “You left this on the counter yesterday.”

      Lana accepted the tiny pocketknife her father had given her the first day she’d gone out on the boat with Peter. The blade was too tiny to be much use, but the worn ivory handle felt good, and she used it as a worry stone. “I wondered where I’d put it. Thanks.”

      “Can’t go without your good luck charm.” Ashlyn winked and turned to greet another customer.

      Rubbing a thumb over the etched scrimshaw image of a jumping salmon, Lana shoved it into her jeans pocket. She hated to admit it, but she needed all the luck she could get. If she didn’t get a handle on this fishing thing, she’d end up right back here working for Ashlyn.
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      Rain blurred the wheelhouse’s windows as Elias piloted the Utkin out of the mouth of the river in the wake of the Willy Nilly. His seal form preferred to avoid this weather, especially on board a boat; riding what amounted to a big piece of flotsam in these waves could make even a selkie seasick. But he had to protect Lana Gregory—even if she didn’t understand why.

      After his first encounter with her in the bar almost three years ago, he’d quickly learned she and her husband operated a fishing boat in Kenai. Although he wouldn’t steal a man’s wife, he still felt all the urges a mate would feel, including the need to be near her and keep her safe. It was biology, pure and simple, but he couldn’t fight it, so he’d moved his boat and crew up from Homer the very next season. His men didn’t know why, only that he wanted to expand his territory; selkies were notorious for abducting spouses, and he didn’t need them offering any “help.”

      Laughter rose from the cabin below where his crew was guzzling energy drinks and readying themselves for the big push to fill their fish lockers. The Utkin was almost twice the size of the Willy Nilly, with a crew of four plus the captain—three fellow selkies and the new kid, Dean, a werewolf who swore he was meant to be a “wolf of the sea.” Elias had made him pass an excruciating swimming test before taking him on, but the kid succeeded with flying colors, so who was Elias to judge? At least he wasn’t human.

      Humans were frail, and many didn’t respect the ocean like they should. Including Lana. But he didn’t blame her; she’d learned bad habits from that husband of hers. When Elias had moved to Kenai, he’d assumed it would only be a matter of time before Lana ended the marriage on her own; humans seldom mated for life, and Peter Gregory was wrong for her. Her husband had talked down to her, spent all their money on beer, and had even cheated on her. His saving grace had been that he hadn’t laid a hand on her—if there was one thing Elias wouldn’t abide, it was a man who beat on women. Elias had bided his time from a distance for all these years, waiting for her to get fed up.

      Then Peter had died.

      It was one thing to court a woman after a breakup, and quite another to court a widow. The human part of him knew he needed to give her a respectful mourning period, but his seal was fed up with waiting. He managed to hold off approaching her for almost two months before his seal forced the issue when he bumped into her at a fast-food joint, of all places. He’d sputtered out an offer to buy her lunch.

      And she’d rebuffed him like he was offering a platter of last-week’s discarded fish.

      Since then, she’d been even more stand-offish whenever he came near. It seemed that the years of aggressive rivalry between Elias and Peter had solidified Elias Sobol as a villain in Lana’s mind.

      Turning the Utkin’s bow into the wind, he pressed on, monitoring the radar blip that indicated the path of the Willy Nilly. The woman had a negative sense of direction when it came to fishing, but he had to give her credit for continuing to try. A few times, he’d taken to his seal form to chase the fish into her nets, just to help her out.

      Right now, the radar placed her boat awfully near the shallow waters of a rocky shoal—not the place to be fishing in weather like this. Wasn’t she paying attention to her charts? The massive waves provided a roller coaster view of the darkening horizon, and any one of them could drive a boat against one of the many submerged rocks in the area. Navigation in the inlet could be tricky, but where the hell was she going?

      The Utkin’s hull smacked against a wave, nearly knocking his feet out from under him, and he was forced to veer slightly off course to keep them from tipping. “Fucking idiot,” he grumbled, half at himself, half at Lana. This storm was shaping up to be a doozy.
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