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    No amount of snow and ice can melt this attraction… 
 
      
 
    Special ops captain Penn Sullivan is no stranger to extreme conditions, but chasing an elusive drug trafficker through the Alaskan wilderness proves a challenge. His beautiful and bossy bush guide claims to know the land better than any high-tech GPS system the military offers and has Penn alternately grinding his teeth with frustration…and from a heavy dose of lust for the bold woman with too much allure for her own good. 
 
      
 
    First the bush plane belonging to Cora Hutton’s daddy is hijacked. Then it goes down in the remote area locals call No Man’s Land. Now a special ops unit with more gadgets and muscles than brains or skills to last in the elements is on a man hunt—and she’s determined to help. But it doesn’t take long before she finds that a big, strong tough-guy like Penn really does know how to keep a woman warm on a frigid mountainside. 
 
      
 
    Penn never thought he’d struggle to keep his hands off a woman dressed like an abominable snow-woman, and after Cora finds him looking at her in the same way, it feels like striking gold. When their search goes sideways, one of them must make a sacrifice. Cora is no stranger to taking risks, but no way will Penn let the woman go down without fighting like hell for her. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Penn’s lungs seared from lack of oxygen. 
 
    His pulse slowed. He focused on each painful throb of his heart responding to deprivation. His limbs started to grow heavy as his body reserved its stores for primary functions like keeping his heart beating. Still, he pushed on. 
 
    He was approaching minute two under water and shooting for three. He’d make it easy—he’d done it countless times. 
 
    Moving past the two-minute mark, he continued to swim the passage used by the underwater rescue units for training excursions. He wasn’t part of any rescue unit, but he liked to keep in shape. Over the past year and a half spent in Europe, he’d gotten a bit lax in his training, so he figured it was about time to make a stop off the coast of Thailand and give himself a good challenge. 
 
    Ahead he spotted the light at the end of the underwater cave. By the time he reached it and pushed upward to the surface to gulp a mouthful of air, he’d hit the 3:02 mark on his diving watch his brother Nash had given him. 
 
    With a final burst of energy, Penn tunneled through the final stretch toward the surface. One more hard paddle and he emerged from the water, lips tipped to the sky as he sucked precious air into his lungs. 
 
    After the Texas Rangers kicked him out for not following protocol, he didn’t have a home with any law enforcement, armed forces or special ops teams…but he still had what it took. 
 
    He climbed the bank to the pile of belongings he dropped there. As oxygen flooded his system again, he felt warmed all over and tingly too. Stripping off his wetsuit reminded him that he might have never surfaced. He could have drowned down there. People did. The Thailand government reported dozens of dead adventurers who perished in this cave every year. 
 
    Penn was never worried—he wouldn’t have attempted the challenge if he wasn’t confident in his skills. 
 
    With his wetsuit hanging around his hips, he drew on his heavy pullover and sat on the ground, soaking up the warmth of the sun, and took a minute to recover. His phone buzzed, and he reached for his jeans cast off nearby. 
 
    As soon as he spotted the name on the screen, a big grin stole over his face. He brought the device to his ear. “Hey, bro.” 
 
    “Where the hell have you been? I called you twelve times.” Nash’s irritated tone projected through the speaker. 
 
    He studied his surroundings of water and the rock entrance he’d just emerged from. “I’m hangin’ out at the beach,” he responded. 
 
    “The beach. Jesus. Well, if you’d picked up your phone you’d know I’ve been trying to get in touch with you because something big’s happening.” 
 
    “Did you get your wife pregnant again? Because that’s not really news at this point, bro.” 
 
    “No, Nevaeh isn’t pregnant again. It’s hardly been two months since Opal was born. Which reminds me you haven’t paid us a visit to meet her. If you take this offer on hand, who knows when that will happen.” 
 
    Penn sat up straighter. “Offer?” He’d performed a few tasks to help the Ranger Ops down in Texas and expected his brother to ask for assistance again now. 
 
    “Homeland Security is forming another special forces unit. Your name was bandied around more than once, Penn.” 
 
    He started shaking his head before any words formed on his lips. “Not interested in anything long-term.” 
 
    “Not even heading your own team in PNW?” 
 
    For a moment, Penn felt he was in the depths of the murky darkness again, navigating through tight spaces while trying not to get caught on the jagged protrusions of the cave walls. The Pacific Northwest region Nash mentioned was one of the few places Penn was passionate about. He loved the challenges that came with the terrain, and how he could get lost in the wilds to escape people. 
 
    “You listenin’ now?” Nash drawled out. 
 
    “Are we talking Operation Freedom Flag?” 
 
    “You got it. They’re seeing a lot of issues on the borders between the US and Canada. Also, the 180th meridian.” The 180th meridian passed through the Aleutian Islands, making Alaska’s westernmost portion actually situated in the Eastern Hemisphere. And that meant Russia claimed an easy point of entry for trafficking of drugs, humans or weapons, all rousing the attention of the division of Homeland Security known as Operation Freedom Flag. 
 
    “It’s called OFFAT—Operation Freedom Flag Alaska Tundra.” 
 
    Penn’s ears perked up, and a blast of energy brought him to his feet. Looking at the Thailand shore, he only saw the raw beauty of their forty-ninth state which they spoke of. He’d spent a brief time in Alaska with a couple friends right out of high school, hiking and camping in the mountains, but he always hoped his work would take him that direction again. 
 
    “Xtreme Ops,” Nash concluded. “And you’re number one on the list for team captain, Penn. Now get your ass to Home-Sec HQ today and claim that spot. You’re getting one more chance not to fuck up the family name.” 
 
    Penn huffed a laugh at his brother’s harsh statement. “Whatever I’ve fucked up, you made up for.” 
 
    “Penn.” His voice sounded with warning. 
 
    “It’s gonna take me a while to get a flight out of Thailand, big brother.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing in Thailand? No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to hear that you just risked your life in that fucking cave. I’ll let the head of OFFAT know that you’re coming. No stop-offs to get laid, either. Got it?” 
 
    “And here I had a little honey-skinned Thai beauty and her friend ready to wrap themselves around me.” He didn’t, but his lie made Nash groan, and anytime a little brother could get a rise out of his big brother, it was a good day. 
 
    “Don’t make me look like an incompetent ass, Penn.” 
 
    “On my way now.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re really going to take this opportunity?” 
 
    Now that Penn had the idea locked in his brain, he couldn’t think of letting it slip by. He grabbed his things off the ground, jammed his boots on his feet and started walking toward the small parking area where he’d left his rental. 
 
    Fighting traffickers, drug lords, Russian mafia, arms traders and any number of border patrol problems, all in the setting of a land that both awed and thrilled him, seemed like the most exciting opportunity he’d ever be handed. 
 
    “I’ll call you when I land in Virginia, Nash.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting. And I’m fucking thrilled that you won’t be working solo anymore. That shit’s been scaring all of us since the day the Rangers gave you your walking papers. At least now you’ll have a team of men watching your back. I gotta run. Call me.” 
 
    “Will do. And Nash?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome aboard, sir. I hope you enjoy your flight with Wild Alaska.” 
 
    Penn looked at the kid who couldn’t grow more than a patchy beard standing off to the side of the entrance to the puddle jumper aircraft. He didn’t even want to think about his hairless balls. 
 
    He hoped to hell this guy wasn’t his pilot, but he was glossing over the situation to himself. The young man wore the pilot’s uniform of starched white shirt and cap. 
 
    Penn gave a single nod as he crowded his six-foot-two frame under the plane door and hunched through the narrow aisle to his seat. He’d flown on everything but a hot air balloon in his line of work, but he was accustomed to catching rides on military fighter jets or chartering private planes in Central America. The puddle jumpers were the worst for their lack of space. 
 
    His shoulders took up his seat and projected into the aisle. Times like these he felt like a giant fitting himself into a child’s playhouse. He flipped the tiny window shade open to reveal a miniscule window smaller than his hand. 
 
    Staring beyond the wing at the airport tarmac, he reminded himself the adventure didn’t lie in the journey in this case. Once he reached the rendezvous point of Nanouk Ridge to meet up with his new team, then the real adventure would begin. 
 
    Xtreme Ops. He didn’t know why he’d been earmarked as leader, when he worked solo for the past five years. Though he considered himself a bit of a loner, he looked forward to the challenge of leading men. 
 
    He ran through his itinerary in his brain—arrive in Nanouk Ridge. Meet with his team. He planned to share a dinner and bond a bit, which was damn important in this line of work. If you didn’t trust the man on your six, you didn’t have a team. OFFAT commissioned them all living quarters and their equipment was on site, so he planned a training session to ensure all were up to snuff. 
 
    He also hoped their headquarters was better than the dump the Ranger Ops initially operated out of, but knowing government funding, he wouldn’t get his hopes up. 
 
    Two other passengers boarded, looked at Penn taking up part of the aisle and skirted past him to find alternative spots to sit. He fastened his seatbelt, which barely wrapped around his body, and settled in for takeoff with his knees crunched. There never was enough leg room in these things, but he didn’t make the flight plans—some peon in DC did. 
 
    The pilot came on the intercom to announce takeoff. Penn twisted his lips, waiting for his voice to crack. Within minutes, they were in the air, and he settled in his seat as much as he could to think about his men. 
 
    Lipton—former Marine decorated with medals from stints in the Middle East. Singlehandedly rescued a political leader from a hostage situation. 
 
    Broshears, who’d performed some top-secret missions in North Korea that the government wasn’t admitting to. Penn heard he was a damn scholar of weaponry and the joke was that Penn shouldn’t be surprised to see the man carrying a fifteenth century battle axe. 
 
    Hepburn aka Hep. Skilled strategist and all-around tech guru. He was glad to have such a man on his team. 
 
    Glancing from the window, Penn saw a wisp of smoke rising from one of the small engines. After hundreds of flights, he thought it was an odd thing to be seeing, but the pilot would be made aware of a problem through his instrument panel. 
 
    Penn turned his attention to his team. Six men total, with Gasper and Beckett rounding them out. Both powerhouses in the field and skilled fighters. When he thought of this group he’d only met in a thick file, a knot of pride settled in his chest. Was this how his brother felt. If so, no wonder he was so damn full of himself. 
 
    Suddenly, the copilot appeared at the screen between the cockpit and the seating. He wasn’t as young as the pilot but he looked about twelve with a load in his diaper right this second. Sweat beaded on his brow as he addressed all three of the passengers onboard. 
 
    “We’re experiencing an issue that might cause a little turbulence. Please keep your seatbelts buckled.” 
 
    One look at the guy’s face—then the smoke now pouring from the engine along with tiny licks of flames—and Penn knew ‘keep your seatbelts buckled’ was code for put your head between your knees and kiss your ass goodbye. 
 
    The plane gave a sudden dip, sending the copilot toppling through the divider and leaving the cockpit wide open. Penn assessed the situation in a fraction of a brainwave. Lights blinking. Pilot holding tight to the controls as the plane started into a downward drop. 
 
    Behind him, the two passengers screamed. Penn couldn’t just sit here waiting for the plane to crash and end his life before he even got a chance at his own guts and glory. 
 
    He ripped off his seatbelt and staggered forward to the cockpit. 
 
    “You can’t be here,” the copilot said. 
 
    With a sharp move, Penn brushed the man aside and forced him out of the cockpit. Through the windshield, the ground was rushing closer at an alarming rate. 
 
    “Lost an engine?” he asked the child pilot. 
 
    “Yes, I thought it was okay and we’d reach our destination on the other engines.” He tried to pull the nose up, but doing so too fast would only result in something worse. 
 
    “Calm down. You were trained for an emergency landing. Pick a spot and put this bird down,” Penn commanded. 
 
    Instead of instilling calm confidence in the guy, Penn’s words only flustered him more. The plane angled sharply. 
 
    “What do I do?” The pilot’s voice burned with fear. 
 
    “Give me the plane.” 
 
    “You can fly?” 
 
    Penn gripped the yoke and pulled up even as he adjusted speeds, wind flaps and accounted for the wind speed. After a quick calculation in his head, he figured they had a chance if he angled the bird against the wind. The resistance would slow them enough for him to get control. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    “Do you know what you’re doing?” the pilot asked in a frantic voice. 
 
    “Be quiet.” He concentrated on the ground. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about making an emergency landing in someone’s living room. The land was wide open below. 
 
    “I’m going to land it—there.” He pointed northeast to a spot of pale green that could only be open field. He banked right. 
 
    The remaining engines should have done the job, as the pilot mentioned, but Penn would bet his favorite sidearm on there being a technical issue with the other engines as well. 
 
    Fucking puddle jumpers. 
 
    The plane hit a pocket of air and dropped several feet. Behind him, more screams sounded from the scared passengers. He clenched his jaw and took control. 
 
    The ground rushed closer. It wouldn’t be an easy landing, but they’d damn well be on the ground in one piece if he had anything to say about it. 
 
    “Tell them to assume the crash position,” he commanded the pilot as he yanked his own seatbelt hard to counteract the G-force of falling out of the sky. 
 
    “We’re going to crash?” 
 
    “No. But we’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    The pilot conveyed the order, and seconds later, Penn put the plane down with a hard bang that shot him forward against his seatbelt.  
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he muttered, still gripping the yoke while he assessed the situation. He threw the pilot a look. “Shut the engines down and get everybody out in case this thing goes up in flames. Wild Alaska is the perfect name for your plane service, son.” He stood, leaving the pilot to deal with the workings of his plane. 
 
    As he stepped out into the field he’d just landed in, he studied his surroundings. 
 
    Hell yeah. He smiled. 
 
    This was exactly the thrill he was seeking. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “All loaded, Cora.” Hank Hutton, known in his Air Force days as Eagle, offered her a smile as he placed the gallon jugs of water onboard the bush plane. 
 
    “Want me to weigh the passenger’s bag?” she asked her father. 
 
    Her dad eyed up the man standing on the dock waiting to board the small craft that would take off from the water. Cora didn’t need to look at the guy to know that he was weird. In Alaska they dealt with a lot of odd ducks, from people born and raised here to visitors. 
 
    Usually passengers who chartered their plane services into the wilderness were dressed as tourists did, wearing overpriced clothing purchased from outdoorsman catalogs. This one wore black jeans and a black leather jacket beneath a black puffer jacket. 
 
    Her father grunted. “If a hunter sees him, he’ll think he’s a bear out of hibernation.” 
 
    Cora hid her smile and turned to the dock. She approached the man standing there with a duffel bag that appeared bulky with goods and probably weighed more than the required limit to keep their plane light. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Cora Hutton. You’ll be flying with us on the Hutton Husky today.” She gestured to the plane outfitted with pontoons to land in water. “I’ll need to weigh your bag, sir.” 
 
    His dark stare penetrated her as he handed over the duffel. She withdrew a fish scale from her pocket and hooked the bag strap over it. “Our limit is ten pounds, and you’re at twelve, but it’ll do.” She passed the bag to him, and he accepted it without a word. 
 
    The ice cold stare lingered with her long after she walked to the plane. Her father muttered, “He’s a nutter, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I think so,” she whispered. 
 
    “Escaped convict wanting to disappear in the bush?” her father asked with a cock of his gray brow. 
 
    It was a game she and her daddy played, guessing their passengers’ stories. 
 
    A shiver ran through her that had nothing to do with the dropping temps. “Definitely.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him. Climb in, Cora girl.” Her father’s rough tone always warmed her when he called her by the pet name. Since the time her mother passed from a quick battle with cancer when Cora was ten, she’d been flying with her father. He taught her everything she knew—about flying and about life. 
 
    One of her most cherished lessons had to do with being a good neighbor to everyone she encountered. A person never knew when their action could save another’s life, her father preached, and she lived by the bush code. 
 
    Settling in her seat in the cockpit, she glanced to the door as the passenger boarded. She noted how he scanned the controls, looking hard at the instrument panel before taking his seat and stowing his bag at his feet. 
 
    He’d booked with them using the name of Ron Smith, but she couldn’t attach that name to the man. He appeared foreign from his dark, dashing looks to the expensive imported boots he wore. She mentally shrugged—this was America. No ethnic group had a specific look and she couldn’t judge. 
 
    But she did judge his hard stare boring into her from behind while her father took the controls and started the engines. 
 
    She slipped her headset on and threw her daddy a glance. “We’re clear for takeoff. Please keep your seatbelt on during the flight,” she told the passenger. 
 
    He didn’t reply, which made her wonder even more what he was hiding. He could be Russian—they saw a lot of that this far west. 
 
    Her father lifted a finger to his temple and wiggled it to indicate the man was a bit touched in the head. She smiled and focused herself in order to assist her father. The engines whirred, freshly inspected and in good working order. Her father was a stickler about his planes and checked over them with a magnifying glass before each and every flight. It only required one small, bad part to take a plane down. 
 
    The plane skated across the freshwater lake, getting speed. The runways were short with the tree branches thick with snow, but they lifted off, gliding up above the trees. Cora loved this part best—looking down just after takeoff, feeling like she had a giant’s perspective of the landscape below. 
 
    Her father got the plane leveled out and buzzing at a steady speed, while she checked the weather doppler. They knew a storm was brewing but planned to be well out of it and back at home in front of their cozy woodstove before the snow hit. 
 
    “I keep thinking about that venison stew waiting at home to warm up,” she said through their headsets. 
 
    “My stomach’s been growling for it too.” Her father scoured the air, and she knew why his military buddies had nicknamed him Eagle. After years with the Air Force, he’d finally been stationed in Anchorage. He signed on for an extended term because he loved it so much, and the minute he served his time and retired, he moved his wife to Alaska and bought his first bush plane. 
 
    At that time, Cora had been born, and there were albums full of photographs of her growing up as a pilot’s daughter, with infant Cora in his arms in the cockpit before a flight and continuing through her teens. When she was twenty, she dropped out of the community college he insisted she attend, declaring she wanted to fly and use her knowledge from the business courses she’d taken to help him expand his business. 
 
    Ever since, they’d been shuttling people all over Alaska, mostly to the remote areas other plane services wouldn’t fly. With a website linked to the Alaska tourist page, they got plenty of business, but Hank “Eagle” Hutton wasn’t a man who flaunted money. They still lived in the same small cabin of her childhood and it’d taken a lot for Cora to even talk him into upgrading to a new woodstove that better heated their home. 
 
    The things her father wouldn’t skimp on, however, were supplies. He never left the hangar without enough food, water, bullets and other supplies to see them through “just in case.” She never wanted to think about the just in case, but she’d inherited her father’s practical common sense. 
 
    Being thirty years old in the Alaskan wilderness meant she didn’t have many chances to meet men, and lately, she felt the clock ticking. She never bought those magazine articles talking about women’s biological clocks, but for months now, she’d been waking to dreams of holding her own infant in her arms and raising a family in the bush. 
 
    During her waking moments, she accepted her life as it was and didn’t dwell over those strong urges brought on by hormones. Life always worked out—either she’d have a family or she wouldn’t. 
 
    In the distance, the gray bank of clouds threatened with the storm looming over them and counting down another clock to reach the destination and home before conditions grew too rough to fly. 
 
    “I hope this isn’t another May 1999,” she said to her father. 
 
    He shot her a glance. “Me too.” 
 
    In May 1999, she and her father had taken a couple guys to what was known as the Bear Grounds for a week’s hunt. After cautiously checking the weather in the days and hours leading up to the flight, it looked clear. But in true Alaska style, the winds changed and conditions went from decent to whiteout in an hour. 
 
    Sitting right here in this seat, she couldn’t see anything through the thick white flakes and swirling winds, but somehow her father had managed to set them down safely on a lake that had recently thawed. 
 
    There, she and her father sheltered with their two passengers, who were equipped for hunting in warm clothes. What camping gear they carried with them saw them through for several days, along with the stores her father insisted on carrying. 
 
    Soon their plane would be grounded for the season, and they’d spend their winter doing other things such as harvesting what food they grew in their greenhouse and hunting for meat. What they didn’t buy, they were able to supplement. Cora might sometimes long for a warm man next to her in bed, but she didn’t care about gourmet food or civilization. 
 
    Though she did like a good pizza those times she went into town. 
 
    “How long until we reach the destination?” The man behind her spoke for the first time. His perfect English alerted her to the fact that it may not be his first language. Not that it mattered. 
 
    “An hour to go,” her father answered. 
 
    The man didn’t respond with more, and Cora felt a sort of relief sweep over her. She’d been working in Hutton Tours long enough to read people, and she didn’t like the crawling feeling on her spine each time she thought of his very cold black eyes. 
 
    Eyes seen in an animal, and not a cute little puppy dog either. 
 
    She suppressed a chill sneaking over her, and focused on the instruments. All appeared to be shipshape. The next hour she spent evaluating winds and keeping a close eye on the weather system. She did not wish to wait out a storm with Ron Smith, if that was really his name. 
 
    She also checked on her father, which she often did in flight. Checking that he appeared comfortable and maintained focus. 
 
    When they began to near the destination, she noted the thick snow already on the ground here, and the pond would have just as much snow on the thick ice. They were taking chances by flying this late in the season in Alaska, but after the request for a flight came in, her father decided they could make one more run. 
 
    She shifted in her seat, blinking at the white of the snow below, blinding despite her sunglasses. God, she loved this land. Every day she woke knowing the day would bring a new adventure— 
 
    A click next to her ear jerked her head around. 
 
    Her father did the same, and their eyes met over the gun their passenger held in their peripheral. 
 
    “Change of plans. We’ll be landing at these coordinates.” He recited the coordinates. Ron Smith’s perfectly spoken words shot terror down Cora’s spine. 
 
    “That’s thirty miles more, directly into the storm.” On the first word, her voice started off as a wobble, and by the last, she’d steeled herself, girded her loins and pulled up her big girl panties all in a split second. 
 
    “You’ll land where I tell you to land, or I’ll take control of the plane myself.” 
 
    Her father, diplomatic as ever when it came to customer service, also was no pushover. He was a hard-nosed military man who’d been living in the bush for more than twenty years, and he wouldn’t take shit off anybody. 
 
    “You’re going to put that gun away and let me do what’s best for all of us,” her father said evenly. She saw the telltale flicker of a tendon in the crease of his jaw, something only displayed when her father got angry. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you one more time—land at those coordinates.” 
 
    Cora didn’t often feel afraid. She could count a handful of times in her life when she didn’t know what to expect next, and this was one of them. 
 
    “Look, we can’t fly that far west without real danger. The storm is coming from the west, and we’ll be lucky to get in and get home before—” 
 
    Hard steel slammed against her cheek. Pain blasted through her. Stunned by pain and a fog of fear, she could only bring a hand to the place where Ron Smith slammed the pistol into her face. 
 
    “Just a damn minute!” Her father’s shout echoed in her skull. “Nobody strikes my daughter. If you don’t put that weapon away, you’re going to find yourself in the bottom of a ravine for the bears to eat come spring.” 
 
    Some of Cora’s wits returned. She put a hand on her father’s arm, tense and seeming to vibrate with power under her fingers. 
 
    Talking sense to the guy was out of the question. Clearly, he had a rendezvous point that had changed, and when she saw the satellite phone in his other hand, she understood he’d received a text message. 
 
    Her instincts about the guy were right from the beginning—he was a criminal, possibly one of the many traffickers they heard about on the news running through the state, carting drugs from Russia through Alaska to distribute to the lower forty-eight—cocaine or meth or even yaba, meth in tablet form manufactured in Southeast Asia. 
 
    She glanced at his duffel, thinking she should have asked to search it. But in these parts, finding a gun in someone’s luggage was the norm. 
 
    Fighting to reason a way out of this, she nodded to her father. “Maybe we can accommodate him if we fly around the storm.” 
 
    Her father started shaking his head, but Ron Smith spoke. “I need to arrive by one p.m. to make my meeting.” 
 
    “Look here, thirty miles west puts us all in serious danger. If we go down in the storm in that area, we won’t have much of a chance of being found let alone getting out. It’s rough terrain—mountains, hidden ice caves. You’re not going to just walk—” 
 
    He struck her father across the face with the pistol. Cora screamed and had no memory of unlatching her seatbelt to dive in front of her father. The plane dipped as her father’s hands went slack from the blow. Seeing things could get out of hand fast, she grabbed the controls. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” her father ground out. He shoved Cora into her seat and took over again. She had a feeling her father would not back down from this fight. Some fights a man couldn’t walk away from. 
 
    “Dad, let’s figure this out. Can we get him there by one o’clock?” She stared at her father’s handsome and aging face, the straight nose like her own and the bruise rising on his cheek just like her own. They shared coloring too—blue eyes that tended to appear gray in certain lights or brighter blue if they wore blue shirts. And her blondish brown hair did not yet have the streaks of silver gray his did. 
 
    That rising bruise on her father’s cheek broke her heart. It made her want to grab the man’s gun and shoot him through the heart, and then toss him out of the plane for the bears as her father had said. 
 
    Her father gave her a side-eye look. One that froze her more than anything had yet, because she knew the man was about to pull an act of heroics. 
 
    “Dad—” She didn’t get the words out of her mouth before her father unbuckled and launched himself at Ron Smith. The plane dipped, and she had no choice but to take over at the controls while they struggled for the weapon in the small space behind her. 
 
    She hardly got the plane leveled out before something hard struck her in the temple. Her fingers went lax on the controls first, and then her arms dropped from her slumping shoulders. She felt each part of her body shut down one by one until she knew without a doubt that they were going down. 
 
    In the wilderness. 
 
    With a storm coming. 
 
    She could only hope none of them would survive. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cora woke with pain shooting up her spine and into her skull. Her first thought was she couldn’t be paralyzed or else she wouldn’t feel pain. But that didn’t make the realization better. 
 
    She lay crumpled over the controls, her face pressed against the cracked windshield after being launched from her seat. Icy air rushed through the plane from an open door. 
 
    All at once, the events returned to her, smacking her brain like a freight train hitting a stationary object on the tracks. 
 
    “Dad!” Heedless of her injuries, if she had any, she scrambled to get up, to find which direction was up, and turn herself around to see her father lay on his side on the floor of the plane. One wing jutted into the air higher than the other, telling her they’d landed on uneven terrain or possibly even on the side of a mountain. 
 
    A look at her father’s closed eyes made her heart pound. Adrenaline flooded her system—a little late to the party, but she’d make use of the energy rush. 
 
    The passenger was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Scrabbling to the rear of the small craft, she called out to her father again. “Dad, are you all right? Open your eyes if you can hear me!” 
 
    When she glanced out of the opening and spotted footprints in the snow, her heart picked up pace. The man had lived. Ron Smith had attempted to hijack their plane and almost stole their lives too. What measures would he go to in order to shut them up? She didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    She placed her shaking hands on her father and found him freezing to the touch. How long had they laid here, unconscious? Looking outside didn’t offer any clues—the storm system was fast approaching. 
 
    “Dad. Oh God. Dad?” She felt for his pulse and found it immediately. Relief washed through her, but things could go south fast. She had to work quick before he froze to death out here. 
 
    She needed to access the supplies. In some bush planes, the cargo was kept in a bay beneath the plane. Luckily, her father kept some supplies in the tail. The water they filled up on at the lake, along with blankets, an ax…and ammo for the weapon he carried on his hip. 
 
    He could have pulled it on Ron Smith at any time, but in trying to make peace and negotiate, he’d waited until it was too late. 
 
    After fumbling her way to the tail, she laid her hands on the plastic box equipped with their supplies. She grabbed the blanket, the ax and a couple weapon clips. If she couldn’t find the flares, she’d use her father’s gun to shoot into the sky and hope somebody heard or saw. 
 
    Fat chance, her brain told her before she finished the thought. 
 
    She crawled to her father and placed the blanket over him, tucking the edges under his heavy body to trap in as much warmth as possible. The cold permeated her as well, and she stuck her gloved fingers in her armpits for a minute to gain warmth. Trembling with terror for her father, she glanced outside. If Ron Smith lurked out there, he could come back and finish the job of killing them. 
 
    She almost wanted to laugh at the thought that he was nowhere near his first landing point let alone the one thirty miles away. By her account, they were in the middle of nowhere, far from civilization. The remote area of Skwenta looked like New York City compared to this. In fact, Alaskans called it No Man’s Land. 
 
    At least Ron Smith will die. 
 
    We’ll probably all die. 
 
    She needed to send up a mayday. She checked on her dad again, and finding him out cold, she scooted to the front of the plane to see if the radio worked. 
 
    As soon as she fiddled with the controls and heard the resulting static of the radio, tears burned in her eyes for the first time. Thank God. They could be rescued and her father get medical attention. Ron Smith could be hunted down and made to pay for his crimes, but right now all she could think about was getting her father to a hospital before the storm hit in full force. 
 
    “This is Hutton Husky. Mayday, mayday. This is Hutton Husky. We are on the ground. Repeat, we are on the ground and request rescue. Mayday.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “So this is Snowfuck, Alaska.” Penn looked around at the barely there blip of a town. If he told Nash about his base, he’d never live it down. It wasn’t a base so much as a glorified storage shed. It better be filled with ammo and supplies or he’d be pissed. 
 
    Shouldering his bag, he crossed the parking lot from the SUV he rented after the emergency landing in the field. Two other trucks were parked out front, and he knew he was the last of the team to arrive. 
 
    His plans of grabbing dinner and bonding were out, unless they picked up canned goods from the local general store and fixed it themselves in the galley. The most he could hope for was an MRE ration. 
 
    As soon as he opened the metal door and ducked inside, five men snapped to attention. 
 
    Penn met each man’s eyes and finally nodded. “I’m Penn Sullivan. You can call me Captain or Penn. But don’t call me Sully—that’s my brother’s name.” 
 
    They nodded, heads bobbing in time as if they coordinated it. 
 
    As he crossed the big open space to them, he was met with nervous glances but one guy standing on the end outright grinned at him. 
 
    Penn stopped in front of the broad-shouldered man tall enough to look him in the eyes. “What the hell are you smilin’ at?” he drawled. 
 
    “Heard you had a rough landing, Captain,” he was met with the same Texas drawl bred into him. 
 
    “You’re Hepburn.” 
 
    “River Hepburn from Athens, Texas, sir.” He went into full military mode, heels together and salute sharp at his brow. “They call me Hep, sir.” 
 
    “At ease. We don’t need those niceties in Xtreme Ops, Hep. You respect me, I’ll give it right back. And yes, there was an issue with my flight.” 
 
    Down the line, a few more mouths tipped up into smiles in response to his nonchalant answer. He opened his mouth to continue greeting his teammates and stopped at the sound of his phone buzzing. He paused to pull it to his ear. 
 
    “Sullivan.” 
 
    “You damn well better have arrived, Sullivan, because we need your team in the air in ten.” 
 
    “Colonel Reinsel?” 
 
    “Yes, goddammit, it isn’t Santa Claus. I need you to rally. I have a chopper on standby five minutes away from you at the Army airfield. There’s a bush plane down, claiming a hijacking by a man who fits the description of Segei Yahontov.” 
 
    “The man working for the Russian mafia.” 
 
    “Only the biggest, most dangerous organized crime ring in the world, Sullivan. Yahontov has been on the FBI’s most wanted list for contract killings and drug trafficking since 2010. He’s surfaced now and then, but we can never pin him down. We think he was meeting a drop shipment of drugs. According to the pilot’s account, the man we believe to be Yahontov asked them to change course, fly him thirty miles west. There was a struggle with the man, and the plane went down just outside of a place locals call No Man’s Land.” 
 
    “Sounds like a vacation. I’ll light a fire under my team now. Thank you, Colonel. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “All intel will be sent to you straight away.” 
 
    “On it, sir.” He ended the call and stared at his men, five strangers he didn’t know shit about besides what he read in their files. “Guess we’ll do our meet and greet in the air. Our first mission is here. Suit up, men.” 
 
    They had all of minutes to check out their base and supplies. Then laden with gear and headed to the chopper which landed outside the base, they ran through what was rapidly becoming thick snowfall. With heads down, they one by one ducked under the blades and jumped into the chopper. As soon as they were all strapped in, Penn addressed them. 
 
    “I wanted time to do some bonding shit, but who needs that? We’re Xtreme Ops, and we won’t be doing anything the conventional way, including our first mission. There’s a bush plane down, hijacked by a man they believe to be Segei Yahontov. He’s escaped on foot and we don’t know if he’s dead or alive. In a few more minutes, if not already, his tracks will be covered by fresh snow. We’re going to find this guy and bring him in dead or alive.” 
 
    “What about the plane?” the burly man named Lipton asked. He sported more than a few tattoos, Penn had seen before he donned the thick jacket needed to endure the Alaskan elements, and one tattoo on his neck peeked from the collar of his coat, a clear Navy anchor. 
 
    “Search and rescue’s en route too. We won’t be handling the survivors of the crash or getting them out.” 
 
    Lipton nodded and sat back as the chopper lifted. In seconds, they were in the air, flying through snow that could ground them and lose them their lead for their first target. 
 
    As they flew, the men remained relatively quiet, and Penn didn’t grill them. They’d have plenty of time for show and tell once they were hunting Yahontov. He pulled all his training to the front of his mind and heaped it into one collective spot in his brain that he could draw from on this mission. His time spent in Alaska hadn’t prepared him for this type of work, but plenty of other missions did, including a stint in Moscow working to free a British reporter from a palace where she was being held. 
 
    Hep kept examining his boots, turning his feet right and left and crowding into Beckett’s space. “Dude, what the hell are you lookin’ at? You got dog shit on those boots?” Beckett finally asked. 
 
    A couple of the guys chuckled. 
 
    “Just wondering if these boots will do for deep snow.” 
 
    “The treads are like tank treads. You don’t think that’ll cut it?” Beckett cocked a brow. 
 
    Hep shrugged. “I’ve never been in snow before.” 
 
    Penn’s own brows shot up, and he blinked at the man. “How the hell did you get chosen for OFFAT then?” 
 
    “Name came up a few times I guess.” He grinned in a way that made Penn believe there was more to the story he hadn’t read in a file. 
 
    “Fair enough. The boots’ll suffice. When we get in there, first objective is locate the pilot and see which direction the tracks went. Search and rescue will take care of the rescue, and we’re hunting Yahontov.” 
 
    Lipton brushed his gloved knuckles under his jaw. “You sure it’s Yahontov? I thought he operated out of Russia.” 
 
    “There’s been word for a few years that he’s expanded his ring. A dozen missionaries were executed on his order a year ago.” 
 
    “What the hell would missionaries have to do with drug trafficking?” Lipton asked. 
 
    “Apparently they were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Things went south and they lined them up on the edge of a ditch and shot them all.” 
 
    One of the guys blew out a low whistle, and silence descended over the group. Penn’s inner strategist played out everything that could go down. He wouldn’t walk into this blind—he had to prepare for every eventuality. Xtreme Ops versus Alaska seemed to be the biggest factor, if the whippy movement of the chopper was anything to go by. The pilot would be lucky to get out of there too. 
 
    Within minutes, they were dropping in to the coordinates where the plane crashed. When they set down, Penn had a second of stunned realization. He was here—leading his own team against one of the most hunted men of the twenty-first century. 
 
    The jolt of the chopper touching down on land set them all into motion. Penn led the way, jumping from the chopper with every man following on his heels. They navigated from the small clearing which had been the only place to safely land. The chopper lifted off again, zooming through the sky to outrun the worst of the storm coming from the west. 
 
    “This way,” he ordered into their comms units. He followed the slope of the land up to where the plane had been reported to have crashed. Sure enough, the snow here was banked up, and dark earth visible underneath from where the aircraft slid about three hundred yards before coming to a halt with one wing projected upward. 
 
    “Shiiiiit,” Broshears said quietly into their earpieces. 
 
    Just then they heard another chopper, this one with a higher pitched whine of the blades. Penn tipped his head to the sky. “Search and rescue. Broshears, Lipton, Hep, look for the mark’s tracks. You two, you’re with me.” He waved a hand toward the downed plane. 
 
    As they approached, the twisted metal and deadly quiet of only falling snow met their ears. The wreckage had an eerie abandoned feel, like a dinosaur skeleton no human eyes had seen in eons. 
 
    Crouching beneath a pine branch heavily laden with snow, Penn peered into the open door of the plane. A body lay there, still, under a blanket. 
 
    He rushed the last few feet and reached in to touch the victim. “Hello? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Eh? Uh. Cora, is that you?” 
 
    “I’m Captain Penn Sullivan of the Xtreme Ops. Are you the pilot of this plane?” 
 
    “Cora?” He pushed onto his elbows—or tried to, before collapsing. 
 
    “Don’t move, sir. Try to conserve your energy. Help is here. They’ll be with you in a bit.” 
 
    “Penn, there’s a set of fresh tracks leading away from the wreck. Look to be small. How large did you say Yahontov is?” 
 
    “Five-ten and a hundred seventy-five pounds.” 
 
    “Unless the dude’s got small feet to match his small dick, then someone else is out here,” Broshear’s words projected into Penn’s ear. 
 
    Penn moved out of the wreckage that shielded the pilot from the elements and looked to Gasper. “Watch over him. Beckett, you’re on his six. Be alert.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Is that bastard still on the loose? Has he gotten to my Cora?” 
 
    “Who’s Cora, Captain Sullivan?” Penn heard Gasper ask. 
 
    “My daughter! She’s with me.” 
 
    “Captain, you hear that?” Beckett asked as Penn trekked from the scene. 
 
    “I heard. Everyone be on the lookout for another passenger on the plane, possibly a woman. The man might be addled.” 
 
    “I’m following her tracks now, I’d say,” Broshears cut in. 
 
    “Hang back ’til I catch up,” Penn ordered. 
 
    Seconds later, he overtook the head of the line following the tracks through the fresh powder. As soon as he spotted the bright red down parka between branches, he raised a fist for his team to stop. 
 
    With his rifle at the ready, he approached. If he called out and the person ran, they’d be on a chase through the thick undergrowth piled with snow. In weather like this, they needed to conserve energy as much as possible simply to stay warm. 
 
    He waved for the guys to create a ring around the woman, and his team crept in without the person in the red jacket being alerted to their presence. Penn slipped in fast and stealthy. As soon as he saw streaky blonde strands of hair laying over the collar of the jacket, he signaled. 
 
    On his three, Broshears nodded. 
 
    They tightened the ring. Suddenly realizing she wasn’t alone, the woman bolted to her feet, weapon raised. She looked straight into Penn’s eyes. Blue-gray shards of ice set into a pretty face, pale as the snow but bearing a scrape on her brow and a swollen cheek with a hint of blue to indicate bruising. 
 
    “Who are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “Keep your voice down. I’m Captain Penn Sullivan. Were you in the plane crash?” 
 
    Her brows met in the middle over her slim, model-perfect nose. “My father! Is he all right? Are you search and rescue? No, you can’t be. They don’t carry guns!” Her tone adopted a frantic edge. 
 
    Dammit, he hated calming women. He could rarely think of a time when one actually settled down from anything he had to say. This one looked ready to bolt into the underbrush and possibly send Yahontov running farther. 
 
    “We’re searching for a man who was on the plane with you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “The hijacker? I thought he’d kill my daddy, so I led him from the plane.” 
 
    So there IS a daughter. 
 
    Jesus, she’d offered herself up as bait. Stupid or heroic? Penn couldn’t make a conclusion on that yet. 
 
    Seeing the need to calm this woman, he extended a hand. “Come out and talk to us.” Or let us protect you. If a man as lethal as Yahontov was lurking around, no handgun and a cover of brush would save her. 
 
    Her steady gaze revealed all the distrust of a toddler being asked to give up a favorite toy. Yet she was nothing like a toddler, standing there with her weapon still raised and looking like Joan of Arc about to crusade to save her father. 
 
    “Your father is being tended. Come and see.” 
 
    She raised her jaw a notch. “How am I to know you’re not with him? Ron Smith?” 
 
    “Ron Smith?” 
 
    “Yes, that man wearing all black and expensive foreign boots I’ve never seen before.” 
 
    “Faradei,” Gasper cut in. 
 
    “What?” Penn asked sharply. 
 
    “I bet that was the brand. Tactical Soviet-issue boots. I’m pretty sure I read that the mark was former Spetsnaz.” 
 
    Russian special forces, the equivalent of the SEALs. Penn gave Gasper a look to silence him, and the man respectfully went still. 
 
    A tree limb moved, and they turned as one toward the motion. Penn sighted on the place a target should be, and suddenly a man wearing an orange search and rescue vest appeared. 
 
    They all relaxed their stance—all but the woman. 
 
    “It’s search and rescue. Come on, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I’m not your sweetheart.” 
 
    “Miss, then. Or ma’am. Just come with me so we can get you medical attention and safely transported.” 
 
    The way the woman acted, she might be concussed. Paranoid didn’t begin to describe it. Penn held out a hand again, and she walked forward on wooden legs, ignored his hand and kept on walking. 
 
    Search and rescue caught up to her and led her away while the man asked her pointed questions about the crash. Had she struck her head? 
 
    She was unconscious, didn’t know how long she was out. What time was it now? Penn listened to the recounting, wondering why he hadn’t thought to ask about the crash before demanding she come out of her hiding spot. He needed to up his public relations game—he’d spent far too much time alone. 
 
    Once he and his teammates reached the crash site again, he drank in the situation. Snow was falling so rapidly that they’d be lucky to transport her and her father out of here. Add in the wind and conditions were treacherous. Also, every track they’d followed to find her in the first place had already been covered by a light layer of precipitation, meaning Yahontov’s tracks were also gone. 
 
    Lipton and his team looked up at their approach. “Tracks are gone.” 
 
    Penn nodded. 
 
    “What’s next?” Lipton set his jaw. 
 
    “I need to question the pilot and his daughter.” 
 
    Search and rescue was comprised of a team of four men, and they swarmed around the pilot that they’d recovered and managed to move from the interior of the plane. The man had been placed on a backboard and wrapped in a mummy bag for warmth, including his head, leaving only his face free. 
 
    The woman hovered over her father, talking rapidly. “You shouldn’t have jumped him, Daddy. What were you thinking?” she asked. 
 
    Penn listened, piecing the events together. She looked up at him, eyes still as untrusting as before, but this time he felt her silent jab for eavesdropping. 
 
    Penn crouched beside the pair. “I need a recounting of what happened. I’m tasked with finding this criminal.” 
 
    “My father’s in too much pain to speak for long. I’ll tell you.” The woman stood and walked several feet away. She waited for him to join her. 
 
    Problem with witnesses who were highly emotional was getting a clear view of the situation. Heightened emotions and tears often resulted in the witness jumbling the criminal’s description or even key details of the event. And clearly this woman’s emotions ran hot. 
 
    As she filled him in about their passenger who didn’t speak until the time he asked how long the journey would take to the moment when she was struck in the temple and lost control of her body—and then the plane—Penn studied her. 
 
    She most definitely was not concussed. Nobody could give a recounting like that unless they were very observant, and she was. He was starting to rethink his belief about emotional people. 
 
    “I didn’t catch your name.” Penn mentally gathered details about her. 
 
    “Cora. Cora Hutton. That’s my father, Hank, but they call him Eagle.” 
 
    “All right, Ms. Hutton. We’re going to get you both out of here as fast as possible.” 
 
    “This man who’s on the loose—you’re not only after him for hijacking our plane, are you?” She pushed her ski cap with the fur ear flaps up on her head. More short ends of her hair stuck out above her brows, tiny wisps that appeared far too fragile to survive in the bush, and yet the woman had a tough exterior that reminded him of women he knew in the armed forces. 
 
    “No, we have other reasons for searching for him. Were you ever in the military?” 
 
    His question caught her off guard. She slowly shook her head. “No. Why?” 
 
    “Just wondered.” 
 
    He returned to his team and they clustered together, speaking quietly. Beckett pulled a map up on his phone and Penn read it over his shoulder. With a thick finger, he pointed at the screen. “A day’s walk northwest.” 
 
    “Looks like,” Beckett agreed. 
 
    “What elevations are we talkin’ about?” Hep asked. 
 
    “Mostly rocky terrain. Some flat lands.” 
 
    A snort sounded from over Penn’s shoulder. He twisted and met Cora Hutton’s gaze. 
 
    “You don’t agree?” 
 
    She stared at the map Beckett had on display on his phone. “Where’d ya get that map? Dumb Shits, Alaska?” 
 
    Penn straightened to his full height and pegged her in his stare. “You saying it’s not correct?” 
 
    “Anybody who knows this area could tell you it’s not.” 
 
    “Show us the errors then.” He didn’t expect his voice to project a note of challenge but it did. He didn’t believe her. These maps were pulled off satellite images of the area by people with enough clearance to enter Area 51. 
 
    Again, he saw that flicker of flint in her blue-gray eyes. 
 
    “If you’re really going after that hijacker, you won’t find him by following that.” She pointed to the phone. 
 
    “All right,” he said evenly. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “I’ll go as guide.” 
 
    Someone could have knocked him over with a snowflake. Shock didn’t begin to describe his reaction to her declaration. Guide? 
 
    He shook his head. “Out of the question.” 
 
    She stepped up to him, shoulders squared as if prepared for this fight and determined to win. “I want a chance at that bastard who knocked our plane out of the sky and injured my father.” 
 
    “Woman, you are not going. Period. You’re returning with search and rescue and your injured father.” 
 
    She didn’t back down. In fact, she rocked forward, invading his personal space. Now where did she learn an intimidation tactic like that? 
 
    “No way,” Penn growled out. 
 
    “Suit yourself. Have fun wandering the bush in a snowstorm, guys.” She turned to walk away, and his gaze latched onto her thick ski pants that shouldn’t remotely look hot on a woman and yet somehow, on her, did. 
 
    He traded a look with Lipton, who only cocked a brow as if asking what the captain of Xtreme Ops would do to take control of his first mission. Take along a civilian as guide through dangerous terrain on a hunt for an even more dangerous man? 
 
    “Dammit.” He chased after her, caught her by the elbow and swung her around to face him. 
 
    “Just tell us what is wrong on the map.” She might be tough, but he wouldn’t be bested by a hundred-twenty pound snow puff. 
 
    She eyed him. “If you’re only heading that direction, you won’t find the hijacker.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I know where he was going.” 
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    Cora’s blood pulsated with anger. That man could not disappear into the wilderness—he needed to pay. Her father lay there badly injured, fighting for his life, about to be life-flighted from the wreckage of his downed plane, also his livelihood, and all because of Ron Smith. Or Yahontov, as these men were calling him. 
 
    The big one folded his arms across his chest, making him look bigger, broader and meaner, but she’d lived around bush people her entire life and wasn’t buying his act. 
 
    “We are a special ops force sent here to recover this man who brought down your plane. Do you intend to withhold information from us?” 
 
    “No, but you’ll never live through the journey. Do you know how many people disappear in the Alaskan wilderness every year?” 
 
    “We’re trained.” His angular jaw studded with beard growth clenched. 
 
    “And I’m knowledgeable,” she shot. “Look, I want this man caught more than anyone.” She waved toward her father, currently being lifted by two men on the backboard to place him into the chopper. “Just a minute. I want to say goodbye.” She jogged after them, and the men stopped for her to hunch over her daddy. 
 
    Looking into his beloved eyes, her heart flexed. Would she ever see him again? There was still time for her to go with him. Her father had launched himself at the man to stop him. If Eagle couldn’t search for the bastard, she would do it for him. 
 
    Tears burned the base of her throat. “I love you, Daddy. They’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    “Cora…I love you, girl. More than anything.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed one cheek and then the other. As a child, she had kissed her parents this way, both cheeks and end in an Eskimo kiss of brushing noses. 
 
    She rubbed her nose against her father’s before straightening. She looked to the rescuer. “Take good care of him, you hear me? Don’t make me come find you.” 
 
    He smiled. “I love a sassy woman, so you can find me anytime. But don’t worry, he’s in good hands.” 
 
    With a good amount of internal struggle, she stepped away. The men ran forward bearing her father and loaded him into the chopper. 
 
    Suddenly, the big man appeared at her side. 
 
    One of the search and rescue team turned to look at her. “Coming?” 
 
    “Yes, she is. In just a second,” Penn called out. With her arm in his grasp, he whipped her around to face him. 
 
    Some of the breath escaped her at seeing the scowl on his face. 
 
    He looked prepared to kill with the lethal shards shooting from his dark eyes, and the twist of his lips could be a noose. 
 
    Her heart rate picked up. 
 
    “Tell me where the target”—he drew in a deep breath and started again—“the man who hijacked your plane, is headed.” 
 
    “I’ll only share what I know if you take me. I’ve guided before on a smaller scale. I know this area like the back of my hand.” 
 
    “What reason would you have for coming here?” He looked at the nothingness surrounding them. 
 
    “There are plenty of places that haven’t been photographed or seen by human eyes, and it’s my goal to reach those places and show them to people. Every year I take a couple excursions into the back country. I sell my photos to science magazines.” 
 
    Another man approached them, this one as tall as Penn but with a quick smile. “What’s your name again?” he asked her. 
 
    “Cora Hutton.” 
 
    While Penn continued to glare her down, the other man tapped on his satellite phone. After a few seconds, he looked up. “She’s telling the truth. She’s featured in Smithsonian.” 
 
    Penn’s brow shot upward, into the edge of his thick hat. 
 
    “Take me with you as your guide and I’ll help you find this man. I want him dead.” The flat tone of her voice had both men’s stares boring into her. “There’s nothing I can do to help my father now anyway. It’s in God’s hands and the doctor’s. Look, this is remote, but that man was headed to a place even more barren. Hardly any planes even fly there because it’s so far north that it messes with some older instruments. There won’t be service there, no rescue, no civilization.” 
 
    They continued to stare at her. “Just man against nature. One wrong move and it’s death. No one would find you.” 
 
    “And you regularly visit this place?” Penn’s low growly voice sounded with disbelief. 
 
    She nodded. “I told you it’s a hobby. I go with a couple different groups. They’re looking to set world records of most explored tundra, but I don’t care about that. I just enjoy the thrill of finding remote areas that have yet to be explored. I also video journal it. You can find me on YouTube.” 
 
    Penn shot a look at the other man, who again punched his screen with a gloved forefinger. “She’s got a channel, and it won’t download in this weather, but I can see it’s true, Captain. I believe…” 
 
    Penn rounded on him, and Cora detected an undercurrent between them, some team dynamics she didn’t quite understand. 
 
    “You want to call the shots, Lipton?” 
 
    “No, Captain Sullivan. It’s just a recommendation.” 
 
    “You seriously want to drag a woman along with us? Look at her. She can’t possibly have enough endurance and will be dead weight.” 
 
    “But she says she knows the area and where Yahontov was going. We know he’s loose, on foot. We can’t let him disappear. It’s our first mission.” 
 
    That had her own brows arching. First mission? Knowing she was dealing with a bunch of rookies didn’t make her feel easier about the situation. She still had time to board that chopper. 
 
    But that left a man out there who could harm more of her fellow people. 
 
    As the pair talked in heated whispers, the man called Lipton pointed to the screen. 
 
    “…a cabin there in the background of the photo. A landmark for us to use. If we can find that location, we might not need her after all.” 
 
    She raised her voice to be heard. “You’ll die before you get two miles in.” 
 
    Penn stared at her for three full throbbing heartbeats before he shifted his gaze to the landscape behind her, a world she knew was rapidly being covered in a thick layer of snow. They didn’t have much time if they were going to do this. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered. “We have no choice but to take her.” 
 
    She looked him in the eyes and gave a nod. Then she ran to the plane and began digging into their supplies. Lipton came to help her, and pretty soon they’d unearthed all the food stores, some canteens and her pack. He watched as she knelt in the snow and unzipped it to rummage in the contents. It appeared she had what she needed—waterproof matches, a solar blanket to conserve warmth, a thermal bed roll to keep her off the ground while sleeping. Flare gun and flares? Check. 
 
    She zipped the pack and started to shoulder it. Then she dropped it to the ground. “Wait. One more thing.” She dived into the twisted metal of the cockpit and found the metal cross her father always flew with as protection. With a yank, she busted the chain holding it in place on the instrument panel and pocketed the cross. 
 
    Outside again, she faced all six members of the team. She opened her mouth to ask what supplies they carried, but the blare of the chopper blades in the air silenced her. Tipping her head to the sky, she watched the craft take off with her father. 
 
    He’ll be all right. He’s in good hands. 
 
    She pulled in a deep breath of icy snow and pine-scented air into her lungs and held it while she watched them fly out of sight. 
 
    Turning to the guys again, she figured this was it. No backing out now. “I’m Cora Hutton, and I know the direction the man you’re after is headed. The snow covered his tracks by now, and I know where he’s going but not where he’s at. So that’s your job to keep a look out for him.” 
 
    The men exchanged glances. 
 
    “The woman thinks she’s the captain,” Penn muttered under his breath. 
 
    She ignored him and continued, “If we’re going to get anywhere in this storm before dark, we gotta move fast. It’s imperative we build camp before the sun goes down. Now give me a list of the supplies you’re carrying.” 
 
    They eyed each other, some wearing smirks. 
 
    “I’m serious. How do I know if you’re equipped with the things you need to survive out here?” 
 
    One man with bright green eyes cleared his throat. When he spoke, his drawl shouted Texas. She’d known more than one Texan who thought they could homestead in Alaska and ended up returning home after he nearly starved to death one winter. 
 
    “We’re trained to do this, lady.” 
 
    “Cora. Not lady.” She hefted her pack onto her shoulders and strapped it around her hips where it would distribute the weight. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She set off, ducking beneath limbs to reach a more walkable path in the direction where she’d originally spotted Ron Smith’s tracks. Yahontov, she reminded herself. 
 
    She might be crazy. People lost their minds in the bush—it was a known fact. One of the search and rescue team had checked her pupils for a concussion, so she couldn’t claim that as her reason for volunteering herself as guide. But the fury of what that son of a bitch did to them still burned in her blood. And she couldn’t very well allow a party of six men to get lost in the wilderness, could she? 
 
    “Come on.” She waved to them to follow. “Daylight’s fading, and this snow isn’t going to stop.” 
 
    The men fell into step behind her. She heard a distinct groan that could only be from the growly, grumpy captain of the Xtreme Ops, and to think she just agreed to be with him as long as it took to find the hijacker. 
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    “I’ve never seen anything like this snow, and I’m from Minnesota.” 
 
    “I knew you were a Minnesota boy, Gasper,” Lipton said. “Could hear it in your voice.” 
 
    “Born and bred on lutefisk.” 
 
    “What the hell is lutefisk?” Beckett seemed to be one of the more outspoken of the team, Penn noted. He didn’t seem to have much of a filter, but Xtreme Ops was newly formed, and if Penn knew anything about groups of men, dynamics changed fast. He’d seen groups who got along like brothers turn on each other in a blink. 
 
    “It’s dried cod fish soaked in lye.” 
 
    “Jesus. Lye? Who the hell wants to eat that?” Beckett wagged his head. 
 
    “Apparently Minnesotans.” Gasper’s rye tone gained a snicker from Lipton. 
 
    They were spread out on the edge of a tree line, where the tree canopy caught most of the snow and made easier walking. They were all on high alert—no telling where Yahontov could be hiding. By Penn’s estimate, they were a good hour behind the fugitive and needed to haul ass to catch him. 
 
    The guys continued to banter, offering bits about themselves and getting to know each other as they moved through the snow with rifles at the ready. Trekking in the heart of the group and directly in front of Penn, by his command, was Cora Hutton. 
 
    Her red snow parka stuck out like a beacon, and he insisted she place his canvas jacket over it. The extra layer, rather than make her look larger or less shapely, somehow added to her allure, like a lover wearing a man’s shirt. She focused straight ahead as she walked and didn’t speak to any of the men, but he knew she’d be taking notes on all the things they discussed. 
 
    Long ago Penn had learned he couldn’t run his mouth and observe at the same time. Cora Hutton had displayed several personalities in the time he’d known her. When she wasn’t ordering his men around or sassing search and rescue, she was irate with the hijacker and kissed her daddy goodbye, Eskimo-style. 
 
    Jesus, if that didn’t make her an emotional basket case, he didn’t know what did. 
 
    As they moved through the falling snow, Penn wondered what the hell could be going on in Cora’s head. He dropped his gaze, and it landed on her ass in those snow pants. 
 
    She shouldn’t look so cute in puffy pants. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    He flicked his gaze upward and stared at her wooly hat with the earflaps. Again, how could that be cute? He’d laid beside beautiful model-types in string bikinis by luxury pools in the Mediterranean, and slogging through a snowstorm behind a woman dressed like a marshmallow was the furthest thing from sexy. 
 
    In one long stride, he stepped up next to her. “What’s your status?” 
 
    She threw him a look, unable to quell the irritation in her blue-gray eyes. “My status?” 
 
    “Yes. You were in a plane crash. How is your physical state? Or your mental?” 
 
    She continued walking as if right around the next tree they’d run into Yahontov and she didn’t care about anything else. “I’m fine.” 
 
    They paced forward for another half mile. Finally, he spoke. “You had a long day. Not many women can survive a plane crash and then hike for hours. If you need to stop, we’ll stop.” 
 
    When she twisted her head to pierce him in her stare, he saw the fierce determination on her pretty features as well as a flash of fire. He awaited the musket ball that was sure to come. 
 
    He wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “Most women or most people? Do you realize how chauvinistic you sound?” 
 
    Lipton shot him a crooked smile, and Penn struggled to contain his own. “I meant to say most people.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “How long have you been in Alaska?” Penn asked. 
 
    “All my life.” 
 
    “And your father owns the plane that crashed.” 
 
    “Yes. He owns two, and we transport people and goods around our neck of the woods.” She had a lilt to her speech that sounded both breathy and musical. It made him want to hear more. 
 
    “When did you get into the photography and videography?” 
 
    “When I was in college. A few friends and I took a trip to a remote area in the northern part of the state. After that I caught the bug and went every chance I could. Then my father…” She paused, giving Penn the impression her thoughts were with her father on his travels to the nearest hospital. She picked up again, voice stronger. “He gave me a video camera for my birthday. I started my YouTube channel, which got recognition from some scientists who are interested in Alaska.” 
 
    “Then the Smithsonian found you.” Penn studied her profile. Sunlight was fading fast, casting blue shadows over her face. And the snowflakes clinging to her eyelashes sparkled. 
 
    She nodded. “That’s right. Your turn now. How did you find us?” 
 
    “We were contacted that a man fitting the description of a man on our wall of fame was possibly responsible for your plane crash.” 
 
    “And you’re going to bring him in to what? The FBI?” 
 
    “We work for a division of Homeland Security called Operation Freedom Flag Alaskan Tundra.” 
 
    She processed this in silence. “You guys work together all the time?” 
 
    Reluctantly, he admitted, “This is our first mission as a unit. But collectively we have thousands of missions under our belts.” 
 
    “None of them in Alaska,” she said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “See? You do need me as guide.” 
 
    They started up a steep incline that skirted the edge of a hill that in some parts of the world would be known as a mountain. The snow turned to sleet, slicking the ground underfoot. They all grew quiet as they navigated the tougher terrain. He kept his gaze locked on the trees, where Yahontov could be hiding. 
 
    After an hour more of walking, the sun hung low on the mountain range. “We need to stop and make camp,” Cora declared. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking that for the last half mile,” Gasper muttered. 
 
    Cora shifted her shoulders. That pack must weigh a ton for a woman of her size, but she’d shouldered it without complaint, much to Penn’s surprise. 
 
    She scoured the surroundings. “That’s the best spot—in the shelter of those trees.” 
 
    “Make camp, men. We’ll use branches to create a wind break.” Penn took a step, and Cora backed up. Her boot slipped on the icy coating over the snow. On reflex, he shot out a hand and stopped her from falling. Through the canvas outer jacket and the puffy interior, plus whatever layers she wore beneath that, he still felt how small and fragile her arm was in his grip. 
 
    Her head snapped up, and she met his stare. For a minute, their gazes locked, and then she twisted free of his hold. “I’m fine. I wasn’t going to fall.” 
 
    He said nothing and continued toward the trees, on guard. 
 
    In minutes, Penn knew his team understood the basics of survival in extreme conditions. Lipton and Broshears set to work setting up tents while Gasper used a small ax to chop limbs for the wind break. Beckett helped him weave the branches between the trunks of other trees and drape it with pine branches while Penn and Hep scoped the area to ensure they were alone and their position could be easily guarded. Or defended. 
 
    When he returned to the camp, he found Cora had shed her pack. She or one of the guys had burrowed into the snow, creating a pocket for the fire, which she was busy building using her own supplies. She carried a small metal box containing some cotton for kindling and waterproof matches. He looked on for a second, watching her feed the small flame with cotton and when that flame grew, she added some dry leaves she seemed to have stripped from one of the branches the men cut. 
 
    She broke the branch into several smaller pieces, which she carefully fed to the fire until it built into a stronger one. Behind the screen and with the tents surrounding it, the fire quickly projected warmth. 
 
    She shot him a look from the corner of her eye and then stood. 
 
    “Sit and warm yourself while you can.” 
 
    She ignored his suggestion. “What are your tents rated to?” 
 
    “Siberian temperatures.” 
 
    She came close to rolling her eyes. “At least I won’t be stuck out here with a bunch of meat popsicles.” She proceeded to remove her own tent from her pack. It looked to be a lightweight hiking style, waterproof and capable of withstanding the coldest of temperatures. 
 
    He considered offering to help her set up but didn’t feel like getting more lip service from her. 
 
    His mind settled on those lips. Wide and full, with almost no upper bow. Not what he needed to think about right now. Taking on a civilian to protect and on his first mission too, he couldn’t figure out what had made him agree to this arrangement. 
 
    “Dammit.” Cora’s soft curse reached him on the howling wind. 
 
    Penn approached her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize when I pulled this out of the wreckage that it’s damaged. Two of the support poles are broken.” 
 
    “We have more than enough tents to provide you with shelter. Leave it.” 
 
    She sighed heavily and then set aside the broken poles. She stuffed the tent into her pack. 
 
    “Why take that? Lose the weight.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “Out here, you learn fast that you don’t waste anything. You don’t know when you’ll need this. It’s waterproof and could save one of us—or all of us—at some point.” 
 
    Penn examined her, saying nothing. At the present, she seemed level-headed and helpful. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t prepared for tears and emotional outbursts. 
 
    After there wasn’t anything else to do to set up camp, they all gathered around the fire and took turns feeding it with some branches that weren’t as wet from snow and ice. None of them had much time to take inventory of their supplies before leaving base, but he knew they had all they needed. 
 
    Across the fire, he watched Cora. She stared into the fire, in her own universe. The pale wisps of hair scattered across her forehead lent her an angelic look. 
 
    At least she won’t freeze to death tonight. What my body heat won’t do, hot packs will. 
 
    Fuuuuck. What made that thought enter his brain? 
 
    She held her hands up to the warmth, but her silence told him she must be thinking of her father and how he fared. 
 
    “You know,” Lipton said slowly, “I had an uncle who went sorta nuts. Schizophrenic, we think, but he never allowed a diagnosis. At twenty-two, he set off for Alaska. My mom got word that he was living in a cabin in the wilderness. Next thing she knew, the family got word he was dead.” Lipton’s story made all of them look up at him, including Cora. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” Her voice held that hint of emotion Penn knew would sooner or later show up. The sympathy in her gaze as she stared at Lipton made Penn uneasy. “Happens more than you’d think in these parts.” 
 
    “Did anybody ever find out what happened to him?” Broshears had removed his hat to reveal thick brown hair, and he scrubbed his gloved fingers through it. 
 
    “Heard the cabin caught fire. He couldn’t get out. Lost his dog too.” Lipton lobbed another small stick into the fire. 
 
    “Damn, that’s some sad shit.” Broshears swigged from his canteen. 
 
    “Grab nourishment while you can,” Penn ordered, breaking the melancholy tone the evening was taking. 
 
    They all pulled out MREs and set about sampling the fare the government provided for troops. Penn tossed one to Cora, and she caught it one-handed. 
 
    “I have some food in my pack.” She pointed. 
 
    “Try it—it’s quick and not too bad.” 
 
    Her gaze skittered from his. “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “You’ll eat to keep your strength up, or I’ll have you air-lifted out.” Why did he have to sound like a grizzly just disturbed from hibernation? 
 
    “Fine. How do you even eat these things?” She crossed her legs—how in those snow pants, he had no idea—and Lipton leaned in to demonstrate how he opened his entrée and slipped the packet into the hot sleeve to warm. 
 
    “Meatloaf.” She shook her head. “Who knew you can keep meatloaf stable enough to carry in a backpack for days?” 
 
    “Years,” Lipton told her with a grin. “I got chicken parm. Mmm-mm.” 
 
    All the guys chuckled as they enthusiastically tore into their rations. 
 
    Penn squeezed some cheese out of a tube directly into his mouth and followed it with a breadstick. As he chewed, he watched Cora unpackage coffee, vanilla protein powder to add water to and create a thick drink like a milkshake and some cherry cobbler. 
 
    “This is better than I’d get at home, actually.” She slowly chewed, testing out the cobbler. Eating dessert before the meal. Surely that revealed something about her character. 
 
    “What’s your favorite meal, Lipton?” Broshears threw out. 
 
    He thought a second, fork in his warmed chicken. “I’m a homecookin’ kinda guy. Give me roast and potatoes any day. And my momma makes these dinner rolls that men would kill over.” 
 
    “Tell her to send a care package.” Broshears bit off his own breadstick, having gotten the same MRE that Penn did. 
 
    “What’s yours?” Broshears asked Beckett. 
 
    They went around the group, talking quietly about meals much better than these. 
 
    “We already know Gasper prefers fish soaked in lye.” 
 
    Gasper shot him a good-natured smile. 
 
    “How about you, Hutton?” Broshears’ use of her last name brought an amused smile to her full lips, and Penn couldn’t help but realize they were bonding—not only as a team but with their guide too. 
 
    “At home, I make a lot of venison stew.” 
 
    “What if you aren’t at home?” 
 
    “On the occasions I go into town, I always stop for pizza.” 
 
    Penn imagined her closing her lips around the cheesy point of a slice and nearly groaned out loud. 
 
    After everyone finished their meals, Penn pointed to Lipton and Broshears. “Pair up for a watch. Hep, you’re with me.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Penn turned to Cora. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    She eyed the tents. “Which one do I use?” 
 
    “Mine.” He pointed. 
 
    Her blue-gray eyes fixed on his face. “We’re sharing a tent?” 
 
    “I’ll be out most of the night on watch.” 
 
    He waited to see if she’d protest, but she stood, grabbed her pack and disappeared inside the tent. He figured she knew how many layers to keep on to remain warm. After a few minutes, he peeked through the flap to see she’d laid down a mat and covered herself in a thermal blanket. 
 
    “Will that be warm enough?” he asked. 
 
    Startled, she shot into a sitting position. “I live here, remember? I’m used to cold.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re used to a cabin and a bed.” 
 
    “I don’t have those things when I take my excursions.” 
 
    Of course not. He pictured her sharing a tent with some guy she traveled with and felt a rumble of irritation roll through his chest. 
 
    “Shout if you need anything.” He leveled her in his stare. “Don’t be stubborn.” 
 
    She issued a noise somewhat like a huff and then laid down again. He closed the flap. When a call came in to his sat phone, he paced away from the tent out of earshot. 
 
    “Sullivan.” 
 
    He listened, dread rising with each word the captain of the search and rescue team spoke. 
 
    “All right,” he roughed out. “Thank you. That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    Lipton cocked a brow in question as Penn ended the call. 
 
    He bowed his head. “Fuck.” 
 
    Lipton slid his gaze to Penn’s tent where Cora attempted to sleep and then swung it back to Penn. 
 
    He nodded. “It’s what you think.” 
 
    “Damn. Tough news to break.” Lipton pitched his voice low. 
 
    “No shit. I admit I didn’t realize this would be part of my job as captain.” 
 
    “Want me to break it to her?” Lipton waited for orders. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” He stared at the tent trembling like a lone leaf in the wild Alaska wind. How to break the news to Cora that her father had succumbed to his injuries and passed away during emergency surgery? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cora lay on her back staring up at the tent ceiling. 
 
    Replaying the hijacking over and over didn’t offer a single answer as to how she could have stopped it all. Even if she’d searched Ron Smith’s—Yahontov’s—bag before boarding the Hutton Husky, he likely carried his gun concealed on his body. 
 
    She once again winced at the memory of being struck across the cheek. Lifting her fingers to it, she felt around the edges of the bruise that rested across her cheekbone. It could be black and blue for all she knew. Nobody had mentioned it, so perhaps it wasn’t as bad as it felt. 
 
    If she’d thrown herself on top of Yahontov instead of her dad, could she have prevented the crash? With decades of flying experience, her father was better at the controls than she was. He probably wouldn’t have let the plane go down. 
 
    Was he okay right now? She couldn’t even begin to guess at his injuries. He was bruised and banged up the same as she was, but the fact that he wavered in and out of consciousness scared her. 
 
    The tent shook from more than the elements, and a blast of wind hit her. She sat up to see a big man crawling inside with her. Quickly, she crunched her legs up to keep Penn from crushing them as he pushed his way in. 
 
    Scooting against the wall of the tent, she stared at him in the dimness. 
 
    Then he switched on a flashlight. A warm beam of yellow light illuminated his rugged features. For a heartbeat, she found herself studying him. He was handsome in a way that would earn him good money modeling for an outdoorsman magazine or catalog. His brown eyes were a deep java hue that seemed to burn with intensity the longer he stared at her. 
 
    She held her breath as he settled in the empty space next to her sleeping pallet, facing her. 
 
    Neither spoke for a long, painful heartbeat. 
 
    “You changed your mind about taking me as guide,” she said at last. 
 
    He compressed his lips. “No. There’s something else.” 
 
    Silence stretched, feeling like a spiderweb cast over them both and something she wanted to scramble away from. 
 
    “Just say it.” Her voice sounded thick. 
 
    “I received a call about your father.” 
 
    Her heart took a quick, fast nosedive far worse than any plane crash. She knotted her gloved hands and waited. 
 
    Penn dragged in a deep breath. His gaze riveted on her. “Your father didn’t make it out of surgery.” 
 
    Her mind blanked. She stared back at him. 
 
    He went on, “I’m so sorry, Cora. I didn’t know how to break it to you, but I knew you wouldn’t want me to sugarcoat it.” 
 
    “My…dad?” Pain speared her. 
 
    “Yes.” The word sounded as a hot whisper. 
 
    “He’s gone?” Her voice broke. 
 
    “Oh hell, sweetheart. Come here.” He snaked out a long arm and hooked her around the back, pulling her off her bedding and into his embrace. 
 
    The full weight of the situation slammed her. Her father—dead from injuries sustained at the hands of that monster, who she was guiding an ops team through the bush to find. 
 
    At first, shock overrode  all other emotions. Then fury hit. 
 
    She shoved against Penn’s chest. Why was it so impossibly large that she couldn’t break free of it? He held her to him, soothing her with soft words that she couldn’t make sense of. 
 
    “It was wrong to have his life cut short, and I will do everything in my power to avenge him.” 
 
    Tears hit. Pain carved a hole of grief in her, and she folded over. 
 
    “Oh fuck. Cora, I’m so sorry, honey.” Penn held her by the upper arms as she hung forward, head bowed and her body shaking with deep, rough sobs coming up from a black well. 
 
    Penn’s big hand came around her nape, and he drew her head against his chest. He smelled cold, of snow and tree sap from the branches they’d cut. Her cheek pressed into his cool jacket as her hot tears flowed unstopped. 
 
    “He’s gone. I lost him. I should have been there with him!” 
 
    He didn’t let up his hold on her nape. “There’s nothing you could have done, Cora. They did everything they could to save him.” 
 
    “What was it? Something internal?” 
 
    “A brain bleed.” 
 
    “Oh God!” Knowing the truth caused another stabbing knife wound to her gut, and she curled up. 
 
    Penn pulled her onto his lap and locked her against him while she alternately raged at herself for not going and at Yahontov for stealing her father from her. 
 
    “I’ll get that motherfucker for you, Cora. I swear I’ll see him in custody or dead.” 
 
    The harsh words sank into her but did nothing to ease the pain of it all. 
 
    She mopped at her face with her sleeve, and he reached into his pocket. He came out with a cloth. When she didn’t immediately take it, he dabbed her eyes for her. He went for her nose, but she accepted the cloth from him and blew her nose. 
 
    Cradling her head in his big palm, he watched her so close that she felt the first burn of awareness that she sat in a strange man’s lap, sobbing her heart out and furious at the injustice of the world. 
 
    Her gaze met his. His brows drew downward, and she knew the glow of the flashlight must reveal how awful she looked. Her eyes felt grainy and bulging out of her head from crying. 
 
    “I’m sorry it had to be me breaking the news to you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There isn’t anyone else now. I don’t have any family. My dad was…” she sucked in deeply, “it.” 
 
    Penn pulled off his gloves and set them aside. Then he caught a tear dripping down her face with the big, callused pad of his thumb. The act bore such tenderness that couldn’t stop the steady flow. 
 
    “Have you ever lost anyone?” she asked on a whimper. 
 
    “Friends. Grandparents. Nobody as close to me as a father.” 
 
    “I have. My mother. I thought I’d have my dad for years, but now…” She didn’t know what made her do it, but she ducked into the safety of Penn’s chest. 
 
     He brought his arms around her and held her wordlessly. Her mind reeled, and her emotions felt like volcanic eruptions. 
 
    After a while, the flicker of the fire outside the tent darkened and snuffed out. She didn’t hear anything, but Penn raised his head, listening as if he did. 
 
    She drew in a wobbly breath. “You should go out there. Take your watch.” 
 
    “The guys have got it. Here. Lie down. You’re shivering.” 
 
    She was, but it could be from her high rush of emotions and not from cold. As soon as she slid off his warm, steely lap and onto her cold pallet, she began to shiver in earnest. She jackknifed onto her side, hands in her armpits. 
 
    Penn opened his pack and unfurled a sleeping bag or the like over her. When she still trembled, he lay down beside her and tugged her into his body. Her head nestled under his chin and her knees jutted against his thighs. 
 
    “Shhh. Just relax. You’ll warm up in a minute.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and focused on just that. She thought of the warm sun on her face on a summer’s day. A mug of hot tea in her hands while sitting before a roaring fire on a fall night. 
 
    And Captain Penn Sullivan’s muscled, hard body, his heat penetrating through the layers of clothing she wore. 
 
    He moved a hand over her arm and located her hand stuffed in her underarm for warmth. “Take off your gloves.” He pulled them off her fingers and set them aside. “Here.” He flattened her palm against his chest, inside his coat, right up against a thermal layer he wore close to his skin. 
 
    Then he did the same with her other hand, until she curled her fingers over chiseled pecs. If she concentrated, she could feel the thump of his heart. 
 
    The intimacy of sharing a small cocoon of heat after her display of emotions suddenly warmed her in another way. 
 
    From the start, her body had reacted to Penn’s presence. Who had time for such things? She had to guide the team to a criminal. While something tightened in her core from Penn’s presence, her mouth had taken another tactic of trying to push him away, resulting in her giving him a hard time. 
 
    But being held by him, soothed by his deep voice as he assured her that there was nothing she could do for her father and Penn would see his killer caught, roused a new warmth inside her. 
 
    Her breaths slowed from the shivery gulps of earlier. She unclenched her knees and allowed her straining leg muscles to relax. She tucked her legs against his. 
 
    A rough rumble vibrated his chest, but she only burrowed closer to it. She should be ashamed at her behavior right now—she should push him away and endure this bleak night alone. 
 
    But she felt too crushed at the minute. Penn could guard her vulnerable side for one night. Tomorrow she would find her backbone and go on. 
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    The layers of down fluff between them shouldn’t fucking turn him on, but dammit, if she moved her thighs like that one more time— 
 
    He swallowed a grunt as the woman moved restlessly against him. In sleep, she cried out, tossed and turned. He managed to keep her snug against his body, holding her through whatever nightmares tormented her. Meanwhile, he experienced plenty of torment. 
 
    She flipped onto her back but continued to clutch at his sleeve. He’d managed to extinguish the light, and now he wished he hadn’t because her hat had fallen off, and for the first time, Penn could see all of her face. 
 
    He stared through the darkness at the shell of her ear that’d been hidden by the flap of her hat. He followed that upward to her hair, a streaky mix of blonde and brown, he knew from the daylight. The wispy ends looked as fragile as her eyelashes, damp from crying, and damn if the sight of it all didn’t cause a hitching sensation in his chest. 
 
    Hell. Emotions had no place out here. He had men to lead. A dangerous criminal to catch. He didn’t have time for dealing with an emotional woman too. 
 
    All this time, he’d been telling himself that her emotions would be her downfall. Yet her display of feelings rocked him. After witnessing nothing but her strength and determination—matched with an outstanding knowledge of the land—her tears caught him off guard. 
 
    Anybody would break down after hearing their father died. But her grasp on his sleeve touched something deep in him. 
 
    He cast off the thoughts and focused on what he should—his mission. Xtreme Ops couldn’t fail. As far as he was concerned, and if he knew anything about government programs, they had one chance at this. Failing on their first mission wasn’t even an option. 
 
    How far could Yahontov get on foot, alone? Who knew what supplies the man carried with him. Also, he was former Russian military. His training in conditions such as this surpassed Penn’s and his men’s. 
 
    That only meant he had to up their game. Be the elite. 
 
    After Cora presented the facts about them requiring a guide to make it through the worst terrain by the fastest route, he realized they needed her for success. 
 
    He stifled a groan. When it came to facts, she was a tough woman, but relying on her could be the wrong move. 
 
     She sighed heavily in sleep, and flipped onto her side again, this time facing away from him. He drew the blankets over her. Staring at the back of her head only brought more of those odd pinging feelings to his chest…but dropping it to the rounded hump of her hip raised other sensations he didn’t want to deal with out here. 
 
    He definitely should not curl up behind her. 
 
    That was called spooning, and it was not something a captain of a special ops team did. 
 
    Or a gentleman. 
 
    Dammit, she might be cold. He couldn’t have her waking with chattering teeth, and she needed all the rest she could get out here. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    In the end, he edged up behind her. As soon as his body heat touched her spine, she issued a soft sigh and squirmed into his embrace. 
 
    Jesus, he wasn’t going to last this way. Sharing a tent would be the end of him, but the idea of her cuddling with Lipton or Broshears made his jaw clench. 
 
    Penn slipped an arm over her middle, anchoring her to him. 
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    He woke with a jolt at the cold wind blasting through the open tent flap. His arms were empty and the bedding next to him cold. 
 
    He launched to his knees and hurled himself through the opening. Pitch blackness met his eyes, and he could barely make out the humped shapes of the other tents where his team slept. 
 
    Broshears appeared in front of him. “Everything okay, Captain?” 
 
    “Where’s Cora?” 
 
    “Cora?” 
 
    “Yes, the woman! Where is she?” 
 
    “I didn’t know she left.” 
 
    “Goddammit, you’re supposed to be keeping watch. You should know when someone farts in this hemisphere!” He reached inside the tent, grabbed his night vision and slapped it on his face. 
 
    “Stay here. Keep watch this time,” he ground out as he hurried forward, tracking the small footprints in the snow leading from their tent to the trees. 
 
    How had the woman gotten around Broshears? He might have given him flack just now, but the man was a warrior and nobody slipped past him. 
 
    Quickly, he pushed through the deep snow puddled around tree trunks. Half a mile of walking later, he started to panic. If Yahontov got her, dragged her off and— 
 
    With his sidearm gripped tightly, Penn kicked off at a jog, weaving through the trees on her trail. Through the night-vision device, he spotted her walking at a fast pace through the deep snow. 
 
    Taking a route around the trees to cut her off, he wondered what the hell she was doing. 
 
    He stepped out in front of her, and she jerked to a stop. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I have to get home. I’m already too late, but there must be arrangements made for my father.” Her voice faltered, but she sidestepped him and continued on some invisible trail through miles of thick snow with a deadly wanted man hiding somewhere out here. 
 
    Stunned, Penn watched her go. “Cora!” He rushed after her. 
 
    She started to run, and how her shorter legs weren’t hindered by the heavy snow he had no clue, but she made it farther than he thought before he grabbed her around the waist and hauled her back against him. 
 
    “Let me go! I have to get to my father!” 
 
    “Cora, stop.” He whipped her around to face him. “You’re not thinking straight.” 
 
    “It’s only a couple of miles. I can do it with my eyes closed.” She struggled to free herself from his hold. 
 
    He grabbed her by the shoulders. “You’re not going back alone, and not in the dark. If you truly want to return, then let me call you a chopper. As soon as the weather’s clear enough, they’ll lift you out.” 
 
    She went still as if all the fight left her. “Oh God. You’re right. I’m not thinking straight—the worst possible thing a person can do in the bush.” She bowed her face into her hands. 
 
    He continued to hold onto her, waiting for her to come to some decision about what she needed to do. 
 
    Finally, she looked up. “I’m sorry. I woke and it all hit me again, and I just…panicked.” 
 
    He might be dealing with a tough woman, but she was human, and he’d seen plenty of men lose their shit after someone took a hit. 
 
    Squeezing her shoulder, he twitched his head to indicate they should go. “Come on. You need sleep if you’re going to keep guiding us.” He turned her around, and they walked to the camp. She dropped the pack she carried outside the flap and then crawled inside. 
 
    Through the darkness, Penn met Lipton’s gaze. Giving a nod that everything was fine and for him to continue as lookout, he followed her into the tent. 
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     It wasn’t yet dawn, but the brightness of the snow blinded him. Blinking rapidly, he scoped the area for any sign of Cora. 
 
    His gut told him she’d left camp again. Dammit to hell. 
 
    He stopped dead as his gaze fell over her crouched near the fire with her tinderbox. She looked up and locked stares with him. In a heartbeat, he saw half a dozen emotions rush over her face, all of which he recognized as determination, pain, grief, embarrassment and then a pink flush rose to her cheeks. 
 
    Dipping her head, she resumed her work. In seconds she fed the fire into a flame large enough to set a small aluminum camp pot on. He noted how she’d dropped a few stones strategically into the fire ring to elevate the pot from the flames. His real interest was in that blush  she wore, though. 
 
    He scrubbed a hand over his face. Fuck, he was losing it and he needed to take a piss. After grabbing his rifle, he headed into the trees. Keeping on high alert, he approached Gasper, who leaned against a tree, keeping watch over the line of trees. 
 
    “Thanks for taking my shift,” he grated out. 
 
    Gasper gave him a solemn nod. 
 
    “Anything to report?” Penn asked. 
 
    “No, sir. Only saw a snow fox about an hour ago.” 
 
    “No threat then.” Penn went behind a tree and relieved himself. When he returned to camp, he found Cora using a stick to stir something in the pot. The scent of coffee reached him. 
 
    “Where did you get coffee?” He kept his voice low so as not to wake the others yet. 
 
    She met his gaze across the small fire and then lowered it again. “It’s instant. Add water. You should know all about that.” 
 
    “I wondered if you found some from our rations.” 
 
    “I have rations as well.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to ours, you know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” With economical movements, she poured the coffee from the pot into a metal cup and offered it to him. 
 
    “I won’t take your coffee.” 
 
    “I made it for you.” 
 
    A string tugged in his chest. 
 
    “I mean…as a thank you. I wanted to talk to you before the others got up.” Her quiet tone was like soft fingers working over him, stirring things he definitely should not be feeling out here. 
 
    He held out a hand and accepted the cup. When he brought it to his lips, he stared at her over the rim. “I think you should go back, Cora.” 
 
    She blinked up at him. “That’s fair to say after the mistake I made last night. I…wasn’t thinking straight, and it won’t happen again. I had a minute of weakness where all I could think about was my father. But I realized that the best thing I can do for him is to keep going, to find his killer.” 
 
    He lowered the cup without taking a sip. “First, your reaction is understandable and nobody is blaming you for that. Second, you’re not finding his killer.” 
 
    “I know where he’d hide along the way. We only need to catch up to him.” 
 
    “Probably true, but you’re still going back.” 
 
    She met his gaze, and he saw the same spark of will he’d seen in her at the site of the crash. “I’m going. You need me. That terrain isn’t what it shows on your map. You go that way and you’ll end up dead or walking for hours to find a place to even camp.” 
 
    He dragged in a deep breath, somehow smelling the remnants of her personal scent that filled his nose all night while holding her rather than the coffee beneath his nose. 
 
    After a long pause, he nodded. “Fine. But no more taking off alone. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal.” She stood from her crouch and walked to her pack on the ground. He swore her hips were swaying in those damn puffy snow pants, and he stifled a low growl at the memory of her rounded ass nestled against his groin most of the night while she thrashed in her sleep. 
 
    He sipped the coffee, perfectly hot and somehow far more delicious than any instant coffee from their rations. 
 
    Gasper approached from the side. “All clear, Captain. You good?” 
 
    “Yes,” he grated out. “It’s gonna be a long-ass mission.” 
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    Three more hours on foot to the drug drop. 
 
    Though Cora was tired and ready to stop for a rest, she refused to suggest it. What was up with these guys anyway? Each of them was as tough and unflagging as the last. If she didn’t know by being cuddled against one all night, she’d think they were robots rather than flesh and blood. 
 
    Her gaze slid to Penn, walking in front of her. His tall, hard body acted as a good distraction for most of her boring trek, but she was growing irritated with him too. Why did he have to be so caring last night? She couldn’t get it out of her head how he’d broken the news of her father’s death so tenderly and then gently wiped her tears, held her while she sobbed against his chiseled chest and then warmed her through when normally she’d be freezing in a tent under these conditions. 
 
    In snow camo, the line of men blended into the landscape. He’d given her a layer of the camo to put over her own puffer jacket as well, grumbling about her wearing red like a goddamn flag in front of a bull. 
 
    She defended herself, saying that typically a person wanted to be found if lost in the bush, and he didn’t speak after that. 
 
    But those dark eyes of his followed her every move, which was why she guessed he chose to walk in front of her. Either that or to keep her from running again. 
 
    She still burned with embarrassment about her gut instinct to head back for her father’s sake. When she wasn’t cringing about that, she thought about being in Penn’s warm, strong arms, and her face burned for another reason. 
 
    The man they called Hep paced along beside her as her personal bodyguard. She wouldn’t put it past Penn to have given that order, but luckily Hep didn’t get under her skin the same way Penn did. 
 
    “Have you done much traveling?” Hep asked. 
 
    “Been all over Alaska,” she answered. “Canada too.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the United States?” 
 
    “One time my mother met with a friend in Washington and brought me with her. I played with her little girl a lot while our moms visited.” 
 
    Hep stared at her. If his tanned skin didn’t give him away as a Southerner, his Texas drawl did. “That’s all? You’ve been to Washington?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “You haven’t been out of Alaska in all this time?” Penn had dropped back to walk on her right. Being under his deep stare had her skin prickling with warmth all over again. 
 
    “So what if I haven’t been to the lower forty-eight much. I’m totally happy with Alaska. It has everything I need.” 
 
    “Like snow, ice, sleet, below-freezing temperatures. Don’t forget the snow.” Hep’s list had everyone chuckling. “Oh, and a huge drug trade from Russia.” 
 
    “We have plenty of homegrown drug dealers too,” she quipped. “Don’t forget to give our people credit for their enterprise.” 
 
    They all gaped at her for a second and then burst out laughing. She shot Penn a wry smile and got a look in return, his coffee-brown eyes centered solely on her as if nobody else existed out here. 
 
    Now why did her imagination make leaps like that? He’d only done his duty in comforting her. Military personnel were trained to provide stability to the victims of their rescue missions, and she was simply that. 
 
    After the amusement died down, they started along the rocky ridge. 
 
    “You’re certain we should go this direction?” Penn asked. 
 
    She stared at him. “You doubting me?” 
 
    They all stopped to watch the show as she and Penn faced each other. 
 
    He extracted his phone and showed her a map. “This shows the fastest route is a mile west.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You go that direction you’ll end up trapped on a peak so high you can’t even rappel down it. Which I don’t suggest doing in snow and ice.” 
 
    Penn stared at her for five long heartbeats…then seven. Eleven full heartbeats later, he passed his thumb over the screen and pocketed the sat phone. Without a word, he turned and continued walking along the route she’d led them. 
 
    Lipton jogged to reach his side. Snippets of their conversation floated to her. “We can call in and…” 
 
    “We brought her for this. I trust that she isn’t just leading us on a pleasure hike over this ridge.” Penn’s voice reached her loud and clear. 
 
    She stopped walking, stunned. The highest praise anyone could give her, and she received it from a man she never believed would take her seriously. 
 
    The men closed in on either side of her like bodyguards, and they walked along for a short distance before Gasper swung his attention her way. “Why don’t we just use snowmobiles? Or a dog sled. Anything’s better than walking all this distance.” 
 
    “A snowmobile will only take you so far. Remember that the man you’re after planned to reach the drug drop by plane. And it would take at least six dogs to carry one of you big men.” 
 
    Penn’s head turned into profile as he tuned in to her conversation. 
 
    She went on, “In an area this remote, this is the only way.” She studied the ground ahead of the group. “Be cautious around this edge.” 
 
    “I heard that when you’re climbing Everest, the elevation and shit effects blood flow, and you automatically get a boner while climbing.” Beckett’s statement had them all cracking up. 
 
    “I should have worn stretchy pants. Hard to climb a mountain with a boner,” Hep drawled. 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” Penn twisted his face to conceal the smile he wore. 
 
    Cora held in a snort of laughter and hoped the air cooled her flushed cheeks before anybody noticed she was fair enough to blush easily. “You won’t need to worry about that here. We won’t be reaching those altitudes.” 
 
    After several minutes, they calmed down and grew quiet again. 
 
    “Does this mountain have a name?” Lipton shifted his shoulders as if to ease the weight he carried. 
 
    “Nanouk Ridge,” she answered. 
 
    “Odd name.” 
 
    “It’s Innuit. It means polar bear.” 
 
    “Will we be seeing some up here?” 
 
    “Probably not. It’s based on a legend.” 
 
    “What legend?” Penn’s deep voice drew her attention to him. She noted how he walked closer to her than the other men did. His arm swung at his side within inches of hers. 
 
    “Well, it is told that a beautiful Innuit girl traveled here with her tribe. She was separated from them during a storm one winter night.” 
 
    All the men focused on her words. 
 
    “She wandered the ridge alone for days, hungry, cold and frightened. When she could stand it no more and spoke to the heavens to ask her ancestors to send for her and end her suffering, she began to change.” The wind whipped up, and she flattened her gloved hand to her head to keep her hat from slipping. 
 
    “Change how?” Gasper’s brow wore a skeptical crease. 
 
    Cora met his expectant stare. Suddenly, she felt like the mother of the group, telling bedtime stories. 
 
    “She shifted into the body of a polar bear. From that day forward, she had enough food, her fur kept her warm from the elements, and she had no fears at all. Her human body died, but her spirit still wanders this ridge, protecting all travelers who set foot on it.” Cora gazed at the sharp outcropping of rock jutting upward, slicked in heavy snow and ice. 
 
    “Maybe the spirit will kill off Yahontov and save us the trouble. Maybe the spirit makes requests.” Lipton tipped his head up to look at the sky as if about to give it a shot. 
 
    Cora looked up at Penn in time to catch his crooked smile—his glorious, heart-stopping crooked smile. 
 
    Her lungs tightened, and she felt there wasn’t enough air on this ridge for her if Penn kept on smiling. 
 
    “The spirit protects—it doesn’t kill,” she said when she regained her breath. 
 
    “But we do both.” The rough statement coming from Penn drew chills up and down her spine. 
 
    The man gave her too many uneasy feelings she couldn’t explain. To get a break from them, she walked closer to the edge and threw a look down at the valley below. They’d been walking with the river on their left for a while now, and it cut sharply through two ridges, a frozen snake stretching through the wilderness. But sometimes bush planes could land… 
 
    Her stare fixed on the river and shore. As she peered down, her heart beat faster. 
 
    “Do you see Nanouk down there?” Lipton asked as he walked by her. 
 
    Penn had continued on, but now he rounded to her side. 
 
    “What is it?” He stared down too. 
 
    She lifted a hand. “Those markings on the shore.” 
 
    He looked closer. “Tracks of some kind? Could it be a snowmobile?” 
 
    She met his gaze. “I’d say your bad guy picked up some friends here. Do you have—” She began to say binoculars, but he already whipped them out and pasted them to his eyes. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re right. Footprints.” 
 
    The guys lined up along the ridge, scanning the area with binocs. 
 
    She made a grab for Penn’s. “Let me see.” 
 
    She didn’t understand the expression he wore when he hesitated. She issued a low growl of irritation. “Do you think I’m incompetent?” 
 
    He refused to answer but finally relented. She grabbed the equipment and brought the binocs into focus, staring at the tracks. 
 
    “I don’t know how he did it,” she said slowly, “but he got a plane to land here. Maybe it landed long before the worst of the storm hit, and took off the minute the skies cleared enough.” 
 
    Penn grabbed the binocs from her and looked again. “So he took off. He was lifted out.” 
 
    “Or a plane dropped off someone else to help him reach that drug drop. I don’t think for a minute that they’ll abandon it, Captain,” Lipton added. 
 
    Penn opened his mouth, but any words were cut off. A shot blasted by them and shattered some of the rock face where they all stood. 
 
    “Incoming!” 
 
    Cora barely processed the first shot when a second hit the ridge. 
 
    Penn threw her behind the big wall of his body. The men pulled up their weapons and flattened themselves at the same time. Penn shoved her again, and Cora hit her behind. She didn’t have time to scramble to her feet again before Penn forced her backward until her spine came up against a hard spike of rock covered in ice. 
 
    “What—” 
 
    “Don’t say a word,” he threw out at her. “See that crevice? Hide. Make yourself small.” 
 
    She hesitated and he yelled, “Get in!” 
 
    More shots rang out. “Where the fuck are you, you bastard?” she heard one of the guys mutter. 
 
    She squeezed between two protruding faces of rock that could house any kind of animal in these parts. She expected a wolverine to attack her ankle at any moment as she strained her ears as if she could predict the next shot. 
 
    Heart racing, adrenaline battling for supremacy in her veins, she waited. Wishing to hell she had a weapon to take aim at the man who killed her father. 
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    “Broshears, find that motherfucker.” Penn’s command came out as a gritty growl. 
 
    “On it!” 
 
    All eyes scoured the opposite ridge. Thick snow scraped across the face of stone like the painting of a master. The landscape was shades of gray, white and the dark break of black here and there. 
 
    Penn caught a flash of light. “Three MOA!” 
 
    “Got him.” Stretched out on his stomach with the crosshairs on the shooter across the valley, Broshears adjusted for windage and then set his finger on the trigger, all in a second’s time. 
 
    He squeezed off the shot. The flash disappeared. 
 
    “Fuck, Broshears. You really are a sharpshooter.” Lipton nodded. 
 
    “Keep on them. There’s more than one shooter.” 
 
    “How many by your guess?” 
 
    “Two shots—two different weapons. One’s a Lobaev. Russian issue.” His tactical mind quickly worked out the angles of those shots too. After a look at the splintered rock that was too close for comfort, he projected the shooters’ positions. 
 
    “Hundred yards to the right. Eyes on that ridge!” 
 
    Another shot exploded over their heads. Penn darted a glance over his shoulder at the place where he ordered Cora to hide herself. Fuck, he better not have made the wrong decision. 
 
    “You got him, Broshears?” Penn demanded 
 
    “Aww, c’mon. Now you’re just makin’ it easy on me,” Broshears drawled out. 
 
    “You got him?” Lipton repeated. 
 
    “This man was dead from the first shot fired.” Broshears’ statement was slow in comparison to his quick moves. He loaded a shell into his long-range sniper rifle and lined up the shot. Nobody spoke, granting their man the silence he needed to focus. 
 
    At that second, Penn caught a flash from the left. He didn’t even get out the words, “There’s a third!” before he pulled up and took his own shot. Without the planning and precision, his shot came close, ricocheting off the rock and causing snow to slide down the face. Snow and ice picked up speed, skidding down the rock face and crashing to the valley below. 
 
    He squeezed off another shot, and this time he had backup. They opened fire on the location. The report echoed across the valley. 
 
    Something touched Penn’s waist, right along his spine. He started to whirl just as someone ripped his sidearm from the place it nestled along his back. 
 
    Cora raised the weapon and fired at another man who’d made it to their ridge and stood feet from him and his men. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Her shot grazed him in the shoulder, and he staggered back. His blue eyes burned into Penn’s a split second before Penn shot him in the head. The body flew backward and hit the snow, legs splayed, face turned up to the sky. 
 
    “Jesus, where’d he come from?” one of the men burst out. 
 
    “Spread out! He won’t be the only one. Beckett, guard her.” He barely glanced at Cora. 
 
    The woman had defied his orders to stay hidden. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    She’d probably saved his life. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    And she was a bad shot to top it all. 
 
    They cased the ridge, searching in every crack and crevice. The shooting had stopped, and they’d shot four men. If one of them was Yahontov, all the better. Their mission would be complete, and he could get Cora home to safety. He didn’t want her out here anymore. 
 
    “Clear, Captain.” Gasper returned to the group with Hep at his side. 
 
    “You checked the backside of this ridge?” Penn asked. 
 
    “There’s no way anybody could scale that side of the ridge.” Cora’s voice came out strong, with no hint at all that she might be shaken by what had taken place— completely blowing his belief that an emotional person could not do this job.  
 
    Penn sliced a look at his second in command. “Lip.” 
 
    “Take care of what you need to, Penn.” 
 
    Focused solely on Cora now, he reached the woman in two strides. Her eyes lit with surprise as he latched onto her arm and hauled her away from the guys. When he located a spot where they were both safe and out of sight of the others, he grabbed her by the arms and glared down at her. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “What are you glaring at me for?” 
 
    “You could have been killed. You disobeyed a direct order from me. And you can’t shoot for shit.” 
 
    Defiance jutted her little jaw forward, and she twisted those full rosy lips that had tortured him most of the night. “I saved your life, you idiot!” 
 
    “Now is a good time to stop talking.” His tone sounded with an edge of warning. 
 
    “Or what? Big soldier man’s going to give me another order? Ha!” 
 
    “Cora,” he warned. 
 
    “Penn,” she mocked. 
 
    He cocked a brow at her, daring her to continue. Like a stubborn child, she compressed her lips. The tight line did nothing to make him stop wanting to taste her sweet lips. Then, just because he knew she couldn’t resist, she opened her mouth to speak again. 
 
    He cupped the back of her head and slammed his mouth over hers. 
 
    To shut her up, of course. 
 
    The pressure of her soft lips against his threatened to rip a growl from him. He didn’t need to utter a noise, though, because she did it for him. The softest, sweetest, sexiest moan he’d ever heard passed through her lips to wash across his. 
 
    “Goddammit, you coulda been killed.” He claimed her mouth again, thrusting his tongue inside to quell any more protests from the woman. He plundered her, and it was completely one-sided, with him in control. 
 
    The heat of her mouth and the flavors ignited him. Flicking his tongue over hers, he drew more of her essence into his head while gathering her closer with a palm on her spine. He molded her against him, and she didn’t even try to step away or break the kiss. In fact, she dropped her head into his palm and melted into the caress even more. 
 
    It was the hottest damn thing he’d ever experienced. 
 
    She was the hottest damn woman he’d ever known, puffy snow pants, irritating personality and all. 
 
    And he had to quit kissing her. 
 
    He tried to peel himself away, but the instant he inched back, she followed him. A growl did escape him this time, and she answered it with another of those cooing moans that women only made after you made them come. 
 
    He dived in. 
 
    Testing the depths of her mouth, he angled his head and steered himself into madness. What the hell was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he stop kissing her? He had men to lead. They had bodies to recover and to ID. He’d bet his ass that Yahontov hadn’t put himself on the line, and the man was still out there. 
 
    But Cora’d put her life on the line by sneaking from her hiding spot and taking his sidearm. It still pissed him off she hadn’t managed to put a bullet in the man, because he only needed a millisecond to shoot her. Maybe the element of surprise at finding a woman on the ridge shooting at him made him pause. 
 
    Whatever the reason, she was alive, in Penn’s arms, and her lips were swelling beneath his. 
 
    Cold wind rippled over them, allowing him enough of a break in the rampant passion burning inside him to pull free. 
 
    He couldn’t step back, so he pushed her a step from him. Who knew blue-gray could burn so hot with intensity? Her eyes seemed to scorch through him. 
 
    His blood pressure spiked from adrenaline and pent-up need to shove his body between the splayed thighs he had yet to see without her thick clothing. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    He returned to reality, and damn, it didn’t make things easier. Cora stood silhouetted against snow, ice and rock, and he didn’t want to stop kissing her. 
 
    “C’mon.” He reached for her arm, thinking to haul her around the rise again to see to his men, but she jerked from his hold before he could close his fingers. 
 
    “I’m capable of walking by myself. You don’t need to manhandle me.” 
 
    He was right—her lips were swollen from his kisses and the short beard he wore had scraped over her cheeks, reddening them. Along with the wind and a fair amount of anger still burning in her cheeks, she could impersonate a tomato. 
 
    “Stay close to me. We’re not out of danger yet.” 
 
    When they rounded to the men gathered around the dead man on the ground, five sets of eyes slid from his face to Cora’s. Fuck—just what he needed. 
 
    Lipton cleared his throat. “We’ve got a blood trail to follow.” He pointed to the opposite ridge. “Looks like I didn’t make a clean shot the last time. I thought he jerked his head at the last second, and I might have clipped him in the shoulder.” 
 
    “And Yahontov? Was he among the shooters?” Penn’s chest still heaved, and his cock throbbed within the layers he wore, but he ignored all of it to concentrate on the mission. He never should have gotten distracted. His discipline had swirled down the toilet just now, and he had no excuse. 
 
    Lipton shook his head. 
 
    “Then our goals have changed. We’re going to hunt, X Ops.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” sounded all around. 
 
    Hep hung back. 
 
    “What is it?” Penn asked. 
 
    A sharp gasp sounded from behind Penn, and Cora bumped into him as she rushed forward. She grabbed Hep’s forearm and lifted his hand up to inspect the blood freely dripping from his glove. “It’s bleeding a lot. How did this happen? You didn’t take a bullet, did you?” 
 
    “No, Mizz Hutton.” He looked to Penn. “I know we don’t have time for injuries.” 
 
    “We can’t have you leaving a blood trail for someone to follow either.” Penn shifted automatically into a stance to guard and protect. 
 
    Cora took over. “Come sit here as much out of the wind as you can. There, yes.” Gently, she removed his glove. Hep didn’t so much as wince. 
 
    “How did it happen?” Penn asked. 
 
    “Slipped scrambling to my feet. I put my hand down, and a sharp edge of the rock sliced my glove and finger too.” 
 
    Cradling his big palm in hers, Cora looked up into Penn’s eyes. “This needs stitches.” 
 
    “Nah. Super-glue it. Hep, you’ve got a first-aid kit on you?” 
 
    He nodded and slipped his pack off his shoulders. He started to rummage in a pocket and came out with the small kit. 
 
    Stiff wind blew straight in their faces, and Cora held her hat in place. Penn had long ago, after watching her do this countless times, realized why—her hat was too large and had a tendency to slip backward on her head. When she did it now, Hep’s gaze locked on her face. 
 
    Penn issued a low noise of warning, and the man looked away from Cora. With both of them hunched over his hand while Cora used the antiseptic wipes to clean the blood and more to flush out his wound, Penn had to ask himself what the hell his problem was. 
 
    He’d kissed the woman. Come damn close to groping her too. Hell, if he had time, he might have found a cave and claimed her there like some savage. 
 
    From this second on, she was nothing but their guide—a method to reach their final destination. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’m hurting you.” Her tender tone scratched at the armor he attempted to put up where she was concerned. 
 
    “I’m fine. Do what you need to do to get it clean,” Hep answered. The man’s gaze was on her face again. Who could blame him? The woman was beautiful, with a softness rarely seen. She might be tough enough to trek across the Alaskan wilderness, but she looked like a woman a man kept piled under covers in front of a roaring fire and loved her all night long. 
 
    She bit down on her lower lip as she inspected the wound closely. Penn’s guts clenched at the sight of that plump lip he’d made even more swollen with his hard, demanding kisses. 
 
    She hadn’t refused him. 
 
    That thought only drove him more insane. 
 
    She stowed the bloodied wipes in her pocket of all places and then Hep passed her the medical super glue. She held up the small tube, lip trapped in her teeth again. 
 
    “I’ve never glued a man together before.” 
 
    The sight of soft, bare fingers shouldn’t get him excited. Next thing he knew, he’d beg her for a peek at some ankle and a glass of lemonade on the porch swing. 
 
    Without her gloves, he was able to see she wore no ring tying her to any man, but a boyfriend didn’t leave a stamp on a woman. Penn had no possibility of knowing if he’d just overstepped a huge boundary. 
 
    She kissed me back. 
 
    She fucking followed me for more. 
 
    He issued a low groan. 
 
    Both Cora and Hep twisted to look at him. Cora’s blue-gray eyes locked onto his. “If the sight of Hepburn’s wound is upsetting you, Penn, you can step away. I can handle it fine.” 
 
    His brows slammed together, and Hep started cracking up. 
 
    “Blood doesn’t bother a man like me. Besides, that’s barely a scratch.” 
 
    She turned her attention to Hep again. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    With the tip of the adhesive over his gash, she hesitated. 
 
    “Get on with it,” Penn snapped. “We don’t have time for this. There’s a wounded man on the opposite ridge and we need to find him.” 
 
    Cora rolled her eyes, which got Hep laughing again. She kept his hand still in hers while applying a steady line of glue along the wound. She pressed the edges together. 
 
    Dammit, he wanted her bare fingertips on him. Hep was one lucky motherfucker. 
 
    When she removed her hands and the edges of the wound stayed closed, she issued a joyous laugh. “It worked!” 
 
    “Well done, Mizz Hutton. Thank you,” Hep drawled, smiling in response to her contagious happiness, just as Penn was. 
 
    Standing here grinning like a schoolboy. 
 
    She looked his direction, and he slapped the scowl back onto his face. “Let’s go.” 
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    Penn was a grumpy ass. Then he kissed her. Then he turned into a grumpy ass again. 
 
    Cora shook her head. What was his problem? Two hours of hiking down one ridge, precariously avoiding fissures in the ice and working their way up the other ridge later, she still had no idea. 
 
    She took a bite of an energy bar. A snow-covered log wasn’t the comfiest of seats but after so many hours of walking, it felt like a La-Z-Boy recliner. Two feet from her Beckett stood with his spine to her, on high alert, guarding her while the rest scoured the ridge for the injured man…or more who had yet to make themselves visible. 
 
    “Beckett.” 
 
    He didn’t exactly turn to look at her. He was too locked into his role as bad-ass special operative to give her his full attention. But she got a look at his profile as he pivoted his head. She knew he was listening. 
 
    “Penn seemed angry that Hep’s finger required medical attention. Why?” 
 
    “Because we’re trained to never slow down let alone pause when we’re on a mission.” 
 
    “Out here, we treat injuries and illness with utmost importance. You’re already worn down by the elements, and having an injury only leaves you more vulnerable. I’ve heard a lot of stories about people with something as small as a strained muscle who give up and require rescue. Surely Penn knows that.” 
 
    “He does. He just doesn’t have empathy for a little cut on a pinky. Good leaders don’t believe in that word.” 
 
    His statement made her insides flare with interest. If she hadn’t already felt the raw power emanating from Captain Penn Sullivan when he kissed her, she sure felt it in those words. 
 
    “If you’re all going to last in Alaska, then he needs to learn the importance of stopping to care for an injury.” She bit off another chunk of her bar. 
 
    Beckett made a noise that sounded like the equivalent of fat chance. 
 
    Silence followed. She tipped her face toward the small patch of sky visible between the pines where they hid from sight. The hue of the sky reminded her of the shade of her father’s eyes. 
 
    Everything toppled down on her again. The crash…her daddy… 
 
    Grief rolled over her, and she felt her shoulders bow. Was this how loss was? Moments where a person forgot the sadness of losing that loved one, only to feel guilt and fresh devastation as soon as they remembered they no longer had that person? 
 
    She tucked the wrapper around the uneaten portion of her trail bar and leaned against the tree where Penn ordered her to sit and stay put. She could only think that wherever her father was right now, he was looking down and saw that she had chosen to help Xtreme Ops find the hijacker for his sake. 
 
    Beckett uttered a few quiet words, and she looked up, realizing he spoke into his comms device in his ear and not to her. 
 
    A second later, he swung around to face her. “We have to go.” 
 
    She blinked at him. 
 
    “Captain’s orders.” 
 
    The men had been gone an hour. Had they discovered the injured shooter? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re heading off this ridge. We’ve been given a rallying point.” He raised his squared jaw toward her backpack resting on the ground next to her. “Can you carry that?” 
 
    “Of course.” She stood and shouldered the pack. 
 
    With Beckett walking directly in front of her, she had time to study him. His thick shoulders might as well be two boulders. The white camo hat he wore concealed thick brown hair, she knew from their time around the fire. If she’d run across the man any other time, she would have mentally wolf-whistled. Instead, she couldn’t help but compare him to Penn. 
 
    The masculine lines of Penn’s body hit all the high points for Cora. She could easily recall the planes of his hard chest and knew precisely which spots on her own body they pressed against when face-to-face. She knew when he lay on his side, his chest created the perfect pocket for her to snuggle into. And spooning… 
 
    Her gaze lit on a track in the snow. Not only one but a line of prints weaving in and out of trees. 
 
    From a young age, her father had taken her with him in the woods, first observing wildlife and then hunting. She understood how animals moved, and the tracks belonged to one set of stalking prey. 
 
    Zeroing in on the fresh tracks, she searched the forest floor. Beckett walked along as if oblivious to anything but reaching that rallying point he mentioned. 
 
    Her father always bragged to his buddies that she had an innate sense of her surroundings and even if they couldn’t see a danger, that Cora would alert him. She’d done it several times when a bear hid in the thickest of brush and she cautioned her daddy not to go that direction. As soon as they started on the path circling the thicket, the bear showed himself. 
 
    She pressed her lips together as the ripple of awareness ran from her nape to her buttocks, brushing every inch in between and setting her on edge. 
 
    Then she spotted what she was looking for—blood. The tiniest speck on a leaf. She stopped to examine it. 
 
    “Beckett.” She pitched her voice low. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Either there’s an injured animal this wolf is tracking or it’s the injured shooter you’re looking for.” 
 
    That got his attention. He whirled, making a full sweep of the area. “What do you see that I don’t?” 
 
    She pointed to the ground several feet away where the paw prints prowled in a zigzagging line. “That’s wolf. And this”—she pointed to the leaf—“is blood.” 
 
    “Captain, we’ve got something.” Beckett’s hardened expression gave nothing away. If not for the fact he informed Penn, she would never know Beckett believed her. The guy had one hell of a poker face, and she hoped never to sit across the table from him. 
 
    He provided coordinates through his comms unit and pulled out a device, bringing it to his eye. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Detects body heat. If someone’s hiding in the vicinity, I’ll see him.” 
 
    “I think we should follow the blood trail,” she advised. 
 
    His stare burrowed into her. “I can’t allow you to make a move. Captain will have me on a spit.” 
 
    “Have you ever hunted? Tracked an animal’s blood trail?” 
 
    “No. I’ve tracked men.” From the flex in his jaw, she saw there were dark stories there, but he wouldn’t tell her anytime soon, if ever. His eyes took on a distant look as he listened to the voices in his ear. 
 
    When the group converged on them, Penn’s heavy stare drilled into her. He made a sweep of her from foot to the top of her head as if ensuring she was okay, but his attention left her feeling even more confused. Did he dislike her? Want to kiss her? He never wanted to bring her in the first place, even though she’d proved her worth several times. 
 
    “Wolf?” he asked her. 
 
    She nodded and pointed to the tracks. 
 
    “I spotted some higher up too.” 
 
    Lipton’s brows shot upward. “You didn’t say, Penn.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize they were anything more than animal tracks.” 
 
    Cora shook her head and moved a few steps to peer at the set of prints in the snow. “See the spacing? That means the animal is sneaking, not just traveling from point A to point B.” 
 
    “I see. And the blood you spotted.” 
 
    “Here.” She felt Penn brush against her side as he leaned in to investigate the speckle on the leaf. 
 
    He straightened. “It’s definitely blood. Here’s the plan.” He turned to his team. “We follow this blood trail. If you come across a wolf and it gets in your way, dispatch it. If you come across the injured shooter, take him alive if possible.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” came from all five operatives. 
 
    He looked at Cora. “Stay by me. We need your eyes.” Something else rang in his tone that made her search his gaze more closely, but he twisted, shutting her out. 
 
    Her short rest helped restore her energy, and the bar she’d eaten kicked in for energy. She rushed off following the tracks but soon veered off. 
 
    Penn remained right on her tail. If she stepped back, she’d stomp on his boot—not that it would hurt him. But his close proximity both irritated her and comforted. Which made no sense. Why did the man affect her so much? Why did she let him affect her at all? 
 
    In the bush, women were few and far between. She’d been told plenty of times that she was pretty and should have no problem getting a husband to take care of her, but Cora wasn’t built that way—she didn’t need a man to take care of her. She could take care of herself. Any man she allowed into her world would be there because he was worthy and complemented her strengths and weaknesses. 
 
    “The tracks lead that way.” Penn nodded toward the area she’d just veered away from. 
 
    “Yes, but…” She touched a finger to a leaf bent downward, snapped off. Looking down at the snow, she thought aloud. “I’d bet anything that if this fresh snow wasn’t here, we’d find a man’s footprint underneath it.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t the wolf continue to follow him?” Penn asked. 
 
    “I don’t know… Maybe there were two? One’s bleeding and the other split off from him.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be some evidence. A track that’s not covered by snow. Lip, Hep, follow this. The rest of you, keep alert.” 
 
    When Penn went into captain mode, it sent shivers through Cora. Her stomach flip-flopped at the sharp, harsh tone of command in his voice, and she knew if she looked at his face, she’d get even more caught up in the moment, so she avoided taking a peek and continued searching for blood. 
 
    What felt like hours passed. When she glanced at the sky, she no longer saw the color of her father’s eyes, and instead the North Star winked down at her. Night was rapidly falling, and soon it’d be too dark to see blood or tracks without night vision, and she hadn’t been provided any. 
 
    Despite being acclimated to the cold, she was aware that she needed to stop and warm up too. Looking at the Xtreme Ops team, none of them appeared to be affected whatsoever by the cold or snow that had been falling since after that shootout. 
 
    Now that she’d stopped walking, the cold seemed to seep into every crevice of her clothing and find the most vulnerable bits of skin. Her nape pebbled in goosebumps, and she stamped her feet to keep warm as she moved. 
 
    Penn assessed her. “You’re cold.” 
 
    “How is it you’re not?” 
 
    “After you’ve been through the training I have, there’s no such thing as cold—only discomfort. Here, take these.” He withdrew some heat packs from his pocket and handed them to her. The thermal packs in her pockets had long since burned out, and she was grateful for a small bit of warmth. 
 
    She stuck the packet in her teeth and tore it open. Penn momentarily closed his eyes and then opened them again. She shook the thermal pack to activate it and then unzipped her coat and dropped it down the neck of her shirt. 
 
    “Jesus, you are cold. Can you make a fire? We’ll make camp and continue our search throughout the night.” 
 
    “I can make a fire.” She dropped to her knees in the powdery snow and unzipped her pack. Inside, she not only had her tinder box but had saved some of the dry sticks and leaves she found along the way. She withdrew these and created a grid with them, sprinkled leaves in the center, and proceeded to light the fire. 
 
    Her hand trembled from cold the first time she attempted to light the match, and the wind snuffed out the fragile flame. She didn’t get a second chance, because Penn’s big, warm, bare hand covered hers. 
 
    She looked up, mouth suddenly parched. When her gaze landed on the hard lines of his lips, her breaths started to come faster. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” He took the match from her. After a pop and sizzle—and a loud thump from her heart—a wisp of smoke rose from the cotton she used as a wick. 
 
    He held out the matchbox and dropped it into her hand without so much as brushing her fingers. 
 
    “Better put your gloves back on.” 
 
    “You put your gloves on,” she sassed. 
 
    He gave a snort of a laugh. “It’s a good thing you’re helpful, Hutton.” 
 
    “Or what?” She arched a brow at him. She sat so close to him. She wanted to be warm…in his arms…against that steely hot chest with her legs tangled around his. 
 
    His dark brown stare roamed over her face for a split second before he stood from his crouching position. “Or I’d call for an airlift.” He paced off to speak to his men in quiet voices. 
 
    She extended her hands toward the thin flames no decent Alaskan born person would call a fire. Penn stood there another heartbeat, watching her. When she reached for another stick, he said, “Keep it small, all right? I don’t want anyone seeing it and coming in.” 
 
    She sighed. “This isn’t a fire. Unless flames are shooting high into the air and the hair singes off your head at three paces, you can’t even call it a fire.” 
 
    The corner of his lips twitched but the man seemed incapable of smiling. She’d really gotten herself into a group of uptight party poopers. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll keep it small.” 
 
    He reached out, his hand moving upward as if he was about to cup her face the way he had on the ridge right before he kissed her. 
 
    Focused on the creases around his hard lips, she waited. Her insides jerked into a tight knot as the moment stretched on between them. 
 
    Penn dropped his hand and stepped from her. “Keep it small, try to get some nourishment into you and don’t wander.” 
 
    “Wander,” she murmured under her breath as he stepped away to speak with Beckett. The only thing wandering would be her nails on his broad back… 
 
    If she ever got the chance. 
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    “I say the guy rolled under a log and died.” Gasper’s announcement had several heads bobbing in agreement. 
 
    After a full day of searching, they’d lost the blood trail, and even when it grew too dark, they switched to night vision to comb the ridge. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Broshears pushed off the log he sat on and tipped his face to the sky. 
 
    Over the ridge of the mountains, a streak of green light flickered toward the heavens. As they looked on, the phenomenon changed, extending in an arch and then flattening out horizontal while undulating through several shapes. 
 
    “Northern lights,” Cora told them at the same instant Penn did. 
 
    Their gazes met. 
 
    Finally, she shifted her gaze away from him and returned to the guys all watching the light show. “Haven’t any of you ever seen the Aurora Borealis?” she asked. 
 
    “Never been this far north.” Despite the cold in the air, Broshears pulled off the tight military-issue knit hat he wore and held it gripped in his fist as if honoring what he saw. 
 
    “Have you seen it before, Captain?” Hepburn drawled. 
 
    “I’ve seen northern lights in Iceland.” 
 
    “I’ve always dreamed of going to Iceland. Were you visiting?” Cora asked. 
 
    “No. I was on a job.” 
 
    By the faint glow of the fire, he saw her light brows arch, but she didn’t ask more. His duty there had been brief, with little time to enjoy the beauty and charm of the land. He was far too busy tracking down a kidnapper. 
 
    The lights morphed into an entirely new shape, seeming to scatter through the atmosphere like a burst of fireworks. 
 
    “Oooh.” Gasper had the guys cracking up with laughter. “You sound like a kid at a fireworks display, man. Have some damn self-respect,” Broshears quipped. 
 
    Of them all, Gasper seemed to be the least seasoned. He hadn’t just scaled to the top of his class in the elite training, but sailed, and he couldn’t even legally drink in most states. 
 
    “You don’t have any idea the sheltered life I led. You might have been to places like Iceland or served in the Middle East, but the first time I ever saw the ocean was the day of water training on the Pacific. The first time I ever stepped foot in salt water, and the instructors were hell bent on drowning me and freezing me to death at the same time.” Gasper sat back, still gazing up at the northern lights as he talked. Everyone tuned in to his words. “I was a country kid who grew up swimming in farm ponds and suddenly I was getting hit by seven foot waves as soon as I got past the shore. If you’ve been through it, you know they ask you to swim out a few hundred yards and back without drowning. I didn’t know if I’d make the cut, but I did. Then I thought for sure I’d have to turn in my number and quit when the temps dropped to the forties with the wind. I shook so hard, I felt like my teeth would shatter.” 
 
    Penn nodded. “I’ve been through it myself. I know what it’s like.” 
 
    All of them had served in the military or trained specifically with the Homeland Security program that had landed them here in OFFAT. Penn felt a special bond with Gasper now that he’d listened to his story. 
 
    He reached out and clapped a hand on Gasper’s shoulder. “You men should get some rest while you can. Broshears, Hep, take the first watch. If that shooter is injured bad enough, he might try to come in to the fire for relief.” 
 
    “Maybe we should make it larger,” Cora grumbled. 
 
    Penn withheld the smile that wanted to appear at her disgruntled suggestion. “We want that shooter, but we’re looking for Yahontov. And he isn’t dumb enough to come into our camp. I’ll take first watch.” 
 
    Broshears and Hepburn grabbed rifles and disappeared into the darkness while the others crawled into their tents to catch a few hours of sleep. 
 
    Cora hesitated, looking at the tent she and Penn had shared the previous night and then to him. “Can I sit with you a while?” 
 
    He hesitated. Being alone with her wasn’t such a good idea, but a woman like Cora wouldn’t ask unless she needed his company. 
 
    “We won’t be sitting by the fire to keep watch. I’ll be over there on the edge of camp.” 
 
    She nodded and then stood and brushed some snow off her backside from the log she’d been sitting on. Penn looked her over. He couldn’t think of anything less sexy than those puffy snow pants and parka she wore with an extra snow camo overtop. Boots with thick soles, that snow hat with the earflaps and heavy thermal gloves completed the ensemble. 
 
    If he spotted all her clothing laid out on the ground, it wouldn’t do a damn thing for his libido. But on Cora, the garments looked cute as hell. 
 
    In fact, now that he’d spent so many hours looking at the woman, he made out the slightest curve of her waist and hips. The round globes of her ass made him want to cup them in his palms. 
 
    While he knew how she felt against him, he could only guess at how fucking hot she’d be without so many layers. 
 
    Or wearing nothing at all. 
 
    He twitched his head for her to follow, and she did. They picked their way through the snow-thickened underbrush of the forest to a place where he felt comfortable with his vantage point of the area. Plus, it was far enough from the team that he wouldn’t have to worry about them listening to their conversation. 
 
    He gestured to a pair of trees, side by side, their trunks like spears shooting into the black tree canopy above. Cora sank to the foot of one. She leaned against the trunk and folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    Penn studied her before he sank down with the other trunk at his back. At first, neither spoke. He threw out his senses into the night. From his comms device in his ear, he heard the faint moves of Broshears and Hepburn as they scouted the area. 
 
    The thick snow muffled the noises of the night, and he couldn’t even hear a snow fox pounce on its prey. Everything was still. 
 
    Even Cora. And that worried him. 
 
    He looked at her, so close and yet curled inward…isolated. He wondered if she was thinking of her father, regretting her decision not to spend those final precious minutes with him before he died. 
 
    It hit him that he might have been too hasty about her character. She was tough as nails. If she were one of his men, he’d be proud. Many women—men too—would have crumbled to pieces after a loss as heavy as she’d experienced. Yet she kept her tears at bay, only breaking in those dark, private hours after Penn shared the news. 
 
    The hours of his watch came and went. Lipton took over, alerting Penn that he would be sitting just on the other side of the trees, out of sight of him and Cora. But Cora didn’t move, so neither did Penn. 
 
    Finally, she twisted her head to look at him. The depths of her eyes appeared darker, and something glittered there that gripped Penn by the heart. He switched off his mic so the others couldn’t hear, but he didn’t get a word out before Cora spoke. 
 
    “Why did you kiss me?” Her question came out so softly that he wasn’t sure at first if he’d heard her correctly or imagined it because he wanted to know why himself. 
 
    When he didn’t immediately answer, she spoke again. “Is it because you feel sorry for me?” 
 
    He considered her question. Then he shook his head. “Why should I feel sorry for you?” 
 
    “I was going to ask that myself.” 
 
    “I don’t feel sorry for you.” 
 
    “Then why did you kiss me?” Her back came off the tree, and damn if he didn’t want to grab her and drag her into his lap. 
 
    “I don’t know.” His voice sounded rough. 
 
    “I don’t believe that Captain Penn Sullivan doesn’t have a motive behind everything he does. So why did you kiss me, Penn?” A soft urgency hit her tone, and the glow in her eyes seemed to be ever shifting like the northern lights they sat beneath. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    He couldn’t reach out for her. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    If he laid a hand on her, he wouldn’t be able to stop. 
 
    He clenched his fingers into a fist and gripped his weapon in the other. 
 
    A noise of frustration broke from her. Before he knew what she was about to do, she shot to her knees, shoved his weapon aside and landed in his lap. Straddling him. 
 
    Knocking the breath from him. 
 
    He stared at her up close, his erection rapidly swelling at the swish of her stupid puffy snow pants. 
 
    “Penn.” Her chest heaved, bringing her breasts against his chest. “Why. Did. You. Kiss. Me?” 
 
    The woman was bold, direct and looking at him like she’d never survive another second if he didn’t kiss her again. 
 
    He released his hold on his rifle, keeping it within reach in the event he needed it. Then he slowly stripped off his gloves and lifted his hand to her face. Her cheeks were cold against his warm fingertips, and so damn silky that he lost himself thinking about how tender the skin between her thighs must be. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered closed, and she leaned into his caress. 
 
    Maybe she needed comfort from her grief. Perhaps she was scared and couldn’t admit it to any of them. 
 
    Or she could simply crave his touch as much as he did hers. 
 
    He breathed hard and fast. With her eyes still closed, she gave herself up to his trusting hands. 
 
    “Kiss me, Penn.” 
 
    His gaze roamed over her closed eyelids, over her fine features to her plump lips. 
 
    The coal of desire burning through his gut shredded his last hint of control. With a growl, he threaded his fingers through her hair, pushing the hat off her head as he slammed his lips over hers. Her quiet rasp of bliss jolted his cock to full mast, and he jerked her flush to his body. 
 
    Where her pussy would be through layer after layer settled over his hard length, and fuck if he didn’t want to peel off each and every article of clothing and worship the flesh he found beneath. 
 
    She gripped the front of his coat, curling her fingers tight in the cloth as he drew on her tongue with strong pulls that told him that he was already too far gone. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to break down all her barriers until she let him claim her as she needed to be—loved long and hard until she was hoarse from screaming in ecstasy. Then to allow him to hold her while she slept, safe in his arms. 
 
    Fucking hell, how to break away from this now that they’d started it? He started it by kissing her on that ridge after she’d scared the hell out of him by putting herself in danger. 
 
    When she swiped her tongue over his, a growl erupted from deep in his chest. He dragged her closer yet, aware of the silence surrounding them and the silken threads of her hair fanning through his fingers as he angled her head to plunge his tongue deeper. 
 
    He swished it against hers, and she melted even more. Christ, he couldn’t imagine how responsive she’d be if he got her in his bed. 
 
    All they had was a cold, hard sleeping pallet in the middle of the frozen wilderness with danger looming over them. 
 
    Right this second, though, he had everything he wanted in his hands and a glorious sky above them. 
 
    He slid his hand down to her nape and dipped a finger inside the collars of her double layer of coats. So fucking soft. So tender, sweet, vulnerable… 
 
    And not for a man like him. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t quit touching her, running his finger around her neck until he located the first zipper. She flattened her palms on his chest and continued to kiss him as he unzipped the first coat to the bottom and went to the top for the second. When he eased his hands inside the layers and settled them on her waist, shock hit him. 
 
    So small. Curvy. Fucking perfect. 
 
    “Jesus,” he breathed out, taking control of the kiss again. He thrust his tongue in and out of her mouth, muffling her quiet squeaks of pleasure. His cock could pound nails and left a ring of wetness in his briefs. 
 
    She moved restlessly against him, and his body knew how to ease her even as his mind told him not to. He ran his hands up her torso to cup her breasts. 
 
    Fuck, they were perfect. Under all those layers, he didn’t know what to expect—if they were small or full. Didn’t matter—they fit his palms to perfection. 
 
    She dropped her head forward, panting as he explored the round curves. When he found the tiny circles of her nipples poking through multiple tops, she gasped and rose against his cock. 
 
    She dropped against him, and he stifled a groan. 
 
    Hell, he had to put a stop to this. But how? He swished his fingers over her crested nipples and they responded to his stroking by distending even more. Clamping them each between thumb and forefingers, he pinched lightly. 
 
    “Ohhh…Penn.” Her murmur sounded like a plea. 
 
    She wanted this—she’d come to him, sat in his lap and was practically demanding he keep touching her. 
 
    He dropped his hands to her waist and squeezed. “Cora.” 
 
    “Don’t you want me? I see the way you look at me.” 
 
    Was he that transparent? 
 
    She ground against his cock. Pleasure-pain of need shot down to his aching balls, and he wondered if she received any pleasure through the thick cloth covering her pussy. 
 
    Suddenly, he stopped. The almost undetectable noise of a boot on snow penetrated through the haze of desire. Gently, he lifted Cora off him—it killed him to do so—and set her beside him at the tree again as he reached for his weapon. 
 
    He flashed to his feet and peered at the pair of men coming toward them—Broshears and Hepburn coming to report. 
 
    “All clear, Penn.” Broshears lowered his weapon. 
 
    He nodded. “Switch off with Gasper and Beckett. Lipton’s already on watch.” 
 
    Broshears nodded and the two men headed toward the tents. Penn waited until they were out of sight before looking down at Cora. Her bit of bare throat, exposed to the elements, practically begging for his mouth. 
 
    He reached down for her hand. She slid hers into his, tangling their fingers. The intimacy of that action plucked a heartstring. Guiding her to stand, he met her eyes. “You need sleep.” 
 
    Her expression disclosed nothing. “Will you be joining me, Penn?” 
 
    He held his breath. Would he? 
 
    Life could be snuffed out so quickly. 
 
    And the burning need in Cora’s eyes undid him. 
 
    Lifting his hand to her face, he grated out, “Yes.” 
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    She’d always wanted to make out under the northern lights. Maybe the magic of the beautiful display had stolen her mind. Or the cold had finally frozen her final brain cell. 
 
    Or she just wanted this beautiful man with everything in her being. 
 
    The timing was all wrong, and yet was there ever going to be another chance to be with Penn the way she wanted? 
 
    Inside the tent, he braced himself on one elbow, staring down into her eyes as he slowly walked his fingers under the hem of her first top. He hadn’t kissed her again or done anything more than remove their boots and ensure the thermal blanket covered the lower half of her body. 
 
    The look in his eyes cautioned her to be quiet, but once he reached her bare flesh, she had no idea how she’d manage to clamp her lips shut on her gasps of pleasure. 
 
    Her nipples tightened into two aching pearls that needed more of that exquisite pinching sensation from before. She sat up partway to shed the two outer jackets and pull her arms free. 
 
    Wordlessly, Penn eased her top up her ribs and then over her head. She barely settled on the sleeping pallet before he went for the next layer, this one a thermal and beneath that, a layer of cold weather wear. 
 
    “How many layers are you wearing?” His question was barely a murmur. 
 
    “Alaska girl, remember?” 
 
    In the darkness, she saw the corner of his mouth cut upward sharply into a crooked smile that she wished she could get a snapshot of to study later. Penn’s smile was as elusive as Bigfoot. 
 
    Controlling her panting breaths, she watched his expression as he removed her second layer and then her third. When he had her stripped down to only her sports bra, she didn’t even register the cold. Here in the tent, under his burning gaze, she couldn’t be warmer. 
 
    He ran his thumb down the line of her ribs. “I wish I had a goddamn light.” 
 
    Her heart tumbled. “I don’t know if anybody’s ever said such a nice thing to me before.” 
 
    “Then that’s a damn shame, because you’re beautiful and deserve to be told every damn hour of every damn day.” His rough words shot her pulse higher. 
 
    She eased her hands into his coat and drew it off his shoulders. He maneuvered to help her, and then his broad shoulders clad in black cold wear were exposed to her exploring hands. She touched him, learning the chiseled outlines of those strong shoulders that sheltered, protected and drove her crazy with longing. Moving her hands down to his pecs, she watched his eyes glint and then gleam. 
 
    When she landed on his abs, he stopped her by kissing her. His mouth could be brutally hard, she knew from the kiss on the ridge, or insistent like at the trees. Now, the tender brushing only made her wetter. 
 
    His soft kisses hooked the need up from deep in her core, and she inched closer to him. His callused palm landed on her bare stomach and worked upward. He edged his fingers under the band of her bra and pushed his way up inside. As soon as his hot hand met her bare skin, she bit off a cry. 
 
    “Shhh, my little winter angel. Try not to make noise.” His breath skimmed across her lips, making her shiver. 
 
    She did what she’d been wanting to do all day—she sank her fingers into his thick hair and pulled his head down. He claimed her mouth again, and she plucked at his hair, dragging him deeper, demanding he give her the pleasure she needed right now to get through this ordeal. 
 
    As she bit into his lip, she reveled in his answering rumble. He sucked her tongue into his mouth and drove her to the brink of insanity for an endless heartbeat. Passion blasted through her, and when he pinched her nipple again, she arched off the ground. 
 
    “Fuck,” he ground out, tearing his mouth free. “Let me suck your pretty nipples. Are they pink? Hell, I wish I had a light,” he said for the second time. 
 
    She had no time to think because he shoved her bra upward and captured her nipple between his smoldering lips. He didn’t tease or nibble—the man went straight to sucking in hard pulls that ripped her hips off the ground in a motion she couldn’t control. 
 
    He rolled atop her, trapping her thighs with his own, while her body continued to buck with need pounding through her core. 
 
    She wanted him inside her, to feel the thick length of his cock sliding in and out through her aching walls until orgasms shattered her and the world disappeared. 
 
    Lifting his head from one breast, he looked into her eyes before biting down lightly on her other nipple. The sensation of his hot, rough tongue rotating around the tip until it beaded harder and harder threatened to rip a scream from her. She swallowed it down and pulled his shirt free of his pants. 
 
    The first feel of his washboard abs stole her mind. “Now I wish I had a light,” she whispered. 
 
    He rumbled again, this time with laughter, and captured her mouth. She managed to get his shirt up inch by inch until he had to break the kiss to allow her to remove it. Her bra had come off sometime during the process—she couldn’t remember when or how it happened—but the heat of Penn’s chest against her bare breasts did pull a noise from her this time. 
 
    “Shhh.” Hovering over her, he stared into her eyes as he unfastened her snow pants and then her thick flannel-lined ski pants she wore under that. “Don’t tell me you have three layers on the bottom too.” 
 
    She nodded. “Alaska girl,” she said at the same time he did. 
 
    This time he smiled fully, and she saw the man who really was about to love her. The real Penn Sullivan. 
 
    He pushed every last layer she wore down her hips, thighs, and off her feet. He went for her panties next, and she held her breath as he explored her by trailing his hand down her thigh, cupping around her inner thigh and parting her legs. 
 
    When he skimmed his fingertip over the seam of her pussy, through her panties, her back bowed. 
 
    “Fuck, your panties are wet.” 
 
    She bit into her lower lip to keep from crying out. With a growl, he kissed her as he ran his finger up and down her pussy through her panties until she thought she might come from the contact. 
 
    He swirled his tongue over hers, making it impossible to make a sound. Trembling, she waited for more to come. Then it happened—he tore her panties down and touched her pussy. 
 
    The kiss turned to that brutal one from the ridge, but now she couldn’t get enough. He sank two fingers into her outer lips, burrowing, seeking, until he found the liquid heat of her. He slicked her juices upward until he pressed down on her clit. 
 
    “Oh—” 
 
    He swallowed the rest of what she would have said with another kiss. Hard, demanding, seeking something so deep she could only guess it was her soul. After hip-thrusting minutes, he stopped stroking her clit and moved those two big, long, rough fingers down to the entrance of her pussy. 
 
    He stared into her eyes as he probed her without sinking in as she needed him to. 
 
    “Please.” Her plea came out as a scant breath. 
 
    Holding her gaze, he thrust in—hard. Demanding. Seeking something she could only guess was her soul again. She bucked into his hand, and he buried his face against her throat with a low groan. 
 
    “That’s it, Angel. Use me. Take what you need.” 
 
    The dirty talk sent her up, launching her into the heavens. She saw the northern lights dance behind her closed eyes as he fingered her with a skill that curled her toes, brought her hips off the ground—and drew the biggest, longest orgasm from her of her life. 
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    Penn opened his mouth over hers to suck in every last cry she gave him. The pulsations of her pussy rippled up his hand and into his arm. Fuck, could his cock be any harder? 
 
    He guided Cora off her peak but he wasn’t nice about it. Each time he thrust his fingers inside her, he spread his finger to stretch her. She was so small, so tight, no way in hell would she fit his cock. 
 
    He massaged her clit, and she trapped her lip between her teeth again. 
 
    “Keep looking at me like that and I’ll come before I’m inside you.” He had no intention of stopping here. Penn never did things by halves, and he would love Cora in every manner possible or not at all. 
 
    He shoved his pants down in the tight confines of the tent and located the condom in his kit. Using his teeth, he tore open the packet and jerked the rubber over his erection. All ten inches overflowed his fist as he gripped it hard to stave off the throb of an orgasm that threatened. 
 
    Cora met his stare and reached up for him, wrapping her arms around his neck and drawing him down on top of her. Skin met skin. He issued a low hiss of pleasure and poised his mushroomed head at her slick heat. 
 
    Her breasts heaved as she sucked in a deep breath, and then he entered her. One slick glide was all it took to steal the remainder of his mind. 
 
    He filled her tight channel, felt it stretch around his girth and looked down into her eyes. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” 
 
    She shook her head, still biting into her lip as if to quiet herself from screaming out. He closed his eyes to gather control and then opened them on the withdrawal. 
 
    She shook underneath him. As he hitched her thigh higher on his hip, he slammed his mouth over hers. 
 
    Someday he’d get her to a place where they could be totally alone and she could scream her head off, but right now, that was impossible. 
 
    He shoved deep and switched to short, shallow strokes. He pulled out to rub the head of his cock over her nubbin, and she gripped him hard as she stiffened on a second orgasm. 
 
    Chest swelling with satisfaction, he angled his cock into her pussy again. Burrowing deep, stretching her walls around his cock and losing his damn mind in the process. He soaked up her sweetness and fed her need until she clenched around him. 
 
    Only after he felt her first contraction of release did he let go. With a stifled groan, he kissed her as he pumped hot jets of cum into her body. Something broke inside him, a knot he’d kept too tight for too long, and he didn’t understand until she collapsed under him…and he looked into her eyes…that he understood. 
 
    This was what his brother Nash had talked about when he found his wife. This need to know someone inside and out and know he’d take a bullet through the heart for them. 
 
    Who would ever guess it would be a tough little Alaskan girl he’d held in the darkness as she cried. 
 
    He wanted to enfold her in his arms and tuck her away from all dangers in the world. 
 
    And he couldn’t possibly keep her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The icy fingers of dawn teased Cora awake. 
 
    Her mind noted details about her physical self like the small twinges between her thighs that told her she hadn’t dreamed what happened in this tent, and her lips still felt swollen from those demanding, raw kisses Penn had delivered half the night before going out to stand guard over the camp. 
 
    Her time with Penn had been a balm, smoothing over the cuts of what she’d endured and the loss of her father, but it didn’t erase them. 
 
    She opened her eyes. Pain jabbed her deep, and she closed them again to cut off her tears. All the uncertainty in her life crashed in on her like those waves in the Pacific that Gasper spoke of. 
 
    What would she do after this was all over? When would it be over? She knew what she was getting into by offering to guide the team, yet she had life concerns that wouldn’t wait—such as burying her father. She didn’t even know his last wishes. Only thing she knew was where to find his will in the bottom drawer of his dresser with other important documents such as the deed to their cabin and the ownership records for their planes. 
 
    Plane, she reminded herself. The Hutton Husky lay in a twisted mangle of wreckage, all because of that criminal. 
 
    So much hung in the air with no answers to be found that she shoved it all behind a locked door deep inside herself. 
 
    She’d lost herself more than a little last night. The need to be touched, to feel alive and real, had thrown all her good sense out the window, and now she had to face the man she’d slept with. 
 
    She slept with him not once but twice. 
 
    Lifting a hand, she scrubbed it over her face. Then she caught a whiff of Penn’s masculine woodsy scent on her skin and issued a low moan. 
 
    Dammit. What had she done? 
 
    Gained the most pleasure she had in her entire life, sure. But what had she done? What did she do now? 
 
    She had to crawl out of this tent and face him like the confident woman her daddy raised her to be. 
 
    She could do this. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    She didn’t budge from her pallet and instead allowed her mind to drift over her night in Penn’s arms. How the hell did the man know all her trigger points and exactly how to drive her the craziest? She experienced the most intense orgasms of her life. Did the government train their operatives to touch a woman’s body like that? 
 
    A sigh rippled past her lips as she replayed some of the moments. His powerful thrusts…and God, his cock was huge. She’d always been on the side of the it’s-not-how-big-it’s-how-you-use-it argument…until now. 
 
    She had to quit thinking about this, put on her boots and face the music. Or in this case, the dark, smoldering eyes. 
 
    When she sat up, her ab muscles twinged. She’d worked muscles she didn’t know she had last night. After she tied her boots, she paused to roll up her bedroll and blanket. She opened the tent flap and stuck her head out first. 
 
    Then abruptly pulled it back inside. 
 
    Oh God. They were all out there, and her burning face would betray her even if she managed to squelch all her noises the previous night. 
 
    A low chuckle sounded, and she knew one of them was laughing at her. Three, two… 
 
    She exited the tent and straightened to her full height, shoulders straight and chin in the air with all the decorum she could muster. 
 
    Three of the men crouched on the ground, eating what looked to be oatmeal from MRE pouches. Lipton stuffed a sugar cookie in his mouth. Penn and Broshears stood facing her, making her wonder if Penn hadn’t been staring at the tent waiting for her to emerge. 
 
    She completely ignored the man. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    “Hep, even when you clear your throat it sounds Southern,” Lipton told him. 
 
    “Heard a few sounds coming from your tent last night, Captain.” Hepburn shot him a grin. 
 
    “There were shadows moving too,” Gasper spoke up with a cheesy grin of his own. 
 
    Damn. Shit. Hell. Cora groaned, wishing a nice sink hole would open up in the land right about now and suck her inside. 
 
    “Dude, how are you even standin’ after all that?” Lipton’s tease got all the guys laughing. 
 
    Cora jerked her gaze to Penn—and found the idiot grinning like a teen who’d just scored with the prom queen. 
 
    Oh. My. God. She wanted to die now. 
 
    Seeing he wasn’t in the least concerned that his team knew what had taken place between them shocked her even more. She expected Penn to want to cover up their actions. It wasn’t befitting of…well, a man in his position. Instead, they all laughed and jested about his ‘moves’ while her cheeks scorched as if she sat on the face of the sun. 
 
    “Our guide looks plenty warm after being in that tent.” Lipton’s gaze landed on her burning cheeks. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re all bonding over my embarrassment,” she huffed. 
 
    Penn walked to his pack and pulled out a drink pouch. He tossed it to her, and she caught it out of reflex. “Better hydrate,” he said and the whole camp bent forward, clutching at their stomachs as they laughed their asses off at her expense. 
 
    She ripped open the pouch and sucked the strange energy drink down as though six men weren’t aware that she’d been loved and loved thoroughly. Once the pouch was empty, she crumpled it and tossed it back at Penn. It hit the snow, but she didn’t wait to see if he picked it up because she turned and stalked into the bush for a minute of privacy. 
 
    Damn men. Had Penn disclosed all the naughty details? She’d gut him if he did. 
 
    When she found a spot of solitude, she unfastened her pants and began to push them down her hips to relieve herself, but she didn’t get that far, because a cold blade pressed into her throat. 
 
    “Don’t scream,” a deep voice with a thick accent commanded. 
 
    Panic ripped upward through her gut and set off panic alarms in her brain. Her temples suddenly throbbed as blood and adrenaline hit her system. 
 
    Think, Hutton. Did she recognize that voice? Was he Ron Smith—or rather Yahontov? 
 
    The knife dug into her throat, and she felt her eyes bulge as terror stole over her senses. She couldn’t lose focus. She had to keep her cool to stay alive—and her father would want that. She must do it for him. 
 
    She smelled the blood on the man, along with a thick stench of infection. This was either the injured shooter or Yahontov, but either way, he wouldn’t last long with an infection of that degree out here in the bush. 
 
    “You’re hurt. The wolves are tracking you,” she told him. 
 
    “Shut up, bitch!” The blade sliced into her throat, and a scream ripped from her lips, cut off when he whipped her around to face him and replaced the blade with his vise-like fingers around her windpipe. She choked out and couldn’t draw another breath inward. She struggled. 
 
    “You’re going to be my shield when we walk into camp. Then you’re going to give me some supplies. Understand me?” 
 
    She was about to pass out. Sparkles flitted in front of her eyes, speckled with black furry splotches. 
 
    “Do you understand, bitch?” he demanded. 
 
    Somehow, she managed to nod. 
 
    He released his stranglehold on her neck and whipped her forward with his knife at her throat again. This time she felt the heat coming off him in waves—the man was fevered, about to expire, and she only needed to survive long enough to walk into camp, where she knew all hell would break loose as the Xtreme Ops team ended this man and saved her. 
 
    “Walk!” 
 
    She did, putting one foot in front of the other. The toe of her boot caught on a snow-covered log, and she pitched forward. For a dizzying second, she knew with total certainty that she’d cut her own jugular with her action, but then she took another step and another. 
 
    Blood warmed her neck where the blade scratched through the first layer of flesh, but her injury was nothing compared to this man’s. Not Yahontov, she realized when he whipped her around to face him. This man was shorter and stockier than her father’s murderer and had green eyes. With every step she moved toward camp, she regained a bit more of her senses. 
 
    He limped. His left leg was injured and caused a hitching gait that made their walk not only hell but painstaking. She gulped back the rough dry sobs that raised in her throat. She would not cry or show her fear in any way. She would calmly lead this man into camp and let the special ops team do their worst to him. 
 
    Her stomach felt like a cesspool of bile, and her pants slipped down her hips as she walked. Hate and fury warred with her nausea and fear. 
 
    They rounded a cluster of trees she hoped would shield her while she relieved herself and the tent came into view. The tent she shared with Penn. 
 
    How to alert the team that she was here and brought danger with her? If she so much as screamed, she knew he’d jam that blade so deep into her neck there wouldn’t be anything but darkness. Her head spun, and her feet stopped working. 
 
    He dragged her the last two feet as he stepped out into the camp. 
 
    Across the place where the fire had been, she met Penn’s gaze. His dark eyes penetrated into her—through her—and then dipped down to take in the fact that her pants were somewhere around her knees and she stood at this man’s mercy in her underwear. 
 
    “Nobody move or I’ll kill her!” the man bellowed. Spit flecked onto her face, and she grimaced as that bile bubbled into her throat. “Drop your weapons!” 
 
    Not one man did. It was six against an unarmed man who stunk of putrefying flesh and cheese. She heard the click of a weapon. Her captor’s hand shook as he pressed the knife upward, digging into her throat even more. 
 
    The first shot rang out, and she waited for the sting of the blade and painless nothing to claim her. Instead, a huge weight launched her backward off her feet and crushed her to the freezing earth. 
 
    When she pushed upward on her elbows, she felt the first rumblings of the earth giving warning before she heard it. 
 
    “Nobody shoot!” she screamed until her vocal cords shook. 
 
    The captor turned her direction with a knowing look. He knew what would come if they fired shots too—and it was his out. 
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    Penn could barely see through the haze of fury building by the second. All he could see was Cora with her pants down and in that bastard’s grip. His knife at her throat had almost sent Penn into a blind rage, but he’d found enough presence of mind to stop before he attacked and ripped the guy’s balls out through his mouth. 
 
    “Don’t shoot! The ridge isn’t stable! We’ll go down in an avalanche,” she cried. 
 
    Penn automatically braced his legs as if that could stop him if the ridge decided to spit him off the side into the frozen river below. 
 
    The shooter’s pant leg was soaked with black blood, and his hands were covered in dried blood as well. But Penn didn’t like the wild look in his eyes the most. It was a look of desperation—he’d do anything to leave with his life. 
 
    Penn couldn’t allow Cora to be his means of escape. 
 
    In an instant, his brain kicked in. Past hostage situations blew through his mind, and he knew what must be done. He gestured to Lipton, who’d been close enough to take a shot at the man’s arm while Broshears sent her launching into the snow out of danger. 
 
    Broshears got to his feet again just as Penn sprinted across the camp, barreling full steam at the injured fugitive. 
 
    When fear won and a man found himself under siege, adrenaline kicked in. He’d seen more than one dead man walking—or running in this case. He set off through the trees with Penn on his heels and Gasper and Beckett flanking him. Hepburn cut around to the side to get a shot, but Penn waved at him to stand down. 
 
    Through the thick brush they chased him. The pines funneled straight to the edge of the ridge near the place where they’d cut upward to find the shooter in the first place. Running through the tightly packed pine trunks would be impossible. 
 
    “There’s no way out,” he bellowed to the fugitive. His leg wound had broken open again and was dripping freely, leaving a thick trail in the snow. 
 
    Penn pushed harder, faster, surging forward and closing the gap. As soon as he swiped out a hand to grab the man by the collar, the fugitive leaped. 
 
    Penn blinked at what he was seeing—the man’s legs without any ground beneath them. He kicked as he fell, throwing himself off the tall, jagged ridge to evade them. 
 
    Skidding on the snow, Penn stopped just short of following him, and he gripped onto a trunk to stop himself. He watched the man fall in what felt like slow motion. His head struck a rock ledge, and the boneless manner his body slumped told him long before he hit bottom, he was dead. 
 
    Hepburn pulled up next to Penn, breathing hard. “Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    Penn stared at the dead man for a long minute. 
 
    “Take two men down and search his body.” 
 
    “What do I do with it after that? Try to bury him?” 
 
    “We’ll send word that the body needs to be recovered, but leave it.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Hepburn’s drawl didn’t hold its usual pep. 
 
    Penn’s mind locked onto Cora as he turned from the ledge. That motherfucker had put his hands on her, and he hadn’t been made to pay near enough. A roar lodged in his throat, and he ran the rest of the distance to the camp. 
 
    He saw her sitting on a log holding a cup between her hands. Steam wafted from it, though she didn’t bother to take a drink. Kneeling beside her, Lipton looked up as Penn approached. 
 
    “Leave us,” Penn grated out. 
 
    Lipton stood and disappeared without a word. Penn didn’t need to look around to know that his men had left them alone and he could do and say as he pleased. 
 
    God, her hat had fallen off, leaving her head bare. Her blondish brown hair looked wispier to him, lending her a more vulnerable appearance. He remembered the bead of blood he’d seen well around that son of a bitch’s knife and dropped to his knees in front of her. 
 
    “Cora.” Hell, that wasn’t even his voice. 
 
    She continued to stare at her mug of low quality coffee ration nobody in their right mind wanted to drink. Her hands trembled, and he put out his to take the cup from her. He set it aside and pulled her roughly into his arms. 
 
    She felt brittle against his chest, like a bird fallen from its nest. What he wouldn’t give right now to hear her sass and no-bullshit attitude. 
 
    Cradling her head in his palm, he held her to him. “Cora. Hell… Angel, you’re all right now. I’ve got you.” 
 
    He expected tears like when she learned her daddy was dead, and it terrified him more that she remained dry-eyed and stoic. He withdrew to look at her face. Her eyes were wide and unblinking. 
 
    Shock—she’s in shock. 
 
    “Cora, drink this.” He brought the mug to her lips, tipping the brown, conspicuous liquid until it hit her lips and she sipped. His own hand tremored, and he steeled his muscles to keep it from doing so. After another sip, she twisted her face away. 
 
    He sat and pulled her into his lap. At some point, either she or Lipton had fastened her pants, but the glimpse he’d gotten of her blue cotton panties was branded on his mind. Even if she got past this event, he sure as fuck never would. 
 
    He smoothed his hand over her hair. “It’s okay, Angel. I’ve got you.” 
 
    “Penn, there was nothing I could do. I didn’t want to lead him to the camp, but I couldn’t think of a way out!” 
 
    He held her a step from him. “Jesus, Cora, do you think I’m angry with you? You had no choice but to walk or be killed.” He rocked her. Fuck, so much for distancing himself from this woman—he wouldn’t be able to let her out of his sight now. 
 
    She closed her fist on his jacket front, and he covered it with his own hand, squeezing tight as he breathed in the scent of her hair. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” 
 
    “Are you saying this for your benefit or mine?” The strength in her tone had him looking into her eyes again. The staring shocked expression in the blue-gray depths was lessened but not completely gone. 
 
    He cupped her delicate jaw. “Both, I think. Cora…” How to ask if that man raped her? Violated her soul with his black evil? 
 
    She looked into his eyes and seemed to understand what he couldn’t ask. “No. That didn’t happen.” 
 
    “He didn’t put his hands on you? Didn’t try to…” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    He made a noise in his throat that he’d never made before. “Thank God.” Flexing his arms, he drew her against him again. 
 
    “Penn?” she said after a minute. 
 
    “Yes, Angel.” 
 
    “If he had raped me, what would you have done to him?” 
 
    He met her stare. “I would bring him back from the dead to kill him with my bare hands.” 
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    The earth vibrated. Clumps of snow dropped from the high tree branches. 
 
    Cora barely had time to react. 
 
    She threw out her arms. “Penn! The ridge! It’s gonna go!” 
 
    Penn’s expression hardened as he shot them both to their feet. “Avalanche!” he bellowed into this comms device to his team, probably blowing their eardrums in the process of making them safe. 
 
    The snow started to shift under their feet, and Cora reached for her backpack at the last second. She barely snagged the strap and threw it over her shoulder before they started sliding. She looked up to see the wall of snow coming for them. 
 
    “Grab a tree!” She did, and Penn wrapped himself around her and the trunk. She tucked her face down to avoid the worst of the blast of snow as it raged in a tsunami wave down the ridge. The thunder in her ears deafened, and she felt Penn lock his arms tighter, keeping them both riveted in place while the earth rushed by them. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw their tents whip by, torn from the ground with the force. Next, a solid block of ice and compacted snow came from a higher flat above, breaking into large chunks as it cut through the trees. 
 
    Her heart raced. She’d never been in the middle of an avalanche before, but she’d seen a few from the air with her father. She’d heard of plenty of hikers and skiers losing their lives from such a disaster and thought of the five team members somewhere on this ridge. If they were trained in the ocean waters, were they trained to survive an avalanche? The key was not to be buried completely. 
 
    The bark of the tree cut into her cheek, but she hardly cared for her own discomfort when the team might not make it. She only knew them a short time, but she cared for them all. 
 
    Only fleeting seconds passed. 
 
    The rumble from above seemed to quiet, and down below them on the ridge, she heard a faint holler right before the quake of snow stopped. She heard another huge plop hit the valley below. She detected the cracking of ice on the frozen river. Then nothing. 
 
    Her arms quivered from holding so tight to the tree. She couldn’t imagine how Penn must feel. Minutes passed where neither moved. She listened hard and heard no more rumbles. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to move now,” she whispered into the silence. 
 
    Penn’s chest, plastered to her spine, heaved. Slowly, he peeled himself off the tree. Her thigh muscles ached from bracing herself so tightly on an angle to resist the skid, and now they quaked like two Christmas jellies. 
 
    He released her, and she wavered before getting her footing. Her mind whirled with all that happened to her. And here the plane crash seemed like a lot. She shook her head, trying to clear it while listening to Penn shoot off commands to his men. 
 
    “Sound off, goddammit! Lipton.” He paused. “Lipton?” 
 
    Cora clasped her hands together to keep them from shaking. Staring at Penn’s face, she saw the weight of leadership close him off completely behind a granite mask. He suddenly swiped a hand over his face and moved to the next name, which gave Cora reason to believe Lipton had answered. 
 
    By the time he reached Gasper, she was beginning to believe all had survived. 
 
    “Does anybody have eyes on Gasper?” His rough tone spoke volumes about how much he cared for his teammates. 
 
    After what felt like an hour but could only have been minutes, Penn dropped his head and closed his eyes as if in prayer of thanksgiving. “Beckett. You got him?” Whatever the man responded with had Penn nodding. 
 
    Cora unlaced her fingers to hold onto his arm. “They’re all okay?” 
 
    “Accounted for. Jesus Christ, I don’t know how but everyone managed to survive that.” 
 
    “It can only be your training,” she said. 
 
    “Or dumb luck. Is it safe to move or are we going to get hit by another wall of snow?” The strain of the situation had carved a deep line between his dark brows. 
 
    She looked up the ridge toward the higher elevation. “There’s always more snow. But my guess is it’s okay to move.” 
 
    “It won’t be easy to regroup. We’re spread out all over, and by the sounds of it, Gasper might have a broken ankle.” 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    He looked to where the camp had been. The peak of one tent rose out of the thick snow, and the rest were nowhere to be seen. “We’ve got what we’re carrying and nothing else.” 
 
    “I know ways to survive.” 
 
    He met her stare. “Now that the storm let up, I’m calling for—” He went quiet, listening hard to the voices in his ear. She watched his mask drop over his rugged features, confessing nothing of his emotions or what was going on. 
 
    “Restrain him. If you can get him to talk, do it. We need every bit of intel we can get.” 
 
    Cora was left to search Penn’s eyes for answers. He set his lips into a line and his jaw appeared to be unmoving stone. “Give me your pack, since I no longer have more than my day pack.” 
 
    “I can carry…” She trailed off, seeing the look on his face. She slipped the strap off her shoulder and handed the backpack to him. 
 
    He let the straps out all the way to fit it around his thick shoulders and then clutched her by the arm. “What do you suppose the best path down is?” 
 
    She blew out a breath, assessing the landscape that had changed in a matter of seconds. “Stick to the trees. The open areas will have the deepest snow.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What are the locations of the others?” 
 
    “Two were wiped off the ridge with the avalanche…and a third man who isn’t Xtreme Ops.” 
 
    Her heart started to pound. “Yahontov?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Someone else who’d been about to jump off the ridge after his buddy rather than be captured by us. The snow hit him first and carried him down to the valley.” 
 
    “And he’s alive?” 
 
    “Yes. And there may be more survivors, so we need to watch our backs.” He adjusted his grip on his weapon as he said this. 
 
    Cora had to admit as they picked slowly down the ridge, sticking to the trees, that she wanted this ordeal to be over. She didn’t regret offering to guide the team—not at all—but she wanted to regain some sense of normalcy to her life. In days she’d gone from a pampered daughter to being in the thick of the most danger imaginable. 
 
    She hadn’t fully ingested that her father was gone let alone being dragged at knifepoint to camp, living through an avalanche or anything left to come. There was also the not-so-small point of having the best sex of her life with Penn. 
 
    After a long hour of walking, it was clear that the route was impassable. “This snow’s deeper than you are tall. We can’t chance it,” Penn said. 
 
    The crampons they wore on the ridge to dig into the ice and rock would be worthless now, if any of them still carried them. 
 
    “We could make snowshoes from branches.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “You know how to do that? Or course you do.” 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “And yes, I still think you’re bad ass, Cora. I know it’s been worrying you since that man caught you.” 
 
    She lowered her eyes to the ground and once more felt the sting of his knife blade biting into her throat. “Thanks, Penn.” 
 
    “Every single one of us has gotten into a bad situation one time or another. It doesn’t make us lesser—it makes us human. Before we try out your snowshoe idea, let’s try this way.” They turned and headed across the land. 
 
    After another hour of walking, she felt her energy stores drain completely. “I need to stop,” she told him. 
 
    He examined her close, obviously assessing her condition. What did he see to make his eyes spark that way? 
 
    “Sit here and I’ll see what I’ve got for rations. Do you have a canteen in your pack?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Drink it. We can always boil snow for water.” 
 
    She unzipped a compartment of her backpack that he lowered to the ground and located her canteen. As she drew small sips, she lifted her hand to her throat for the first time and felt the dried blood of a scab formed. 
 
    He eyed her, jaw set again. “I’d like to kill that motherfucker for marking you.” 
 
    Her stomach tumbled at his words. The threat shouldn’t sound so hot, but hearing such an oath coming from the big, hardened special ops captain set her blood humming in her veins. 
 
    “I’m all right,” she said softly. 
 
    Slanting a glance at her, he continued to search in his daypack. When he came out with a food ration, he read the label and shocked her with a smile. “Here. Your favorite.” 
 
    He passed her the MRE. She read the label and smiled too. “Pizza. Mmm.” 
 
    He drew out another for himself without bothering to read what it was before tearing into the packaging. Neither spoke as they prepped their meals. She drank the chocolate protein powder drink and worked on some breadsticks with cheese. None of it was bad, and she couldn’t believe how hungry she was. After her ordeals, she surprised herself, but stress took a toll on a body, and she put hers through extreme conditions these past few days. 
 
    When she lifted her warmed pizza slice to her lips, she caught Penn staring at her. “Wanna trade before I take a bite?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I’m fine with…whatever the fuck this is.” He lifted the packet to read it finally, and she laughed. “Says chicken tetrazzini, but I don’t know what that’s supposed to taste like.” He shrugged. 
 
    “What is your favorite meal? You never told us.” 
 
    He considered her question. “I’d have to say my momma’s meatloaf.” 
 
    Her smile widened. 
 
    “You making fun o’ my choice?” The drawl in his voice seemed to thicken. 
 
    “Not at all. My momma made good meatloaf too. My dad”—she wrinkled her nose—“not so much.” While it hurt to mention her father, it felt good too, like a balm, a warm fire she could always sit down beside and take a moment to remember. 
 
    Penn held her stare and then reached out to cradle her face. “I’m sorry for all you’ve been through. If I could airlift you out right this damn minute—” 
 
    She shook her head, aware of the warmth of his palm against her cheek. “I want to see this through. I want to know I helped avenge my father in some way.” 
 
    He leaned in, and she did too. When their foreheads touched, she closed her eyes and drank in the closeness. 
 
    “How’s the pizza?” he rumbled. 
 
    “Not half bad.” She opened her eyes and found him staring at her. The intimate moment stretched on for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    She waited for what she wanted most—his mouth on hers—but it never came. He withdrew and scuffed his knuckles over his jaw. Disappointment surged through her, but she bit the pizza to cover her reaction. 
 
    They weren’t out here for personal pleasures. That night together had been a fluke, a blip in time when she needed comfort and he had offered it in the best—hottest—of ways. 
 
    He went still. By now she knew that the tilt of his head meant one of the men was communicating with him. 
 
    “Keep interrogating him,” he ordered in a hard tone. Then he looked at Cora. “We need to go.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Hepburn can speak Russian.” 
 
    She blinked. Of all the men who she would guess to speak Russian, it wasn’t the man with the deep Southern drawl. 
 
    “And?” she prompted. 
 
    Penn stood and began shoving items inside his pack. “He’s got the prisoner talking. He says they’re meeting a ship.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Penn had a hard time reconciling the fact that he and his team had put Cora in danger. 
 
    Through association, she could have been killed, and he couldn’t allow that to happen again. He had to find a way to lift her out to safety. Too many variables to factor in, and he didn’t like playing guessing games with other people’s lives. 
 
    His first mistake as captain of Xtreme Ops was to take her on as guide. They would have faced challenges and setbacks without her help, but she would be sitting in some cozy building safe and sound. Grieving alone, that was true. But safe. 
 
    As she picked her path confidently through the deep snow by using a long stick to determine the depth before she stepped, he couldn’t stop looking at her. The luster of her skin and the rosy pink in her cheeks from the cold both enticed and tormented him. When she reached a massive rock to scramble over, determination lit on her face and a small crinkle appeared between her brows as she concentrated on making a good climb. 
 
    Suddenly, she drew up so fast she stumbled. “Oh my God!” 
 
    In one step he saw what she’d come across. He threw out an arm to push her behind him even as he brought his rifle up. 
 
    The wolf turned his head, revealing dried blood on its jaws as it tore at the flesh of the dead man. One look was all it took for Penn to fix the image in his brain. The shooter they hadn’t recovered but the wolf had been tracking the entire time, bearing a bullet wound through the artery in his arm, and a wolf taking advantage of a meal. 
 
    Cora gripped Penn’s biceps in a vise lock, her fingertips digging into his muscle even through the layers. She tugged on him to go, and he understood the wolf didn’t have interest in anything but feeding. 
 
    He stepped backward slowly, and she did as well. They eased off, but he kept his sights trained on the predator the entire time. Once they got a good distance away, he slipped an arm around Cora and drew her against his chest. 
 
    “Oh God, how awful.” Her voice cracked. 
 
    He cupped her head to him. “I wish you never saw that.” 
 
    “Me too. Did you see he used a tourniquet on his arm?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s why there wasn’t much of a blood trail.” 
 
    She dragged in a deep breath and released it in a puff of cold fog. When he tipped her head up to look at her, he saw the horror in her eyes, but they were dry. No tears. 
 
    Strong woman. The pride he held for his teammates extended to her as well. If Lipton, Broshears, Hepburn, Gasper and Beckett held a place of esteem in his heart, so did Cora Hutton. 
 
    She shed no tears following her ordeal with the shooter holding her at knifepoint. And this event, like everything else, she sucked up and barreled on with life. 
 
    “Let’s find another route down,” he suggested. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They circled to the left, farther out of their way but hopefully with no more chances of running into wolves. After a half hour of walking, gaining enough distance from what they’d witnessed, Penn saw some of the pinched expression ease from her beautiful face. 
 
    Her boot slipped as she jumped off a rock, and he caught her elbow to steady her. When she looked up into his eyes, Penn felt it—the deep pang of knowledge about his feelings for her. 
 
    If he was a visitor in Alaska, he would invite her on a date for pizza. He might make it an extended stay to spend more time with her. In his lifetime, he’d come across plenty of beautiful women—slept with many of them too. Socialites and mayors’ daughters. He’d had a whirlwind week with an ambassador in Paris while trying to sort out an American citizen’s role in a crime. But all of them faded to the background when compared to Cora. And none made him want to stay. 
 
    He might be based in Alaska now, but that didn’t mean he could dally with the woman. She deserved a man who was there for her, someone who could warm her at night and— 
 
    He cut off the thought. Allowing daydreams of Cora in another man’s arms would drive him fucking insane. 
 
    He wished to hell he wasn’t so possessive by nature, but now he understood his brother so much better. All those times he razzed Nash about his wife and child, or hell, his refusal to leave Texas where he was born and bred while Penn made the world his playground, hadn’t affected Nash one bit. His brother’s life was his family. 
 
    “You seem worried.” Cora’s quiet tone lifted the edges of his armor and worked under. 
 
    He considered her statement. “I’m never really worried.” 
 
    She threw him a glance before returning her attention to her footing while he surveyed their surroundings for danger. “You weren’t worried at all when the avalanche wiped out your men and some of them wouldn’t answer?” 
 
    “I knew they would sooner or later.” 
 
    “Ah. And when that man had his knife at my throat?” 
 
    His gaze dropped to the thin slash on her throat, superficial enough it didn’t require first aid, and yet he wished he could bear the wound instead of her. 
 
    They walked farther. After a while, she snorted. “Good talk.” 
 
    He let her take a few paces from him. He should put distance between them. He should damn well stop thinking of the impossible. 
 
    He shouldn’t be staring at her puffy round ass in those snow pants and getting hard. 
 
    But he knew what was beneath the thick cloth. 
 
    Closing the gap, he grabbed her arm. Whirled her to face him. And stared into her eyes. She issued a soft rasp of a sigh, and it was all the invitation he required—he kissed her. The soft cushion of her lips set him on edge even as it felt like coming home. 
 
    She dug her fingers into his nape, and he pulled her flush to his body, allowing her to feel every inch of his arousal. When she sucked in a gasp, he knew that she was more than aware of how much he wanted her. He just couldn’t let her know how he actually felt. 
 
    He took control of the kiss, bowing her over his arm to ravish her mouth. Each devouring sweep of his tongue made her respond with all the fire he knew burned inside this woman. She was so fucking amazing, and he didn’t want to end their time together even as he ached to have her safe. 
 
    Passion flooded his insides, wiping nearly everything else aside as he plundered her for long, tantalizing, cock-throbbing seconds. 
 
    When he jerked her upright and stared into her eyes, he realized how hard he was breathing and that his heart raced as if he’d sprinted for miles without slowing. 
 
    Confusion backlit her blue-gray eyes—eyes that gripped him by the heartstrings and the balls depending on her look. 
 
    He released her and waited for her to continue on their path to the ridge to locate the rest of the team. She didn’t ask why he’d kissed her just now or why he never answered her question. The stoic woman seemed to accept everything from dangers to male advances. 
 
    He twisted his lips into a scowl. 
 
    “Have you ever been on this ridge before?” he asked for no particular reason but to hear her voice. Now what the hell was the matter with him? 
 
    “On the other side.” 
 
    “What’s on the other side?” 
 
    “A cave that goes deep into the rock.” 
 
    “Did you find anything there?” He moved up next to her. 
 
    “Besides gnawed bones of a lot of animals?” 
 
    He stifled a groan. “You went into an animal’s den?” 
 
    “Wolves, we thought, and yes, we did find something else. There are carvings in the rock from thousands of years ago, according to the man I was exploring with.” 
 
    “Man?” 
 
    She landed her stare on him. “Yes. I told you that I team up with various groups.” 
 
    “But you said a man.” 
 
    She set her hand on her rounded, puffy hip. His cock stirred behind his own layers of clothing. “Yes, I spent several nights exploring a cave alone with a man. Would you like details about him? A name maybe so you can look him up and satisfy yourself that he doesn’t have a criminal record?” 
 
    He grunted. “Now you’re being ridiculous.” 
 
    “I’m not the one giving you the third degree about people you work with.” 
 
    She was right. Dammit, he was losing his shit over this woman, in every possible way. He had to step on the brakes before he drove them both crazy. 
 
    “Did you video the markings you found in the cave?” 
 
    “You can find it on my YouTube channel. I believe some of the photos are also found in the Museum of the North in Fairbanks.” 
 
    He watched her set off walking again. 
 
    “Why is it you’re unmarried, Cora?” 
 
    She stopped again and faced him. “Why are you?” The sass burrowed into him, spiking his arousal. 
 
    “Because of what I do. I can’t bring a woman or a family into this lifestyle.” 
 
    Her expression didn’t reveal a hint as to her feelings about his statement. “Same.” 
 
    “You aren’t married for the same reason?” 
 
    “That’s right.” She started walking again, and he followed. 
 
    When he caught her by the hand and trapped her fingers into his palm, she swung on him. “Why are you asking these things, Penn? We made out. Had sex. Made out some more. We both know anything more between us will never work. You offered me comfort when I needed it most, and I’m grateful.” 
 
    “You’re grateful?” Irritation rose like a black cloud in him. 
 
    “Yes.” Her gaze was unwavering. 
 
    She truly meant what she said, and that pissed him off more, along with the fact that she knew it would never work too. 
 
    Dammit, why couldn’t it? 
 
    Why was he being a whiny bitch about it? 
 
    Still, he couldn’t stop himself from reeling her close, hooking his arm around her back and smashing her against his body. Staring down at her fiercely, he ground out, “I did not only make love to you to comfort you. I did it because I wanted to as well.” 
 
    Her expression closed. When she put her mind to it, she had as much of a poker face as some of the best spies he knew. 
 
    “You’d make a damn good special operative.” His voice sounded with more of a rough edge. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Are you offering me a job?” 
 
    “Hell no. We couldn’t work together anyway. It’s not allowed, even if OFFAT is less restrictive than other special forces.” 
 
    “I could be your pilot and guide.” 
 
    “I don’t want you anywhere within a thousand miles of danger, Hutton.” 
 
    “So when you want to kiss me, I’m Angel and when you’re ticked off, I’m Hutton,” she countered. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    She lowered her stare to latch onto his mouth. “Too bad. Because I was hoping you’d kiss me again.” 
 
    “Fuck, Angel.” He captured her mouth, and she sucked in sharply as he plunged his tongue between her lips. Heat struck his core, and if he had all the time in the world, he could think of twenty positions to make love to this woman, but the clock was ticking and he wasted precious minutes as it was. 
 
    She melted into him, giving as much heat as he gave and then some. When she began tugging at his clothes, he found the brake pedal—and with considerable amount of willpower—depressed it. 
 
    He tore his mouth free. Panting, he stared down at her. “I’m going to get you out of here as fast as I fucking can. I need to know you’re safe.” 
 
    “Annnd the commander’s back.” She ripped from his hold. If he didn’t realize she was better at this trekking through the Alaskan wilderness thing than he or any member of Xtreme Ops, he might call out to caution her to watch where she was walking. 
 
    She didn’t need to tell him he was confusing the hell out of her. He was confusing himself even more. 
 
    Focus on the mission. Later, after this was all over, maybe he’d have a chance to call her or pop in to see how she was faring. But nothing came before his job—his team. 
 
    With a solid grip on his control again, he strode after Cora. 
 
    “Captain.” Broshears’ voice penetrated his earpiece. “Either I can hear your footsteps or someone else is coming toward me.” 
 
    “What’s your position, Broshears?” 
 
    He told him. Up ahead, Cora had slowed her pace. Then she raised her hand and pointed. “There!” 
 
    Penn ducked under a pine branch hanging low with snow and spotted his teammate sitting on a large jutting rock.  
 
    Relief filtered into Penn as he walked up to Broshears. The man wore a shit-eating grin that Penn found contagious. Holding out his fist to the man, he received a knuckle-bump in return. Penn thumped him on the spine. 
 
    “Good to see ya, bro.” 
 
    “You too, Captain.” Broshears looked toward Cora, and Penn caught her dashing a tear with a gloved finger. She stepped up to the man. 
 
    Broshears patted her on the head. “Lost your hat, Hutton.” 
 
    “Lost all our tents too.” 
 
    He shrugged. “We’re alive. All that matters. Gasper’s ankle is only sprained. He stabilized it with some supplies he was carrying.” 
 
    “Good news,” Penn said. 
 
    “It is! Ohhh! Come here.” She put her arms around Broshears and squeezed. He brought his arms around her in what better be a brotherly embrace before letting her go. He dug into one of his pockets and came out with an insulated cap. 
 
    “Here, take my extra. Can’t have your ears getting frostbitten.” 
 
    She smiled and accepted the cap, pulling it over her head. 
 
    Penn looked him over. “Any injuries to report?” 
 
    “Bruises. I slid a good thirty yards before one of those tree trunks stopped me. Rang my bells for a few minutes, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “Let me see your eyes.” Cora grabbed Broshears by the chin and peered up at him. For some reason, Penn didn’t like it while at the same time finding even more pride that she proved herself worthy of this mission. “Your pupils are even. Any headache?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” He grinned and then slid his gaze to Penn as if to say what Penn already knew—that Cora was a damn good team member. 
 
    “We should make you an honorary Xtreme Ops teammate,” Broshears said. 
 
    “No thanks.” 
 
    “Why not?” His smile widened into one of teasing. 
 
    She gave it right back with a look slanted toward Penn. “Can’t take orders from the captain.” 
 
    Broshears cackled with laughter, but Penn just rolled his eyes. “Let’s find the others,” Penn said. 
 
    The three of them continued on, searching for the rest of the team spread out across the ridge and valley below. Penn couldn’t help but sense the change in the dynamics of his relationship with Cora. Her sassy self was here full force, and their banter and stolen kisses filled in the other blanks. 
 
    If he wasn’t mistaken—and he usually wasn’t—she liked him as much as he liked her. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The instant Penn stepped up to the prisoner and glared into his eyes, Cora felt a wave of fear hit her system. That look of hate was real—and she never wanted to be on the receiving end of it. 
 
    Then Penn opened his mouth and shocked her more. The fluent Russian that flowed from his lips raised the hair all over her body. 
 
    She felt her eyes go wide as she watched the exchange. Or rather, the one-sided conversation Penn seemed to be having with the prisoner. 
 
    With all six men circling the small but wiry dark-haired man, he should be shitting an ice block right now, but he raised his chin with a tilt of defiance and met Penn’s gaze with a burning glare of his own. 
 
    Cora wrapped her arms around her middle to steady her nerves. At any second, she expected a shot to be fired, but Penn only shifted his jaw, causing the crease to bulge. He spat more words at the man, at first in a voice of deadly calm and then increasing in volume until he was barraging him with shouted questions. 
 
    Lipton turned and glanced up at the ridge they’d just finally navigated, as if expecting Penn’s volume level to cause another avalanche. If the men didn’t understand what he was saying, they didn’t let on. But she got an eerie feeling she was the only one left in the dark. When all five of them bobbed their heads in agreement with something Penn said in Russian, it became glaringly apparent. 
 
    Penn snapped off another command, this one aimed at Lipton. The big man stepped forward and aimed his weapon at the prisoner’s foot. He didn’t so much as blink. 
 
    Cora twisted. She couldn’t watch what came next. In fact, she wished she had a place to burrow in to hide from the situation…the world. Right now, she’d give anything for that airlift that Penn kept threatening to put her on. She wasn’t cut out for this. If she could find a cave to hide in right now, she’d take her chances with a hungry grizzly woken from hibernation. 
 
    A shot rang out, and she spun back, staring at the man’s foot, expecting to see spurting blood soaking the snow. A divot in the snow and flecks of earth ripped up from the force of Lipton’s bullet made her hands shake. 
 
    A big rough hand came down on her shoulder, and she looked over to see Broshears practically holding her up. She hadn’t realized until that second how wobbly she felt. The sun had been gone hours ago. She was cold, tired, hungry—the pizza slice long ago worn off—scared and feeling so many other emotions she couldn’t manage to put into words. 
 
    Broshears ducked his head to whisper to her. “He won’t kill him. He has the name of the ship.” 
 
    Penn’s stare landed on them both before he turned his attention to the prisoner again. He spoke to the man, and received no response. This time Penn looked up at Broshears and flicked his head. 
 
    Broshears’ grip tightened on her shoulder, and he towed her around, propelling her fast. 
 
    “What’s happening? What are they going to do?” she cried out. 
 
    “Something you don’t want to witness.” When she tried to crane her neck, he pushed her faster, walking her along the ridge to the place where Gasper had been yanked from his partial burial in the snow. 
 
    “Broshears! I—” 
 
    A howl of pain sounded, and her jaw dropped. 
 
    He caught her by the point of her chin. “Look at me. It has to happen. We need the name of that ship, and he refuses to cooperate.” 
 
    “So the team’s going to torture him?” 
 
    “They’re just scaring him.” 
 
    “Scaring him… Oh God.” Another scream of pain sounded. Broshears focused inwardly, and she knew by his faraway expression that he could hear every word through their comms. 
 
    She pasted her hands to her ears and sat in the snow with her legs tucked up. Broshears stood over her for a minute and then dropped into a crouch next to her. 
 
    “That was easy.” He grinned. 
 
    She withdrew her hands. “He talked?” 
 
    “Yup. Sang like a canary.” 
 
    Her stomach pitched, threatening to bring up the acid burning a hole into her stomach. She didn’t want to hear what they’d done to get the name of the ship. 
 
    Broshears touched her shoulder again. “What I said about training you for the team… You wouldn’t really make it, you know.” 
 
    Her brow crinkled. “I don’t know if I’m offended or relieved.” 
 
    “Be relieved, Hutton. All of us are damaged in some way.” 
 
    Her gaze flew to his. “Even Penn?” 
 
    “Especially Penn.” 
 
    “Why are you saying this?” 
 
    Broshears shrugged as though everyone knew what she didn’t. “Leaders can’t be attached emotionally.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make him broken.” 
 
    “He’s been working alone for a lot of years. At least when we see bad shit, we see it with our team.” 
 
    She thought of the wolf tearing at the dead man’s flesh and clasped her fingers into fists. 
 
    Broshears continued, “It creates a bond, and even if we never speak of it again, we still can look at our brothers and share those moments. Penn never had that. He was kicked out of the Texas Rangers early on and hasn’t had the support of a team since.” 
 
    Blinking, she couldn’t find any words to respond to his claim. Knowing that the softness she received from Penn wasn’t the norm only confused her further. Seeing this new side of him, a landscape painted by Broshears’ words, left her shocked as well. 
 
    Just because she’d spent a few days with these men, and bonded over several dark events as well as shared some laughs, did not mean she knew any of them. Especially their steadfast captain, it seemed. 
 
    Broshears spoke to someone via his device. “We’re coming.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    He settled his gaze on her. She could see he wasn’t present here but back with the other men. “We have the name of the ship, and Lip just confirmed that it was spotted moving toward the harbor in the Northwest Arctic.” 
 
    She stared at Broshears for a long heartbeat. “And you’re what? Flying there?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    She never noticed how compassionate his eyes could be before now. “You’ll be going back, Hutton.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I’m not finished. I need to see my father avenged.” Her voice rose an octave. 
 
    “Hutton—” 
 
    “I will see my father avenged!” The fury rose in her unchecked, and her scream carried across the valley, echoing off either ridge. “I’ve been plane-wrecked and shot at, held at knifepoint, and I lost the last person left of my family! I won’t stop until I see that man responsible in chains!” 
 
    Broshears reached for her, but she set off walking at a pace that made even him jog to catch up despite his long legs. “Hutton.” 
 
    “I intend to fight for my place!” 
 
    “Hutton!” 
 
    She reached the grouping and saw the prisoner hunched over, holding his hand in his good one. Penn spotted her and broke free of the rest to meet her. She stormed up to him and poked a finger into his immovable granite chest. “I am not getting dropped off at home.” 
 
    He traded looks with Broshears, which made her want to scream louder. She checked herself. Her father always said it was best to show your calm before your fight. She might be majorly annoyed, but she still had her wits. 
 
    “I’ve proved I’m capable of being part of your group.” 
 
    Penn’s eyelids slowly closed and then opened. “You told her she’s going home, didn’t you?” he asked Broshears as if she wasn’t even present. 
 
    “I’m standing right here. And yes, he did. I’m not going.” She set her teeth together and waited. 
 
    “I’ll take it from here. Broshears, back up Lipton.” When he gained a nod from the man, he grasped Cora’s shoulder and steered her away from them. 
 
    She dug in her heels. “I’m not going, Penn. I want to see Yahontov captured.” 
 
    “Cora.” He kneaded her shoulder in a display of tenderness she still didn’t quite understand how he whipped out at will, when he’d just ‘scared’ information from the prisoner. 
 
    He pitched his voice low. “Angel, the ship is in the Northwest Arctic.” 
 
    “Yes, all the way across Alaska. I’ve been there before. You can check out my YouTube channel if you want.” 
 
    “We don’t know what we’re getting into. We’re meeting a ship with a bunch of Russians who will be pissed that their drug deal fell through and several of their men are dead. We could be walking into hell with all guns blazing. You can’t be part of that. You’ve been an excellent guide—better than I even expected, but—” 
 
    She gaped at him. “Take me with you. I’ll stay in the bed and breakfast or whatever drafty motel’s in town.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes on her. For a bit, she thought he might break down and agree to her suggestion. Then he shook his head. “No. You’ll go home, Cora.” 
 
    “Penn—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She wanted to scream, but her father’s voice sounded in the recesses of her mind. Keep a level head and see how much further it takes you, Cora girl. 
 
    She issued a slow sigh. “Fine. Then I’ll get there on my own.” 
 
    “What? Hell no.” 
 
    “I feel like taking a trip. Travel’s unpredictable at this time of year, of course. We’re looking at storms, especially on the coast. But I’m definitely up for a weekend getaway.” 
 
    “Jesus, woman. Do you ever know when to back down from a fight?” 
 
    She met his gaze. “No.” 
 
    He closed his eyes again, and when he reopened them, she saw she’d gotten to him at least. 
 
    “If we don’t take you, you’ll go alone and put yourself in even more danger, won’t you?” 
 
    She held out her gloved hand as if examining her fingernails in a nonchalant manner. “Yes.” She didn’t glance up. 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    The grating noise might have come from an angry bear—or from the man she was coming to like more and more for all his stubbornness. If she didn’t know the real Penn yet, then she wanted to spend more time with him to find out. Besides, she didn’t have anything left to go home to. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he bit off. “Fine. I’m going to be fired from this team for allowing such a thing.” 
 
    “Tell your superior officer I’m your guide.” 
 
    He snorted. “He’s not an idiot, Cora.” 
 
    “And neither are you. You’ve made the right decision, Penn. You’ll see how helpful it is to have a person who’s knowledgeable of the area. When do we fly? And will he be going with us?” She looked past him to the prisoner sitting there. 
 
    “We can’t leave him behind.” 
 
    “Well, then I’d like to put in a seating request before we board whatever plane or—” 
 
    “Chopper,” he said. 
 
    “—chopper we are on,” she finished. “I’d like a seat right behind the pilot, and I want him on the opposite side of the craft.” 
 
    Penn shifted his jaw in that manner he had of showing his displeasure but unwillingness to voice it. “You’ll be with me.” His tone brooked no arguments, as if she’d ever present any—she didn’t want to be anywhere else but with Penn. 
 
    “Deal.” She thrust out her hand for him to shake. 
 
    He looked down at it before grasping her hand and squeezing. He skimmed his thumb across her knuckles, and even through her gloves, she felt the warmth of his touch. “Don’t make me regret this, Hutton.” 
 
    “Don’t worry—I’ll be wearing my halo the whole time.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Penn had seen some small towns in his day, but this Alaskan village was a mere pinprick on the map. It included a harbor, though, and that was all they needed. When the Russian ship, named the Grisha according to the man they captured, came into port, the Xtreme Ops would be waiting. 
 
    Grisha meant watchful, and he had no doubts in his mind that the crew of that vessel would be ever-watchful. Their trade demanded top precautions, but now that they’d lost contact with their men slated to pick up and move that shipment of drugs, they would be even deadlier. 
 
    The village also clung to the edge of the world, farther north than he’d ever been in his life. Along with a small harbor, the fishing village also boasted a hotel and a B&B, which Cora had mentioned. He still didn’t know what made him bring her along with them. Maybe it was the look in her eyes when she demanded to see the man who’d killed her father captured. If it were his brother…his family…wouldn’t he want revenge too? 
 
    She’d been so quiet during their trip out of the bush. After landing on the small airstrip here in the village, she still had said little. Despite Penn’s vow to remain emotionally distanced from her, her silence was worrying the hell out of him. 
 
    He saw her installed in a hotel room, and his men took shifts guarding her door. Right now, that man was him. 
 
    He stood just outside the room, thinking of her sleeping or showering or just taking in some well-deserved relaxation. 
 
    Who was he kidding? The woman was probably busy finding a way out. He wouldn’t put it past her to be forcing open the window right now. 
 
    Tipping his head, he listened hard but heard nothing from within. 
 
    From another part of the small hotel, he heard employee chatter but tuned it out. A man wearing jeans and a shirt with the hotel logo stepped into view, saw him standing outside the door and slowly approached. 
 
    “Are you locked out of your room?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Thanks.” 
 
    Whatever look he wore sent the man heading back where he came from. Penn grunted and ran his hand over his face. Fatigue nagged at him, and he shoved it down. He needed a bed of his own—all the guys had headed off to theirs—but Penn said he would take first watch over Cora. 
 
    I can watch her from her bed. 
 
    He issued a low groan. The last thing she needed was him dallying with her more. For the first time in days, she had a semi-comfortable bed, rather than a freezing pallet, and a hot shower. She deserved to rest, and that meant he must keep his distance from her or neither of them would ever sleep. 
 
    So why the hell was he lifting a hand to knock on her door? 
 
    The light rap seemed to vibrate through his entire system, disrupting brainwaves apparently. 
 
    He shouldn’t want to enter her room, plant his mouth over hers or lower her to the mattress. 
 
    As he started to turn, the door opened. 
 
    “Penn?” 
 
    He swung back. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Looking at her damn near had him skidding out of control and he hadn’t laid a hand on her yet. 
 
    She braced a hand on the doorframe. Her hair was damp from her shower, her cheeks rosy. And for the first damn time ever, he saw her figure without half a dozen layers. 
 
    His heart tripped faster, and he felt his boots scuff across the thin commercial carpet to reach her. Looking down into her eyes, he attempted to come up with some excuse for knocking. 
 
    Blue-gray eyes searched his. She didn’t speak—only closed her hand around his shirt front and pulled him inside. 
 
    Helpless against her, he could do nothing but close the door. She didn’t release him. A long minute ticked by where neither of them moved. 
 
    His throat clicked with his hard swallow. “I should leave you alone,” he rasped. 
 
    Wordlessly, she went on tiptoe. The brush of her plump lips against his shredded the last of his argument. 
 
    With a growl, he shoved her against the door and crushed his mouth upon hers with all the force he’d been holding in for countless hours. 
 
    A soft noise of wanting escaped her, and he garnered a moan with the flick of his tongue over hers. She threaded her fingers into his hair, tugging with increasing insistence until she yanked. The restless shifting of her hips drove him goddamn crazy, and he jammed his knee between her thighs. 
 
    She rocked down on his muscle, leaving a warm trace of the scorching heat he knew he’d find once he stripped off her clothes. 
 
    Tearing his mouth free, he stared at her, breathing hard. “This could end quick—too quick. I don’t want that. I want to…” he dipped his gaze to her body that seemed to be so scantily clad without all her layers of winter clothes, “…see you.” 
 
    “I want to see you too.” Her gaze zigzagged down his face, shirt front and landed on the bulge in his pants. 
 
    He issued a growl. Slamming his forearms onto the door, he cupped her face and stared into her eyes. “I’ve never wanted someone this way.” 
 
    “Me either.” Tentatively, she trailed her fingers down his chest and lingered on his abs. His long-sleeved shirt hardly proved to be any barrier at all between them after their time in the wilderness. 
 
    He pushed off the door. They faced each other, and damn if it didn’t feel like the first time he’d ever set eyes on her. A pink flush climbed her cheeks and settled there like winter roses he’d once seen blooming in a conservatory in Alberta. 
 
    He skated his gaze over the damp tendrils of her streaky blonde hair. The ends skimmed just below her collarbone but didn’t reach her breasts, and the wisps on her forehead had dried. She bit into her plush lip, and his slow burn shot to full inferno. 
 
    Slow. If you’re doing this, you’re taking your time. 
 
    He continued to study her like the work of art she was. He shouldn’t be surprised she wore a red thermal top after seeing her red parka. The cloth molded to her toned upper body and clung to her rounded breasts. Her waist was a tiny cinched thing and on her bottom half, she wore what could pass as black skiwear in any other part of the world, but here in Alaska, probably served as any woman’s wardrobe staple. 
 
    When he reached the bottom, he smiled at finding her socked feet. 
 
    He chuckled. “Without your boots, you’re actually smaller than I thought.” 
 
    She dipped her head with what he could only guess to be shyness. “Yes. Average height without those snow treads.” 
 
    He caught the point of her chin in his fingers and raised her face. “Perfect,” he whispered. 
 
    A quiet gasp burst out, and she surged onto tiptoe. This time she kissed him, he felt all the tension in her quivering body. 
 
    God, yes. She needed loved in all ways and if this was their final night together, he would leave his mark on her to remember him by. 
 
    He cupped her backside and lifted her. She immediately wrapped her legs around him as he turned for the queen bed. As he swept his tongue inside her mouth, a dark pressure of desire closed in around him. He wanted this woman hard, fast, soft and slow, forward, backward and all positions in between. 
 
    They toppled to the bed with her still clinging to his neck, her legs locked around his waist, with his erection shoved against her pussy. 
 
    She moaned, and he answered with a growl of desire. As she stretched upward, pressing into him, her eyelids shuttered, leaving him staring down at the bliss playing over her face like the northern lights across the sky. 
 
    “Sweet angel,” he murmured, catching her earlobe between his teeth. It was dainty, so fragile. Everything about her was so small and delicate compared to him. He could break her so easily. 
 
    Pushing up onto his elbows, he went still as she rubbed against him. Each brush of her crotch made him harder until he felt his cock would burst from his pants. 
 
    She opened her eyes. Their gazes clashed a second before he took control of her mouth. This kiss devoured. He dipped his tongue in and out of her sweetness and turned his head to plunge deeper until they were both frantic. She dug her fingers into his shoulders, and soft pleas burst from her. 
 
    “Penn. I need you. Take me.” 
 
    “Fuck, Angel. I don’t know if I can go easy.” He grasped her hand and placed it over his fly to prove how far gone he was. 
 
    Her eyes widened and then she shivered. “Nobody asked you to go easy. I can handle you.” 
 
    His lips quirked at the corner. “I have no doubt of that.” He shoved onto his knees to put a little distance between them before he lost his grip. A single brush in the wrong direction would have him shooting off before he wanted. 
 
    He closed his hands around her small waist, exploring the size and shape of her. Easing his hands upward, he stretched his fingers over her ribs, the band of her bra, and then he breached the cups. 
 
    As he cradled her breasts, she shuddered and moaned out. “Don’t stop,” she murmured, eyes hazy with wanting. 
 
    “I won’t, Angel, not until you’re screaming for me.” He claimed her mouth again and closed his fingers around her straining nipples. She came off the bed, arching and crying out at his teasing touch. He varied the pressure of his fingers, from barely clasped around her taut buds to pinching hard. 
 
    Gasping, she yanked at his shirt too. In a flurry, they peeled their garments off. Her top and bra landed on the floor, and she whipped his shirt across the room. Their mouths collided again in a heated swirl of tongues and nipping bites. When he broke the kiss to explore, she twisted her hands in the covers. 
 
    Inhaling deeply, he learned the taste of her throat. Her pulse point under his tongue gave him a primal feeling of protectiveness he could barely understand. With each inch between her lips and breasts he explored, the woman got into his blood. 
 
    She watched him as he dragged the tip of his tongue between the slopes of her breasts. As he moved to her right nipple, lashing it lightly with his tongue, and to the left one for the same treatment, she sucked in her breath and held it. 
 
    He teased her bud between his lips, mouthing her softly before gently biting down on her tender flesh. 
 
    She flattened her palm on his nape to push him down for more. Hell—he’d never been with a woman who made the same demands he did, and fuck if it didn’t turn him on more than he’d ever been in his life. 
 
    He sucked on her nipple, pulling it outward until the pink tip strained. He released it and moved to her other. 
 
    “Pennnn.” Her body seemed to hum beneath him. His cock pounded in time with his thundering heart. He’d be lucky to get inside her before he lost control, but he wasn’t about to stop exploring Cora either. 
 
    She writhed when he drew on her nipple the same as he had the first. Then he released her and dragged his jaw between her breasts, down to her navel. The tiny depression was as lovely as the rest of her, and of course he had to run his tongue around the perimeter before he pulled out the stretchy waistband of her pants. He stared at the holly red panties with a white stripe around the band. Obviously a favorite color of hers, and now his as well. 
 
    “This is the first time I’m going to see all of you.” A command edged his voice. 
 
    She looked into his eyes. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Did she understand he meant more? Did he even understand it himself—this need to expose her to him, stripping away more than her clothes? What an asshole he was, demanding so much from her, yet he refused to stop or even slow down as he drew off her pants and socks and finally, those holly red panties. 
 
    Her pussy was a tiny V of pale brown curls. Between the damp hair, he saw her pink inner folds, and nestled at the top, the pearl of her clit. 
 
    He issued a throaty groan and dropped his cheek to her thigh, his mouth inches from her core. “Spread your legs for me, Angel.” 
 
    She let them fall apart. 
 
    “That’s it. Farther.” He almost lost it over the sight of her soaking wet seam. “Fuck!” Settling between her legs, he used his thumb and forefinger on her outer lips to spread her to him. Then slowly, he lowered his tongue to her wetness. 
 
    The fragile folds parted around the point of his tongue as he dragged it up through her sweet juices to her straining nubbin. He teased it with the barest hint of a lick. 
 
    “Oh God!” She dug her fingers into his scalp as her stomach muscles leaped. 
 
    With a gentle flick, he tasted the small bundle of nerves. She bucked upward, and he planted the heel of his hand on her belly and spread her to him using his thumb and forefinger again. 
 
    He buried his face in her sweet pussy, drinking in her flavors, scents and collecting all her cries. She trembled, and the bed shook. When she came apart for him, everybody in the hotel would know who was loving her, he’d make damn sure of that. 
 
    “Don’t come yet, Angel. Can you hold off?” He clasped his lips around her clit again and worried it lightly. 
 
    “Penn!” 
 
    “You wanna come?” 
 
    She thumped the bed with a small fist. “Yesssss.” 
 
    “You need to come, but only for me. Is that right?” Making demands of her like this was unfair and he was a real dick for even suggesting it to her while she was in the throes of pleasure. He still couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    “Uhhh.” She thrashed her head on the mattress, and her hair trailed over her eye. 
 
    Penn drew on her clit, making it swell into his mouth with each sucking pull. When he released her, she held her hips in the air as if waiting for more. 
 
    He slipped his fingers between her folds and parted her for him until he saw the sweet entrance to her pussy and below that, her small pucker. His rock-hard cock gave hard pulsation that threatened his control, and he pulled back before he lost it. 
 
    He closed his eyes, staving off his orgasm. 
 
    She’d have none of it. She sat up and threw herself at him, launching them both onto the bed. She went straight for his waistband and in seconds had his cock in hand. The hammering of his pulse seemed to engulf his shaft too. He saw it jerk up and down in her soft palm. 
 
    “What if I want to suck you?” she whispered. 
 
    He closed his eyes. Jesus, she was killing him. When he opened his eyes, he saw the eager flick of her tongue across her lower lip and nearly came there and then. 
 
    “Cora…Angel…” 
 
    She didn’t wait for his response—she wiggled down his body and opened her mouth over his erection. He watched the mushroomed head vanish between her open lips for all of two seconds before throwing her onto her back and pinning her hands to the mattress. 
 
    Her eyes registered surprise, and then she smiled. 
 
    Hell, if she kept this up, he wouldn’t just come—he’d start spouting off how he felt about her too. 
 
    Trapping the words in his throat, he stared into her eyes. “Fuck.” 
 
    “What is it?” Her eyes cleared a bit. 
 
    “Condom.” He launched off the bed and grabbed for his pants, locating the packets he’d shoved in his pocket. Any court of law would call that premeditation, but he’d call it temporary insanity. 
 
    Looking down at Cora spread out all dewy and panting made him fumble with the condom. After two attempts he rolled the barrier over his rigid cock and moved atop her once more. 
 
    She spread her legs wide and then set her heels into his ass. “Kiss me, Penn.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    As Cora walked her fingers down Penn’s body, each ridge of his abs rippled. The only sound in the room was his rough breathing and the fast pulse in her ears. 
 
    She reached between their legs and covered his fingers where they wrapped around his thick shaft. With a mewl of pleasure, she helped him rub it over her folds, up and down her pussy, bumping into her clit and then angling inside her channel at the bottom. 
 
    He barely entered her, his cock head spreading her wider, before he stopped. “Look at me.” 
 
    She met his stare and tumbled headlong into the depths of his dark eyes. Whatever his men claimed about Penn’s hardness vanished in the intensity of his stare. With a masterful glide, he edged his cock deep inside her. The fat head bottomed out as the thick girth stretched her around him. 
 
    The burn of desire coupled with the deep growl he issued shot her hips up. She pushed into him, her inner walls milking his big cock. 
 
    His rough fingers against her cheek, brushing in the most tender caress she’d ever experienced, brought a shiver from her. Whatever she felt for this man couldn’t amount to anything. He had a team to lead, would be in danger day in and out. And she… 
 
    What did she want for her life now? She still had a bush plane and could continue to operate her father’s business. But she wasn’t certain she wanted to get in another cockpit. 
 
    She could continue exploring remote areas of Alaska and creating video content. Though she wasn’t as savvy as many when it came to YouTube, she knew some people earned good livings off it. 
 
    Penn dragged his lips over hers, and all thoughts fled. In the blink of an eye, her world changed, and each second she spent with Penn changed her even more. 
 
    The fierce look in his eyes sent her heart tripping faster, and she drew him down for another kiss. He plunged his tongue inside her mouth at the same time he sank his cock deep. They shared a moan. How amazing that she didn’t need to hold back. If she never touched him again, she could walk away knowing she’d given all of herself. 
 
    Withdrawing his cock, he also pulled his mouth free. With a hand planted on her spine, he rolled them. She came up on top and braced her hands against his steeled chest. Seeing him from this vantage point heightened her desire until she felt the dark frenzy in her core. 
 
    She moved restlessly and found a rhythm, gliding over his thick cock and slowly rising again until only the tip spread her. Their gazes locked. Her insides shook. 
 
    The burning intensity in his eyes confused her. They’d never mentioned what happened after they parted ways—and they would. Something about how he looked at her told her it might not be so easy for him to wave goodbye. 
 
    And she’d never be the same. She thought losing her mom had been a pivotal point in her life, but she hadn’t known what was coming. Now she had a world to face, had seen and done the unimaginable out there in the wilderness while searching for Yahontov. Another few days her life would change more—because she’d be in love with Penn. 
 
    She clenched his cock all the way down his shaft, loving the sound of his rough groan. With each grind against his cock, her insides tightened, knotted…quivered. 
 
    “I’m close,” she rasped, falling forward. 
 
    He set the pace, rocking his cock hard and fast into her. A pulsation rocked through her, stealing her breath. She issued a squeak of surprise as the next thrust broke through that knot in her core. She unraveled with a cry, shuddering through the next few upward plunges of his cock until she reached the highest peak. 
 
    A guttural moan escaped her, and all her past moments with Penn combined didn’t amount to how good he made her feel right this second. 
 
    He stiffened and bucked once before she felt the hot release inside her body. His rugged face contorted, and he issued a primal shout even as he closed his hands on her upper arms and dragged her down into a tongue-dueling kiss that never slowed until the final pulsation faded. 
 
    When she came to her senses, she found his thumb pressing down on her clit and her body responding. She ground into him, feeling his cock still rooted deep inside her and the big pad of his thumb sending shockwaves through her system. 
 
    The new sensations battled with the aftershocks of her release, and she collapsed against Penn. He rumbled in appreciation and gathered her near. Next thing she knew, his hot lips worked over her ear to her throat. He stroked his thumb tenderly across her clit, the barest touch, and her pussy clenched. 
 
    “Fuck, you get so tight when you’re about to come. Can you come for me like this? With my cock still in you?” 
 
    She focused inward on her body’s heightened response to him. Everything about the man jacked up her need so high she was left teetering on a ledge. 
 
    “Penn,” she gasped. “Yes!” 
 
    He slid his thumb over her clit again. And again. Every stroke a shiny bright new star popping out in the landscape of her mind. Within seconds he had her writhing, seeking more, begging. 
 
    When she came, he held her stare and refused to let go. She tumbled into the warm waters of yet another release, her pussy flooding his still-hard cock. Penn cupped her face and drew her into a long kiss that softened the fact that he withdrew from her. 
 
    She lay there twitching, her body humming from so much so fast, and she didn’t only mean the physical stuff. She followed Penn’s carved ass as he walked to the bathroom. Now that sight would be emblazoned on her brain on the lonely nights in her future. 
 
    She twisted onto her side to watch him on the return. She wasn’t about to miss a single second of his strong muscles tensing and releasing as he walked across the hotel room to the bed they shared. 
 
    He opened the bathroom door and shut off the light, but not before the warm glow bathed over his naked body. He stopped as he caught her staring at him. 
 
    “Everything okay?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Just admiring the view.” 
 
    She was rewarded with not only the cock of his brow but the upward twitch of his lips. She crooked her finger at him, and he didn’t hesitate to cross the room to her and slip into bed. 
 
    As soon as he enfolded her in his arms, he tugged the covers over them. “Your skin is cold,” he said softly against her throat. 
 
    “I hardly noticed after spending days outside.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    She wiggled until she rested her head on his chest. Long minutes passed with her listening to him breathe and the steady thump of his heart. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll get him?” she asked. 
 
    His fingers on her waist flexed as if in surprise. Maybe his thoughts weren’t on the mission. “I know it.” 
 
    “You believe Yahontov will make his way to the ship?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s not already in the village.” 
 
    Her heart flipped over, and she half sat up. “Why aren’t you searching for him now? Why are you waiting? What if the ship comes in while we’re here and—” 
 
    He ran a calming hand down her side. “OFFAT has eyes on the harbor. Nobody’s getting in or out without us knowing and putting a stop to it.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    He searched her eyes. “Do you think I’d just let the man sail away?” 
 
    She swallowed. It seemed silly now to suggest such a thing, after the lengths the Xtreme Ops team had gone to in order to track him down, as well as the others on that ridge. 
 
    “I have to see this through, for my dad,” she whispered. 
 
    Penn threaded his fingers into her hair. “I know you’ve lived through so many bad things recently, many of them due to the fact that I treated you like one of my men.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “What?” 
 
    “Bringing you along as guide made me—the others too—think of you as being trained in the same manner we were, and I was wrong to allow that to happen. If I had to do it again, I would have sent you back with your father.” 
 
    Tears burned at the rims of her eyes. Did none of their time together mean anything? Perhaps her brain was too addled by shock and grief to think clear. 
 
    How to even respond to his words? 
 
    She had no answers, and her brain felt more fogged than ever. She rested her head on his chest again but after she heard his deep, even breathing of sleep, she slid out of bed and went to the shower. 
 
    Everything crashed down on her at once. She refused to shed so much as a drop of a tear though. She was Eagle’s daughter. Her daddy lived out his days in the freedom of Alaska, answering to no one but himself. He taught her to stand strong, on her own two feet, and never give up. 
 
    If she returned home and took up in her father’s stead, she would live a life she could be proud of. 
 
    She turned toward the door, seeing Penn in her mind’s eye. Whether he knew it or not, he changed everything for her…made her want more from life, to make a difference, and that didn’t involve transporting hunters and visitors in the Alaskan wilderness. 
 
    As she switched on the faucet and waited for the pipes to shoot out the hottest water she could get, she thought about what Penn said. He suggested she handled herself in a way that made them all forget she was untrained. Several of the men called her an asset. 
 
    Maybe the next chapter of her life should involve law enforcement. She could become a trooper and uphold the law. Even a small village like this required law enforcement. 
 
    Her train of thought weighed on her rather than enlightened. She lowered her forehead against the wall of the shower and let the water pour across her skin—skin that still tingled in all the right places from Penn’s touch. 
 
    When she felt a fingertip trace a path down her spine, she turned her head to see Penn step into the shower behind her. He circled his arms around her and cupped her breasts. A soft sigh left her as she leaned into his hold. 
 
    “You didn’t have to wake up to join me.” Her voice came out a little too thick. 
 
    “I wasn’t about to miss a chance to shower with my angel.” 
 
    Her heart rammed in a response so revealing about her feelings that more confusion washed over her along with the hot water. 
 
    He drew his palms in small circles over her hardening nipples, eliciting a gasp from her. She dropped her forehead against the cool tile and sucked in the sensation as well as Penn’s masculine scent. He drew another silent gasp from her, and her lips opened on an O. Sensation tugged at her pussy, and she couldn’t remain still anymore. Pushing against his slick, masculine form, she invited him inside her body. 
 
    To her shock, he arrowed his cock straight between her legs and entered her from behind. She didn’t have time to gasp. He sank his cock into her with that alpha insistence that drove her crazy from the first time he kissed her. 
 
    He drew out nice and slow, and her low moan rocked through her. 
 
    “Oh God!” 
 
    He answered with a rumble but didn’t speak. All the dirty talk faded to body language as he withdrew his cock through her slippery, clenching walls so slow she felt every ridge and vein of his shaft. 
 
    He braced a hand on the wall beside her head, dropped his hips and angled deeper. Each tilt of his hips felt like a male dancer getting his freak on, and she wished to hell she could see his carved ass performing these moves even as she hoped he never stopped. 
 
    The penetration hit her deepest spot. She cried out. His free hand danced between her nipples, twisting and plucking them into hard beads. The angle penetrated deep, and his fingers brushed over her nipples far too tenderly. The hard lever of his cock high in her pussy warred with the extreme softness of his fingertips over her nipples. 
 
    He moved her hair aside to get at her throat, nibbling up and down. In seconds, he knew all her secret trigger spots. Flattening her palms on the wall, she splayed her fingers and her legs to give him total access. 
 
    With a sharp thrust, he bumped her G-spot. Up until now she always believed it to be some mythical spot women read about in old copies of Cosmopolitan. She would flip to the next page, frustrated that such a thing was entirely within reach for some women but not her. 
 
    He located that sweet spot just under her ear and sucked what felt like her nipples, pussy and mouth all at once. Need blasted through her. 
 
    She reached back to latch onto his thigh, reveling in the strength and power in his muscles. Penn didn’t just support her against the shower wall—he’d held her up in her darkest of hours. After her father died, when they came across that wolf… 
 
    He opened his mouth over her earlobe. The sharp rasps of his breath ignited her. The tingle in her core she thought to be a five-alarm blaze hit another level, encompassing her whole body like a forest fire. She dug her fingers into his muscled thigh. He pushed deeper…twitched his hips and pushed deeper still…gripping her breasts to pull her into him with each thrust and plucking her nipples at the same time. 
 
    Her buds felt swollen, huge and throbbing with desire. His mouth branded her neck. When he bit into her earlobe and ground out the words, “Come for me,” there was no way her body wouldn’t obey. 
 
    The sharp peak knifed through her. She squeezed down hard on his shaft as Penn ripped yet another orgasm from her. The soft slapping of their bodies and the spray of water filled her ears, along with his animalistic groan as he followed her orgasm with his own. 
 
    Her mind blacked on pleasure. His thrusts drew out their releases for long, mind-blowing, heart-stopping…breath-holding seconds.  
 
    Hanging in his hold, exhausted from days in harsh conditions and too much emotional turmoil to work through, a wave of vulnerability hit. 
 
    A tremble rushed through her. 
 
    Penn withdrew his cock. She turned her head in time to see him pull the rubber off the tip and discard it in the wastebasket outside the shower. He caught her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. She couldn’t meet his gaze—if she did, she didn’t know if she could handle what she saw there. 
 
    As if knowing she needed something other than empty promises, he grabbed the bar of soap. He closed his fingers around her hip and ran the rounded edge of the soap up…between her legs…over her still contracting pussy. 
 
    Her whole body jerked with sensation, and she couldn’t hold in her cry. 
 
    Slowly, he slipped the soap through her pubic curls, up her mound to her belly. “Look at me,” he rasped. 
 
    She fell into the depths of his brown eyes as he continued with the bar of soap, navigating the undercurve of her breast and over her throbbing pink nipple as if he had a map of her neediest spots. When he had her trembling on the edge again, he washed the rest of her, soaping every inch before focusing on her pussy. 
 
    He washed her slicked folds and then let the bar drop to the floor with a thunk to take over with his fingers. 
 
    Her clit felt swollen to twice its size as he thumbed it while delving two fingers in and out of her pussy. She didn’t know how much more of this pleasure she could stand before she gave up her heart. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “Oh yes!” Ecstasy clenched all her muscles as Penn ripped another orgasm from her.  Instead of her mind shutting out all thoughts but the bliss coursing through her, it came into precise focus, like looking at a crosshairs. 
 
    The clock was ticking—not only to catch Yahontov but for her and Penn. 
 
    Too soon he’d move on, leave for another mission. And Cora would return to her life…this time knowing the true meaning of alone. 
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    Penn couldn’t stop himself. He had to be touching her, tasting her, pleasing her at every second. Cora sprawled on the bed, her body pink and red in spots where he’d been too rough with her. 
 
    Damn if he didn’t fucking love seeing his marks on her. 
 
    Lowering his lips, he brushed them lightly over her nipples. They pebbled for him, and he almost issued the rumble of ownership he’d hear from an animal. 
 
    When he was with Cora, he shut out the world and only this time mattered—hearing her whimper as the final throbbing pulsations racked through her beautiful body. He needed to see the flush of her afterglow and the burning expression in her blue-gray eyes. 
 
    He parted his lips and flicked his tongue across the flattened tip of her nipple. When her stomach dipped with a sharp intake of breath, he sucked the tip into his mouth. 
 
    “Pennnn.” She curled her fingers into his hair, trapping him. Did she feel the same drive to make the most of their final minutes together? To take everything and give back double? 
 
    When she slipped her hand down his abs and wrapped her fingers around the base of his cock, he thought he might not be so alone. As she gave his cock a slow pump, he felt the cum bubbling up to pearl at the tip. She found it, rubbing her thumb through his cream until he groaned. 
 
    She threw him a soft smile—a smile that could melt the polar ice caps—and flipped on top of him. The smooth length of her body was the hottest thing he’d ever felt. Or so he thought before she glided down to take his cock in her mouth. 
 
    “Fuck!” He had to close his eyes. If he didn’t, he would blow in the sweet recesses before she sucked him twice. But he dragged his gaze to her, locking in on her lips stretching around his girth. She licked over his shaft and then drew him to the root. Hips launching off the bed, he wrapped her hair around his fist. 
 
    “Take it, Angel. Christ!” 
 
    She flashed a look at him that would have left him weak-kneed if his cock wasn’t buried in her mouth. A primal need overcame him, and he pressed lightly on the point of her chin. 
 
    “Open wider for me. Take me into the back of your throat.” 
 
    She did as he asked, dropping her jaw open enough to take another inch of his cock into her hot mouth. His cock head bumped the back of her throat. She pulled off, saliva dripping. 
 
    “Hell.” He was almost too far gone to control himself. When he was with her, he felt as if he’d just mounted Everest. His cock bumped into the back of her throat again, and an unending shiver gripped at his core. 
 
    “Angel, I’m going to blow.” The whispered warning only made her hollow her cheeks and draw him in all the way. 
 
    He fixated on the suction of her hot mouth, her fingers stretching over his balls and lightly stroking… 
 
    She slipped her finger between his cheeks and into his ass. The effect launched him like a rocket. He bucked, taking her finger deeper and burying his cock into her throat as a roar left him. The pump of cum exploded out with such force that he clamped off a louder bellow. 
 
    The second shot hit her throat, and he felt her swallowing around him. She worked her magical finger into his ass with a knowledge of a man’s prostate that had him rocking, losing his mind and falling in love all at the same time. 
 
    Another spurt of cum and another and another left him. When he felt his balls empty, he collapsed to the bed. 
 
    Cora watched his face, her own intense. She delivered a tender kiss on his thigh, gently worked her finger free, climbed off the bed and went into the bathroom. 
 
    What the fuck just happened? The woman was a master of his body. With a few strokes of her slender finger, she’d brought him as close to heaven as he’d ever been. Not even that time he’d taken a bullet and spent hours in surgery had he come that close to seeing Jesus. 
 
    When she returned, peeking around the bathroom door a bit shyly, he held out his hand for her. She padded across the room and slipped into bed beside him. For a minute, he held her tucked beneath his chin, aware of far more hanging in the air between them. 
 
    Finally, she whispered, “Was… Was that all right? What I did?” 
 
    His eyes shuttered. “Hell, Angel. It was amazing.” 
 
    “Have you ever…experienced that before?” 
 
    “No. Christ.” 
 
    She stirred against him. “But you…liked it?” 
 
    “Liked it? Couldn’t you tell I was going wild? I’ve never come that hard before.” He leaned away enough to meet her eyes. 
 
    The depths shined with pleasure. 
 
    “Where did you learn that trick?” If she told him from another boyfriend, he didn’t know how he’d react. He didn’t want to think about her being with another man before him or ever again. 
 
    Ever again? Fuck, he was in deeper than he thought, and it wasn’t because she’d stroked his prostate and taken his orgasm to a whole new level. 
 
    “I read it in a magazine once. I thought I’d see if it really drove my man as crazy as the writer claimed it would.” 
 
    “Jesus.” His voice took on a rougher edge. Then what she said hit him. 
 
    My man. 
 
    Was he hers? 
 
    Could he imagine being anything else? 
 
    He started to speak, but nearby on the nightstand, his phone buzzed. Cora pushed into a sitting position, and he snatched up the device, bringing it to his ear in the same motion. 
 
    “Sullivan.” 
 
    “Time for Xtreme Ops to do their job. Word came in that the Grisha was spotted in waters off the coast about two miles out. Get out there and end this, Sullivan.” Colonel Reinsel’s command had Penn jumping from the bed and reaching for his clothes. 
 
    “On it, sir. I’ll inform you when it’s over.” 
 
    “Guts and glory.” 
 
    “Guts and glory,” Penn echoed the mantra that had quickly been adopted by all the special forces spread throughout the US as they battled with threats, both domestic and foreign, on a daily basis. 
 
    Cora stood at the side of the bed, sheet coiled artfully around her body, watching him. Seeing her lip trapped in her teeth sent a pang through him. 
 
    He yanked on his boxers and then cargo pants and buttoned them. “You’ll stay here. Stay in the room and order food if you need. Have them leave it outside the door and bill the front desk.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    He pulled his protective vest on first, followed by his shirt. “Cora, I wish I had more time to take my leave, but I have to go—now.” He jammed his boots on and grabbed his pack containing everything he needed to defend himself in a fight. He strode around the bed and cupped her cheek. If he had only moments, he wanted to spend them looking into her eyes. 
 
    “Will you be okay?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He kissed her between the eyes, taking in her personal feminine fragrance that seemed to permeate his own pores after being with her only a few days. He withdrew and offered her a crooked grin he hoped would suffice as a farewell. 
 
    Then he walked out of the hotel room and rallied his men. 
 
    His mind shifted from being Cora’s lover to territory he knew so much better—how to lead. How to fight. 
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    “Stay put, he says,” Cora muttered under her breath, though nobody was around to hear her. She stood at the window. Did Hank ‘Eagle’ Hutton ever stay put in his life? The man had taught her never to back down or run from a fight. 
 
    This wasn’t her fight, but shouldn’t it be? Avenging her father was one thing, but as she stared out at the bleak wintry landscape of the small town, she realized she would be doing this for her people. Fellow Alaskans. Surely those two reasons were worth the risk. 
 
    But if Penn found out she didn’t stay in the room… 
 
    Then she’d charm him with a finger up his ass again. Having a big, tough man at her mercy had excited her far more than she ever imagined. Thrill seeker took on a whole new meaning in her life. 
 
    She snorted and swung toward the door. When she opened it and looked out into the hall, she breathed a sigh of relief. She half expected to see a member of the Xtreme Ops team standing guard. But they would need all six of them to meet the danger of this mission. 
 
    She glanced toward the end of the hall, and an iron fist closed around her heart. 
 
    Something about the man looked familiar. Out here in this remote town, it was unlikely she’d ever seen this man before, yet she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    She needed a closer look. 
 
    Heart thumping, she stepped into the hallway. Behind her, the door clicked shut in that metallic way of all hotel rooms. Her senses were always heightened. Her father taught her to always be on the alert. But after spending a few days with the Xtreme Ops team, she felt herself shifting into another level of operation. 
 
    She reached the end of the hallway. A couple vending machines and a coffee station sat there for guests to use. Finding that she needed caffeine more than anything in the world, she stepped up to the small cabinet and grabbed a paper cup. Two men stood a few steps from her, and one was the man she swore she recognized. 
 
    “He must have arrived in the town by now.” From the corner of her eye, she saw him glance at her. He spoke in low tones. 
 
    “What if he boards the ship?” the other asked. 
 
    The taller of the pair had thick brown hair and dark… 
 
    Her gut rolled. Dark eyes. Like the hijacker. The man who crashed our plane and killed my father. The man we’ve been hunting. 
 
    Yahontov. 
 
    She pretended to pay no attention to the men as she poured herself a cup of coffee, battling her shaking fingers. She added several spoons of sugar that would make the drink sickening sweet but would buy time for her to eavesdrop. 
 
    The man had to be a relation of Yahontov’s, a brother or a cousin at the very least. He leaned closer to the other man. 
 
    “He won’t board until we signal him, and if we can’t find him…” He shook his head. “Damn. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “What about the ship?” 
 
    He leveled his black eyes on the other man. His gaze was equally as cold and heartless as Yahontov’s, and Cora knew without a doubt that she recognized the man for his family tie to the hijacker. 
 
    “What about it?” the man asked. “We need a plane. We need to leave before they return.” 
 
    Was the ‘they’ he referred to, the Xtreme Ops team? In a small town with a single hotel to its credit, surely the pair knew the whereabouts of the men who were after them. They most assuredly had watched them leave and knew they were heading to meet the ship. 
 
    Why didn’t they care about the ship? If it carried drugs or would be their means of escape with Yahontov, then they would need the vessel. 
 
    She moved to the vending machine and pretended to have trouble deciding between a candy bar and a bag of pretzels. With her back to the men, her senses felt dulled, and she could hardly hear their quiet voices. 
 
    “We need a pilot. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Her stomach hollowed. They needed someone to fly, and she had the credentials. 
 
    She pivoted to see the men had moved positions, and she dumped her coffee in the trash and hurried out into the main lobby. One of the men stood to the side and the other she believed to be related to Yahontov was at the counter asking the young girl where he could find a pilot. 
 
    Cora’s gut told her she had to do this. 
 
    She stepped up to the counter. “Excuse me, did I hear you say you need a pilot?” 
 
    His icy cold gaze landed on her, which set her insides shivering now that she knew what a man of this bloodline was capable of. “Do you know of one?” he asked in an equally chilling voice. 
 
    “I’m a pilot.” She kept the quiver from her tone. “If you have a plane, I can fly it.” 
 
    He dropped his gaze over her in an appraising manner that raised the hairs on her nape. “I can get a plane.” 
 
    “Okay. We can discuss fees later.” She waved a hand as if putting her life on the line would cost these men pennies. Her idea to go with these strangers might be the last act of courage she ever displayed, but her instincts were rarely wrong. 
 
    Her fear factor meant nothing right now. What did she have to lose? And she could be helping so many, including the man she was growing to care for. That alone made her agree to follow the men out of the hotel and into a car. 
 
    As they drove from the hotel, she realized they weren’t heading to the small runway that served the fishing village and instead headed to the harbor. 
 
    Through the window in the rear of the car, she stared at the gray waves of the ocean, and a ship on its way toward the shore. In minutes it would be docked, and though she saw no trace of the Xtreme Ops team, she knew they were lurking here, waiting to pounce. 
 
    “She is a beauty,” the man driving said. 
 
    “Yes, it’s almost too bad she’ll be at the bottom of the sea soon.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly to conceal her shock. The ship was…rigged to blow? It must be. What else could they mean by the ship being at the bottom of the sea? 
 
    The car stopped, and she scoured the area, searching the buildings for signs of the team. She had to do something to lure them from the ship. 
 
    If Penn saw her—or any of them did—they would follow her instead of attempting to board the Grisha. 
 
    On impulse, she reached for the door handle and whipped it open. She started to climb out, twisting in broad daylight so anybody looking their direction would see her—hoping that was a member of Xtreme Ops. 
 
    “What are you doing? Idiot woman, did we tell you to get out of the car? Do you see a plane here?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I thought we were getting out.” She offered a half-witted smile and slipped back into the seat, closing the door behind her.  
 
    The man with black eyes glared at her until a chill crept over her bones. “You offered to be our pilot, and now you work for us. You only take our orders, understand?” 
 
    She nodded. Men like these ones would assume her to be a stupid woman and she could use that to her advantage. To cover any trace of her motives for stepping outside the vehicle, she said, “Maybe we can discuss my fee now?” 
 
    “You’ll be paid. Do not worry.” The clip of his voice sounded with a hint of the same perfectly cultivated accent the hijacker had used when he demanded her father fly to another destination in the middle of a storm. 
 
    Fury bubbled in her blood. She folded her hands in her lap and said nothing more. The streets of the small village took only a minute to navigate, and then they arrived at the runway. There a few bush planes waited. 
 
    “Stay here. Watch her,” the man resembling Yahontov so much shouted to the driver and then got out of the car. He walked into what served as a terminal in these parts. Seconds later, he exited and pointed to the Cessna. 
 
    The driver glanced over his shoulder at her. “You can get out now.” 
 
    She did, forcing her legs not to shake as she walked to the plane. 
 
    “You can fly this model?” the man asked her. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    He drew aside the opening of his jacket to reveal a weapon tucked against his side. He made sure she got a good look at it before he released his jacket. “Get into the cockpit and don’t make a fuss, or you’ll regret it. Understand?” 
 
    With her tonsils tangled with a knot, and her heart too, she nodded and reached for the door to the cockpit. The men climbed in and the man she was certain must be Yahontov’s relation handed her a set of keys. Smaller planes such as this had keyed ignitions, since owners didn’t always have secure places to be left at night, and to prevent people—such as these ones—from commandeering their own crafts. 
 
    She accepted the cold metal into her hand, concentrating on a way out of this. Now that she’d stepped off the cliff, she must find a parachute to make a safe landing. 
 
    At least the guys won’t get on that ship. 
 
    She started the engine and began to adjust the controls for takeoff. 
 
    Then the boom of an explosion rocked the craft. 
 
    “Take off—now!” 
 
    Hands shaking, she threw a look toward the direction of the harbor. Please don’t let them be on that ship. Let them be safe. 
 
    She taxied toward the head of the short runway, which was all she needed to liftoff. When she wheeled the plane around, she said, “I need some coordinates. What is your destination.”  
 
    He spouted it off, and the ice already flowing through her veins jammed up into a glacier. The coordinates matched the same ones Yahontov demanded that her father fly. 
 
    She looked to the edge of the runway and tears blurred her eyes with relief. Six big bodies formed a line. They were safe—her ploy of being seen had worked. 
 
    She had no choice now. 
 
    She gave Penn one long look and then turned her attention to the sky. At least this time she wouldn’t be flying into a storm. 
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    “Jesus Christ, they have her!” Penn’s throat slammed shut on the words that he never thought he’d hear himself say. 
 
    What had made him ever think she’d sit in the hotel, waiting out the fight? The woman didn’t know the meaning of the words “back down.” He’d all but taunted her with the temptation to disobey his direct order simply by giving it. 
 
    He couldn’t breathe. He tried to find air, but the world was too small, too tight, this box he had jumped into suffocating him. 
 
    Lipton brought his hand onto Penn’s shoulder and squeezed as he barked orders for Penn. “Broshears, find someone to get that plane on radar. Keep eyes on it! Gasper, go inside and ask about those men.” 
 
    His first in command swung his gaze to Penn. “We’ll get her back.” 
 
    “She knew… She fucking knew that ship would blow, and that’s why she got out and made sure we saw her going with Yahontov’s brother and Antonov.” A bloody rage lit up the world with a red haze he could barely see through. 
 
    He watched the bush plane carrying the only woman he’d ever truly cared about gain altitude until it flew out of sight. 
 
    Grabbing the device out of Broshears’ hands, he accessed airspace traffic. Seeing that small blinking dot on the radar, and the direction it was heading, jumpstarted his brain. 
 
    “They’re headed to the dropping point. Yahontov is searching for his brother and hopes he’ll find him there, since he hasn’t reached the Grisha.” He slammed his phone to his ear. “We need a chopper. Right. The fuck. Now.” 
 
    The operator for OFFAT, and their primary support, responded instantly. “We’ve got a chopper ten minutes out.” 
 
    Penn issued a growl. Ten minutes was better than hours, but it wasn’t fast enough. He ended the call and looked at the faces of his men. “Goddammit. If we’re going to do our jobs in Alaska, we need our own aircraft.” 
 
    The sirens of the few firetrucks in the village blared a short distance away. Penn thrust the device into Broshears’ hands. “Don’t lose sight of that plane.” 
 
    Just then Gasper sprinted back to the group. Penn shot one look at his face and knew that he was about to lose his shit. 
 
    “Report!” Penn barked out. 
 
    “Yahontov’s brother paid for the plane in cash.” 
 
    Not surprising. 
 
    Gasper continued, “He didn’t say where he was taking the craft, but he dropped ten thousand in cash for it.” 
 
    Lipton whirled to stare at the spot in the sky where the plane had vanished. “That plane’s not worth five.” 
 
    Gasper’s lips hardened into a grim line. “I don’t think he plans to return it.” 
 
    Penn clenched his fists, unable to breathe. 
 
    “What the hell was she thinking, going with them?” Lipton asked. 
 
    “She’s a fighter,” Penn said. “We’ve all seen it. The woman climbed from the wreckage of her plane, walked away from her dying father and led us through the perils of the wilderness without batting an eye.” 
 
    He wanted to shake her. 
 
    He had to get her back first. 
 
    “She showed herself to lure us from the ship. She must have overheard Gavrie Yahontov speaking to Antonov and jumped in.” Hepburn shook his head. “That woman’s got a set of brass balls.” 
 
    “She’s reckless.” Penn sliced his hand through the air. 
 
    Broshears stared at his screen. “Reports are rolling in about the explosion.” 
 
    “Send backup to investigate,” Penn ordered. It was obvious to him that they needed a larger team. Six men wasn’t enough in a place as big as Alaska. First thing, he’d speak with Colonel Reinsel about increasing their ranks and getting them that aircraft he mentioned. 
 
    While waiting the full ten minutes for the chopper, Penn ground off most of the points on his teeth. When he got hold of Cora… If he ever laid eyes on her again… 
 
    He cut off those thoughts before he lost control. Right now, his objective was to follow that plane and see what was waiting at the destination. But as the chopper landed and he led the team onboard, Cora’s words echoed in the recesses of Penn’s mind. 
 
    The conversation they had on their long trek that first day. She was rambling about her dad and mentioned he taught her everything she knew. How to survive a plane crash…and how to cause one and be able to walk away. 
 
    He stared at Lipton. “I know what she’s going to do.” He leaned toward the chopper pilot. “I need to catch up to that plane,” he barked out. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Sullivan. Hold onto your asses, boys.” 
 
    Penn’s backside barely hit the seat before the chopper lifted. In seconds they hit top speed, roaring through the sky on the tail of the plane Cora flew. 
 
    When he caught up to her, he would shake her. Then kiss her. Then shake her some more. Then tie her up in a cabin someplace where she couldn’t get herself into any trouble. 
 
    Damn her for pulling these heroics and taking matters into her own hands. His chest burned. In the past, he’d mark the sensation as anger and nothing more. Was he angry? Fuck yes. But this had a different intensity. 
 
    His mind flipped between scenarios. 
 
    If they didn’t reach her in time... If Gavrie Yahontov decided she wasn’t worth keeping around anymore… 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose to stave off the throbbing headache starting from the adrenaline rush that wouldn’t quit anytime soon. 
 
    As more intel came in with the coordinates of the plane and how many minutes ahead of them they were, Penn formed a plan in his head, along with a plan B and C just in case. When it came to Cora’s life, he couldn’t be too careful. And now the Yahontov family had threatened her life not once but twice. That spelled vengeance in Penn’s mind. 
 
    “Sullivan, we’ve got an issue.” The pilot had synced with their comms devices. 
 
    He half rose from his seat and then sat once again. “What is it?” 
 
    “Storm ahead. Thick too. That plane will be lucky to land.” 
 
    His mind blanked, and he couldn’t think. “Dammit,” he bit off. He wanted her safe from the ruthless monster who didn’t give a damn for her safety. 
 
    “And if they can land?” he asked the pilot. 
 
    “Then I don’t know if I can get you to the ground. The winds are whipping, coming in from several mountains and down the valley too.” 
 
    “We’ll rappel to the ground then. If they land, we have to meet them.” His voice sounded as if his vocal cords had been dragged across several jagged mountain peaks. 
 
    “I’m not sure about rappelling either. The winds, as I said.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. We can make it—this is what we’re trained to do.” He looked to his five men. Each stared at him with the hardest resolve in their eyes and in the set of their jaws. Not one would argue the fact. 
 
    “Ten-four. We’ll see what we get into once we breach the edges of that storm. But let me warn you, Sullivan—we may need to abort the mission.” 
 
    “Like hell,” he growled out. 
 
    Silence followed. The pilot said no more, and neither did his team. 
 
    What felt like an hour passed, but he knew it was only minutes. His jaw ached from tensing it, and he had to shake his hands twice from holding them in fists until the blood restricted. Lipton gave him a knowing look, but Penn’s glare sent his gaze sideways. 
 
    “Sullivan.” 
 
    He didn’t like the pilot’s tone. 
 
    “What’s the issue?” he barked. 
 
    “The conditions are volatile. That isn’t any winter storm—it’s another blizzard, and it’s coming at us faster than I thought. We can’t slip in there and land.” 
 
    “Can that plane land?” 
 
    “She’s crazy if she tries.” 
 
    Penn needed to punch something. “Goddammit. She is crazy enough to try. Especially if Yahontov is pressuring her to put it down to search for his brother.” 
 
    “I can’t do it, Penn,” the pilot stated firmly. 
 
    The chopper shifted, and a heartbeat later, Penn realized they were turning around, away from the storm, putting distance between him and Cora. 
 
    He wanted to bellow until his lungs burst, but unleashing on the pilot wouldn’t solve his problems. 
 
    It was his own fault for leaving Cora alone. 
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    “What is that up ahead?” Yahontov’s relation, who she’d heard the other man call Gavrie, demanded in the same lethal tone the hijacker had used on her father. 
 
    Cora centered herself. She would not allow this man to get to her. No wonder her father had thought to rise from his seat and take the hijacker out. If anybody was going down, it wouldn’t be her. 
 
    “It’s a snowstorm. We’re flying straight into it, and most likely, I won’t be able to land.” She continued to scan the controls,  familiarizing herself with them in the event she had to put this baby on the ground in a hurry. Between this asshole demanding she land and the violent winds threatening to rip them from the sky and smash them on the ground, her heart couldn’t beat any faster. 
 
    “That is not acceptable! You must land. We need to search for my brother.” 
 
    Cora’s blood ran cold at his statement. 
 
    “I don’t see any way to land here, sir.” She kept her voice even despite the terror of another plane crash pounding through her veins. She could still feel the G-force of falling out of the sky and hear the screech of metal. 
 
    Dad. What do I do? 
 
    If her father could answer, he would tell her to do what it took to survive. Knowing how the hijacker reacted to being told that they couldn’t travel to his new destination, she could count on this brother being a demanding asshole that he believed himself immune to death and above the forces of nature. 
 
    Out here, it was man versus nature, and man rarely won that battle. She’d been lucky to live through the plane crash. They’d all defied God by surviving that avalanche. 
 
    She turned her head to look at the man hovering over her shoulder harassing her. “You need to sit back and fasten your seatbelt.” 
 
    He ignored her. “My brother is out there somewhere. We must find him and take him home to our mother.” 
 
    “Your brother most likely died in that avalanche on the ridge like the others in your group.” The perverse words came into her head and projected from her mouth before she could lock them inside. 
 
    The man’s hand struck so fast, she barely had time to think. When the pain flashed through her cheek, she felt that same ear-ringing shock she did when the hijacker struck her. 
 
    Fury rose up, hot and as wild as the storm raging around them now. “Keep your hands off me, you evil bastard!” 
 
    “Land this plane where I tell you and I won’t kill you once we hit the ground.” 
 
    She glared through the windshield at the landscape. She knew from navigating these parts that up ahead was an opening large enough to land the plane. That was providing conditions were all perfect, the wind didn’t lift the wings and send them into the mountain and Yahontov keeping his fucking hands off her. 
 
    “Land it, woman, or I’ll learn how to do it myself!” He locked his grip on her controls. 
 
    Panic set in, and she fought to override it. “Get your hands off my controls! You hired me to fly this plane. Let me do my job!” 
 
    He removed his hand, but the plane had dipped lower on the left, forcing her to straighten it. 
 
    She could put this plane down hard enough to kill these two men. 
 
    Maybe the thought had always nestled in the recesses of her mind. Her father had taught her how to survive a crash. Last time she’d been unconscious, boneless, and not bracing for impact, which she believed might have spared her life. 
 
    Now she was thinking about crashing on purpose. 
 
    No, it’s a forced landing. Not unheard of by bush pilots, and she’s been on two such excursions with her daddy when he was forced to land. 
 
    With her knowledge, she could do it. She felt confident in that. She just didn’t want to die in the process. 
 
    It was a chance she must take. If she didn’t land where Yahontov wanted her to, he’d likely slit her throat and toss her aside to land the craft himself. 
 
    She either died by her own hands or his. And she wasn’t about to give him that power. 
 
    “Land this plane! Now!” His bellow shook her eardrums. 
 
    “Fine!” She adjusted the speed. The man still wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. If she set down hard enough, maybe he’d smash his skull or break his damn neck. She hoped both. 
 
    She pressed the throttle forward and adjusted the rudder pedals to a neutral position. The airspeed dial still read in the green, showing their speed would keep them from stalling in the air and they weren’t losing altitude. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    I need your help, Dad. Now’s a good time. 
 
    Talking to her father’s spirit granted her all the calm she required to do this. She pulled in a deep breath. The instrument that told her their location between ground and horizon read right where she wanted it. 
 
    She dragged another slow breath and released it, counting down in her head. 
 
    Five. Four. 
 
    Could she really do this? Land hard enough to kill her passengers but not herself? Did she have a choice? 
 
    Four. Four. Four. 
 
    C’mon, Cora girl. You got this. 
 
    Her father’s voice in her mind spurred her on. 
 
    The plane dipped, tunneling through the air toward the ground. 
 
    “Three two one!” she rushed out all at once. 
 
    “What are you doing!” Yahontov’s enraged voice shook the interior of the plane. He leaned over her, pushing at controls that would only make things worse. She lifted her elbow and struck him in the mouth with all her strength, knocking him backward just enough to let her finish it. 
 
    The aircraft shook as it plummeted through the thick whiteout. In seconds, they would hit the ground, but she intended to pull up hard just before that happened. 
 
    If only she could see the ground. 
 
    Her gut told her she had milliseconds. Yahontov appeared over her shoulder again, grabbing for controls. This time she used her hard head to bash his. 
 
    Pain splintered through her skull, but she had enough wits to continue. 
 
    Wind screamed by the windows. The right wing dipped. If she’d tried, she couldn’t do this more perfectly. 
 
    Suddenly, she pulled up sharply. The nose jerked into the air, but the right wing struck earth. The plane pitched. She extended her legs so as not to have them broken, even though her instinct was to crunch into a ball and close her eyes. 
 
    The impact rang her bells. Then she smelled the acrid smoke. 
 
    In a flurry, she reached for her seatbelt and unfastened it. With the plane cocked onto its side, she dropped out of her seat. Then flipping her legs around, she kicked at the door until it opened. 
 
    Thank God it wasn’t crushed, trapping her. She dived through the exit and landed in deep snow. 
 
    The icy flakes enveloped her gloved hands as she braced for her fall, but she couldn’t keep from face-planting into the snow. The cold rush cleared her head, and she shoved to her feet, whirling in the same motion to look at the plane. 
 
    Staring at yet another wreckage twisted her gut, and her stomach threatened to revolt. She held in the bile pushing at her throat and stumbled away from the burning plane. 
 
    Smoke billowed out. One of the men kicked at the other door that was pinned shut by the wing, which folded across it like a paper airplane wing. 
 
    For a moment, she took in how perfect this was. Both evil men would die in the burning plane. She’d be safe. Xtreme Ops would be safe, from them at least. 
 
    “Help!” The man’s scream plied at the human side of her. She listened to him scream for an endless, heart-pounding minute before she couldn’t stand it anymore. 
 
    She rushed forward and crawled through the open door. “Here! Come this way!” 
 
    A glance at the rear showed her the man seated on the right side of the plane lay crumpled on his side, dead from the plane caving in on him. 
 
    But Yahontov…that son of a bitch lived. 
 
    Cora hesitated. Was she really about to save him? 
 
    “Help me!” he called again. 
 
    “Dammit!” She extended her hand to him. When strong fingers wrapped around her wrist, she used her body weight to drag him forward into the cockpit. She smelled his blood, a sickening stench that burned her nostrils along with the smoke. They didn’t have long. The fire could reach the gas tank and the plane could burst into flames any moment. 
 
    Digging in her feet, she pushed herself backward. She landed in the snow and continued to pull and tug until Yahontov landed at her feet. 
 
    Blood poured from a wound on his scalp, and from his mouth. She hoped her elbow blow had done that to him. 
 
    Black eyes stared into her, and Cora’s gut heaved again. 
 
    She automatically reached into her coat pocket and settled her fingers over the hunting knife she always carried. A bush woman never knew when a sharp blade would come in handy to dispatch an injured animal or to cut some simple twine for a birthday gift. Since the day her daddy had put the knife into her hand, she carried it faithfully. 
 
    Yahontov lurched toward her, and she yanked out the knife, flicking the blade up at the same time. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate—she jammed the knife into his body, in the sinew between neck and shoulder. He screamed and made a grab for the knife, but she yanked it free and stabbed him a second time. This time she sank it deep into his gut. The stench of liver bile hit her nose, and hot blood poured over her fingers. 
 
    Scrambling on the snow, she panted hard with exertion and the realization of what she’d done. So much blood. Could she end this man’s life? Taking down a plane was one thing—killing with her bare hands, in cold blood, was something different. 
 
    Yahontov reared up again, those cold, dark eyes burning with hate. 
 
    With no choice, Cora raised the knife over her head and brought it down with all her strength. He shook off the stab and withdrawal of her blade, this time in his upper arm. Blood dripped off her knife and into the snow. 
 
    Where were the wolves when she needed them? 
 
    A scream rose in her throat and clung there as Yahontov picked himself up and moved one more step toward her. The menace on his face had her gasping—and more determined than ever. Until he stopped, she couldn’t. She must defend herself or die by his hands. 
 
    Yahontov’s feet dragged through the snow. Cora’s chest heaved. “Don’t make me kill you!” 
 
    He smiled, smearing blood across his teeth. 
 
    Fury lifted her hand. She held the knife high, poised to strike. 
 
    One more step. The toe of his boot dragged in the snow. Blood dripped from the many wounds she’d delivered, and wind and snow whipped around them in a tempest. 
 
    All of a sudden, Yahontov’s expression changed. He pitched forward. 
 
    The cry she trapped inside her throat escaped, snatched by the wind so she couldn’t even hear it on the howl of the storm. Snow blasted into her face, and she blinked rapidly at the fallen man. 
 
    He lay face down in the snow. Either dead or dying. Injured enough to stop…finally. 
 
    Her instinct was to drop the knife and cleanse her hands in the frigid snow, but she needed to keep hold of it in case he got up. 
 
    Not far away, smoke spiraled from the plane. Would anybody see it? She wouldn’t last out here very long without supplies. 
 
    She had to put up a mayday if she could. 
 
    Keeping her attention on the man in the snow, she scurried around him, giving him a wide berth. At the plane, she reached inside and fumbled around for the headset. When she placed it on her head before takeoff, Yahontov had ordered her not to connect or speak to anybody. 
 
    Penn had seen her. Looked straight at her. He would come for her, but she still had to try to call for help. 
 
    She twisted a dial and shoved the mic to her lips. “Mayday. Mayday. Flight down forty miles off the coast, headed southeast. Please help. Mayday.” 
 
    With no idea if she was heard, she tossed the headset and crawled as far away from the burning plane and the body lying in the snow. Gavrie Yahontov didn’t move, and she was glad for it. Did that make her a monster? She felt no remorse for her actions—it was self-defense. Now she saw what drove the men of Xtreme Ops to fight. 
 
    Maybe she’d just found her next path in life. After two plane crashes, serving and protecting sounded like a piece of cake. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Penn.” 
 
    He swung around and nailed Lipton in his stare. His first in command’s grim expression and the phone he offered him did nothing to ease the frantic pressure around Penn’s heart. 
 
    He snatched the phone and pasted it to the side of his head. “Sullivan.” 
 
    “This is JR, your OFFAT officer. We’ve got your plane on the map.” 
 
    His heart gave a hard jog in his chest. “How? Where?” 
 
    “We just got a mayday signal.” 
 
    “Was it a woman?” 
 
    “The connection is staticky, but yes, we believe it’s the woman you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Where is she?” He tensed, prepared to run to the snowmobiles they had lined up to carry them places where the chopper couldn’t. 
 
    “She’s exactly where you thought, Sullivan. Good work. Reinsel is impressed with you.” 
 
    He gave zero fucks about Colonel Reinsel or any impression he made on the man. All he wanted was to reach Cora. Christ, her plane was down, she’d survived yet another crash, and he could only hope she was still alive. 
 
    She had to be. 
 
    “Keep me updated, JR.” Without so much as a thanks or goodbye, Penn thrust the phone at Lipton and rushed for the snowmobiles gassed up and ready to go. 
 
    They all jumped on a machine, and with Penn in the lead, zoomed across the landscape headed straight for the place where the plane was down. He gripped the heated handlebars and did something he hadn’t done in too long—he prayed. 
 
    His momma had raised two sons who knew how to ask for help from higher powers when the time called for it. This was one of those times. He set his jaw and channeled every bit of his energy into thinking about Cora and praying she was whole and could hang on until they reached her. 
 
    If anyone could survive an Alaskan storm, it was her. The woman had enough knowledge of survival, and he was rarely impressed by anybody. But Cora impressed him. 
 
    I’m coming, Angel. Hang on. 
 
    He hit top speed on a flat, topping 150 miles per hour. Speeds like this would put them at the scene in minutes. Still too much time, in his opinion. 
 
    “Damn, these things cruise,” Broshears’ voice projected into his ear. 
 
    “Good to know OFFAT doesn’t suck. They came through for us,” Lipton added. 
 
    Penn ignored their talk, focusing solely on the landscape and leading them on the fastest route to Cora. 
 
    Five minutes in, they hit the edge of the storm. After seeing it from the air in the chopper, he knew just how big the system stretched. It filled the whole sky. Right now, snow would be heavily falling on Cora. Was she safe? Was she— 
 
    His thought cut short as he spotted the smoke cloud rising into the air. 
 
    “There!” Lipton called out, but Penn was already turning his snowmobile, cutting sharply across the land to reach her faster. 
 
    He counted down the seconds in his mind. When he reached a full minute, he began to search the area for the wreckage. They cut a corner off a field, launched up over a small rise…and he spotted it. 
 
    Twisted metal of the plane, a wing flipped up. Flames had charred away the paint and some of the metal peeled back to reveal the skeleton of the steel frame. Insides, a blackened lump of a seat was all that was left of the cockpit. 
 
    He slammed on the brakes, and his machine skidded on the thick snow. Penn’s boots hit the ground before the other men jumped off too, all six of them quickly converging on the wreck. 
 
    “Cora!” His vocal cords shook with the force of his scream. 
 
    “Jesus, this one’s dead.” Broshears flipped over the man who was face-down in the snow, revealing his dead stare to the sky. 
 
    “Yahontov,” two of the guys said together. 
 
    “Cora!” Penn set off around the plane, scoping the nearby trees he knew she’d take shelter in. 
 
    When he spotted tracks in the snow zigzagging through the trees, he brought up his rifle. 
 
    “You see those, Captain?” Hepburn asked. 
 
    “Too big to be hers,” he said under his breath but loud enough for his men to hear. 
 
    “Think it’s Antonov?” Hepburn asked. 
 
    Beckett’s response came to them. “Nope—his charred corpse is sitting right here buckled into the plane seat.” 
 
    Penn raised a hand and signaled to his team. In seconds, they spread out in a line through the trees. Goddammit, he needed Cora safe before searching for whoever was on foot in these woods. 
 
    His mind darted to the moment when he’d looked up to see Cora with a knife at her throat. This could not be a repeat of that—over his dead body. 
 
    He tracked the footprints through a cluster of pines and spotted the remnants of a tent, the nylon in tatters from the ruthless winds, but clearly a place where a man had been sheltering during these days since he escaped the Huttons’ downed plane. 
 
    A sharp cry sounded, and he whirled to see the red parka rising up from the snow, arm lifted. Even through the heavy snowfall and swirling wind, he saw the lethal blade Cora held. 
 
    “Cora,” he whispered. 
 
    “Fuck, she’s out of her head.” Hepburn stopped in his tracks as if seeing a grizzly rather than a broken and frightened woman. If it was the last thing he ever did, he’d ensure she never experienced another week like this one. 
 
    In a few steps, Penn closed the gap between him and the woman he’d guard with his life.  
 
    The woman he was falling in love with. 
 
    He reached for her hand holding the knife. “Cora! It’s me. Stop. It’s Penn!” His words didn’t break through her attack mode, and he grappled with her hand. Wrenching the knife from her, he simultaneously caught her by the waist and yanked her off her feet against him. 
 
    She fought like a trapped bird, striking him in the stomach with a lethal elbow jab. The air whooshed from him, and then she went dead still. 
 
    “Penn!” 
 
    “It’s me. Shhh. Be quiet. Someone’s lurking around. We think it’s Yahontov.” His words spilled out next to her ear in a quiet rush even as his heart slammed hard and fast with relief that he’d reached her and she was well enough to fight him. 
 
    She didn’t speak. He set her on her feet and looked into her eyes. A cut on her brow had blood streaked down her cheekbone, and she bore a lump on her temple, but she was standing. She was alive. 
 
    “Penn,” she rasped. Her knees gave out, and he held her up, moving her to a thick tree and using his body to block her from an attack that could come from any angle. Yahontov would be armed and would not go down without a fight. 
 
    “Odds are six to one, you asshole. Show yourself,” he ground out. 
 
    “Tracks moving deeper into the trees,” Gasper reported. “Broshears and I are on him.” 
 
    “Follow them.” Penn looked into the whiteout. His hands were tied. He couldn’t drag Cora along behind him. He had to stand back and trust his team to do this without his leadership. 
 
    All of a sudden, he felt the tug at his waistband and his sidearm being ripped free. He whirled to see Cora striding away, through the woods, weapon raised. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, woman.” He rushed after her and caught her in a few steps. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I’m helping the team. I might not wear the uniform, but I’m part of Xtreme Ops right now, and I’m going to fight alongside you.” 
 
    Penn issued a low growl. “Let me in front of you at least.” He edged her behind his back and stalked through the woods, following the tracks leading through deep snow. He projected all his senses, taking in the positions of his men and where Cora was at at all times. 
 
    “Gasper, Broshears, circle left. I think the fucker’s up ahead, and we’re going to surround him. Beckett, Hepburn, right. Lip—” 
 
    “Moving fast.” Lipton’s quick breaths filled Penn’s ear as he hauled ass to get into position. 
 
    When Penn stopped, he motioned to bring Cora to a halt too. She shocked him by grabbing his hand. 
 
    “Penn,” she whispered. 
 
    He slid his gaze to her. 
 
    “I killed those men. But…” she glanced down, faltering with words, “I don’t know if I can—” 
 
    The hair on Penn’s neck stood on end. With a jerk of an arm, he pulled her in tight just as the knife arrowed through the air and lodged in his shoulder. Shielding her with his body and ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he swung his weapon up, looked straight at Yahontov and shot him between the eyes. 
 
    He flew back from the force of the shot, hitting a tree and crumpling in the snow. Cora stifled a cry against Penn’s side. 
 
    “Hold your positions. There may be others,” he ordered his team. 
 
    “You’ve been stabbed!” Cora burst out. 
 
    A cold resolve crept over him, and he focused on his surroundings. “Scout the area. Hep, stay with her.” 
 
    The man walked out of the trees toward them, taking over Penn’s position in front of Cora while he rushed up to the dead man. He poked him with his gun. The son of a bitch shouldn’t be so easy to kill. For what he put Cora through, he wanted to go at him with fists and end him with his bare hands. A simple bullet to the brain was too good for the man at the root of so much crime. 
 
    Penn ordered his men to search the woods for a two-mile radius. When they only spotted a few animal tracks, Penn circled back to where Hepburn and Cora stood. 
 
    His gaze locked to hers. She looked at him like no other woman had ever looked at him. Her blue-gray eyes seemed to burn with so much emotion he couldn’t name and shouldn’t want to, but dammit, he did. He wanted to hear from her lips what she was thinking…feeling. 
 
    He closed the distance between them in a few strides. She stood still, hands fisted. 
 
    In one quick move, he grabbed her. Yanking her in, he slammed his mouth over hers in a firm, claiming kiss, right in front of his men, and his position be damned. 
 
    Her soft gasp burst out of her, and he pressed down harder, more insistently. She surrendered to him, kissing him back with the same degree of need. 
 
    Suddenly, he pulled free. Glaring down at her, he said, “Don’t ever scare me like that again.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. “I can’t guarantee anything.” 
 
    He groaned. He heard Hepburn’s chuckle as he walked away from them, providing privacy. 
 
    “Hell, Angel.” He dragged her against him again and pressed a tender kiss to her forehead, drawing in deep breaths and trying to tell his reactions they were late to the party. 
 
    “Penn, you were right all this time. I’m too emotional to do a job like this. When I stabbed Yahontov’s relative—” 
 
    He closed his hands on her shoulders. “You stabbed him?” 
 
    “Yes, he was coming after me. I stabbed him until he stopped. I didn’t have a choice!” 
 
    Fuck. Fucking hell. She’d been alone in the wilderness, in a blizzard, battling for her life. And he hadn’t been close enough to even save her—she had to do that herself. 
 
    She went on, “I set the plane down rough on purpose. I thought he’d die, but he didn’t. Then he started to come after me, and I stabbed him. I think when I punctured his liver, he slowly bled out, but I never expected him to have so much fight in him.” She trailed off, staring at Penn’s chest as if reliving the moments in her mind. 
 
    “God,” he said quietly. All he wanted to do was block those nightmares from her memories. “I should have been there,” he grated out. 
 
    She tipped her head and met his gaze. “Broshears told me that you’re a true leader, and it’s your lack of emotions and detachment that makes you one. I didn’t believe him. I only saw this tender man who held me when he told me my dad died.” Her voice broke. She dropped her stare to his mouth. “And touched me like a lover does.” 
 
    “Broshears is right,” he said flatly. The man Cora thought she knew didn’t exist. 
 
    She nodded. “I saw that when you shot Yahontov. You have a job to do, and you will do anything in your power to see it finished.” Her gaze roamed over his shoulder, and she gave a sudden gasp. “You still have the knife in you!” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’ll have one of the guys pull it out.” 
 
    “No. I’ll do it. We have to make sure it didn’t hit anything vital first.” 
 
    “It didn’t,” he said, unable to look away from her beautiful face. To think of her crashing that plane in hopes of stopping those men. And then stabbing Gavrie Yahontov several times to stop his pursuit of her… Penn wanted to roar at the sky. 
 
    “Sit down here against this tree. I can’t see where the blade entered your skin. Your coat is too bulky.” 
 
    “Cora.” He cupped her face, stopping her from fussing over him. “I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about.” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    “What did you mean that I was right about you being too emotional to do a job like this? You kept your wits every single minute you were with those guys. I don’t know if I’ve seen a better pilot than you.” 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered at his words. 
 
    “You took my sidearm and shot at that man on the ridge. You did it again just a bit ago, when you stormed after a dangerous drug trafficker on foot. Cora, I’m the one who was wrong. Just because you shed some tears doesn’t make you weak. It makes you human, and even stronger for knowing who you are and not running away from it.” 
 
    She searched his gaze. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Well, I’m waiting for you to give me hell for taking this knife in the shoulder.” His lips twitched. 
 
    “I should.” She lifted her jaw a notch and focused on the knife protruding from his muscle. 
 
    “I probably won’t listen to a word you say.” 
 
    She fought her smile. “Stubborn ass.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one.” 
 
    “So I’m an ass now.” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Yes. You disobeyed a direct order.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “Stay in the hotel room.” He cut his brow upward to jog her memory. 
 
    She brushed off his words. “You wouldn’t expect your team to stay put.” 
 
    “They’re trained.” 
 
    “I showed myself to you to keep you from boarding that ship that was rigged to blow.” 
 
    “You actually think we would have boarded without doing a thorough investigation first?” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll give you that. I’m good, though.” 
 
    He contemplated her as she used her knife to slice into his coat, creating a bigger hole to see Yahontov’s blade buried in his shoulder. “You are good,” he said softly. 
 
    She dropped her eyes. “But emotional.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    Her gaze shot to his. “You?” 
 
    “Yes. You scared me to death. I thought my heart would explode before I ever reached you, Cora.” He raised his hand to cradle her delicate jaw. “If you ever get this knife outta my shoulder, I’m going to sweep you off to a luxury cabin and keep you in bed…under me…all night long.” He pitched his voice lower with each word, and her eyes hooded. She shivered at his final promise. 
 
    Then she gripped the knife handle and yanked it out. A scream threatened to escape, but he clamped his lips shut and ground his teeth at the pain and fresh trickle of blood soaking his coat. 
 
    She held up the knife. “You’re right. Didn’t hit anything.” She swiped the bloody blade through the snow and then held it up for him to see. 
 
    “Cora, don’t ever let anybody tell you that you can’t do something.” 
 
    For the first time, she smiled. “I won’t. Especially not a know-it-all captain like you. Did I see snowmobiles back there?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Heated seats?” 
 
    He nodded again. “You’ll ride with me.” 
 
    She leaned in and brushed her mouth across his in a kiss that held her own promises. “That’s an order I won’t refuse.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cora stretched her heated limbs in the bubbling waters of the soaker tub. The water came up to her chin, and she never wanted to get out. 
 
    There was a lot to be said for being warm, and any Alaskan appreciated the luxury. Soaking in the tub with ten jets aimed at her sore spots would be something she dreamed about for a long time after this. 
 
    When Penn said luxury cabin, the man was true to his word. The two-bedroom log cabin was nestled on the edge of a frozen lake. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, Cora had stood watching the snow fall in big, beautiful, sparkling flakes for long minutes after Penn left with his men to debrief. 
 
    The entire place was decorated in muted shades of cream and tan with accents of red. Rustic knickknacks dotted the stone fireplace mantel and the end tables in the living room. On the big square, rustic wood coffee table, she’d seen several books on Alaska as well as some magazines far more current than a two-year-old Cosmopolitan. 
 
    Thinking of some of the articles she read in the past—and one in particular that had spurred her to try that move on Penn while giving him a blowjob—made her body tingle in a way that wasn’t at all relaxing. 
 
    It amped her up, shot desire through her lower belly until it coiled between her thighs. She clamped them together and closed her eyes, thinking of all Penn would do to her once he returned. 
 
    She wiggled her bottom in the tub, restless from her thoughts. If he didn’t return soon, she might have to take matters into her own hands and ease the throb of need she’d been feeling ever since Penn left her with a smoldering, tongue-tangling kiss and the order to stay put—he meant it this time. 
 
    This might be the last time she ever saw Penn. In his line of work, he wouldn’t have many chances to blow into backwoods Alaska and spend time with her. The idea of him going left her with a pang of despair. 
 
    She really needed to crack these feelings for Penn. If only they had more time. If they’d met under different circumstances…then she’d be falling in love with him. 
 
    But the grief she bore for her father was still a fresh wound without so much as a scab over it yet. She needed to return to her small cabin and face his belongings and see him given a proper funeral service. 
 
    Those emotions were too bumpy to navigate on top of figuring out what she felt for Penn. Being with him day after day hadn’t lessened her desire to see him. Exactly the opposite. 
 
    How long would they have together in this cabin? 
 
    How long did she think she could hide from her problems? 
 
    When she swished her fingers through the water, she brushed against something warm and solid. Snapping her eyes open, she gasped. 
 
    Penn knelt next to the tub, shirtless, his carved muscles pronounced in the soft twilight streaming through the bathroom windows. 
 
    “How did you get in without me hearing you?” she asked. 
 
    “You looked to be asleep.” His soft tone plucked at the invisible strings inside her that she was beginning to believe were directly tied to the man. 
 
    “I wasn’t asleep.” She bit into her lip. 
 
    A low growl vibrated through his chest, animalistic and primal as hell. She sat up at the same moment he reached into the water for her. He cupped her ass and dragged her up and out, gaining his feet and carrying her, dripping wet, across the bathroom without so much as a care. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck, her skin erupting in goosebumps at his touch. 
 
    He reached the bedroom door adjoining the bathroom and strode across the thick carpet. The log wood bedframe rushed past her vision a split second before he laid her on the mattress, plush with a thick cream comforter and fur and plaid pillows scattered across the headboard. 
 
    She sprawled out, uncaring about her damp body. She only cared about how Penn was staring at her…like he was hungry—and she was a meal. 
 
    His dark eyes sparked over her body, leaving tiny explosions of want over every inch. She drew her fingers through the hair spattered across his chest, abs and down to a thick love trail disappearing into his jeans. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you this way before,” she murmured in awe at how rugged and handsome he could be in casual clothes rather than the gear she was used to seeing. She skidded her gaze over his bared torso and up. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you so relaxed.” He braced himself over her, keeping his chest scant inches from her bare, straining nipples. 
 
    “Well, I was relaxed before. Now…not so much.” She offered him a smile and threaded her fingers into his hair, drawing him close. 
 
    He dropped his forehead against hers, breathing harder. Faster. Giving her all the signs that he was as affected by her as she was him. 
 
    “Angel, I couldn’t wait to be alone with you,” he rasped. 
 
    She shivered. “Me either.” 
 
    “You’re cold.” 
 
    “I’m only shivering because I want you so bad.” 
 
    He met her stare and then leaned in and kissed her. The soft claiming of his lips began slow and thorough. Moans burst from her, and her body lit on fire at the very first taste of him—musk, pine, and a hint of coffee. Her nipples bunched against his chest, and she wiggled closer to ease the ache in them. 
 
    He deepened the kiss, cupping her head and angling to plunge between her lips with thrusts that mimicked what he’d done with his cock not long ago. She squeezed her thighs together and gave herself up to the burning inferno of Penn kissing her. 
 
    Then he edged his fingers up from her hip to her waist, and higher to her breast. When he closed his finger and thumb around her beaded nipple, she cried out. He swallowed the noise she made and fed her a raw one of his own. 
 
    “I’m going to make you come all night for me.” 
 
    She closed her eyes on the sensation of his callused fingertips working over her nipple. Pinching, plucking… Her pussy throbbed, and juices flooded out. 
 
    Penn caught her gaze for a moment and then held her stare while he lowered his mouth to her breast. As he engulfed her in his hot mouth, she dug her fingers into his spine. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    He teased her with strong sucking pulls alternating with tender flicks of his tongue that tasted every bit of her breast but the spot she most wanted his touch. She bowed upward, and he trapped her other breast under his palm, rubbing in a light circle as he’d done in the shower days before. 
 
    Need crackled through her. She didn’t realize she was begging until she heard his answering grunt and felt the rumble in his chest that told her he was about to lose control too. 
 
    He bit down lightly on her other nipple and drew it upward from her body. She reached between them and stroked the hard bulge in the front of his jeans. Up and down, up and down until he pulled back so she couldn’t touch him. 
 
    “I need my wits, Angel. I want you too fucking bad.” 
 
    “Take off your jeans. I don’t want you to hold back.” 
 
    His biceps bulged as he lowered himself over her again, settling himself between her splayed thighs. The hard edge of denim rubbed against her most sensitive folds. She moaned as her swollen clit met the base of his thick, rock-hard cock. 
 
    Instinctively, she began to rub herself on him. The roughness against her bundle of nerves shot her upward fast and hard until she was gasping, quaking on the edge of release. 
 
    “Penn!” 
 
    “Fuck, I love watching the pleasure on your beautiful face.” He kissed her, plunging his tongue into her mouth. She sucked on him, drawing a guttural groan from his throat. 
 
    She couldn’t take it anymore—she needed him. Buried inside her. Stroking her to orgasm. Forcing away any worries but how to get him between her legs. 
 
    She popped the button of his jeans, and he tore his lips free. He shot down her body, nipping and biting at her skin, raising tiny red splotches all over her that she’d forever recall when she thought of Penn loving her. When he grasped her thighs and nudged them wide, his hot breath hit her wet pussy. She cried out, but the sound muffled as he locked his lips over her clit. 
 
    He sucked. She arched. He lapped. She bucked. On and on it went until dizziness claimed her, and she only felt Penn’s mouth and the exquisite bliss about to rock her world. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The feminine scent of Cora’s lust had Penn teetering on the brink. 
 
    He claimed a lot of conquests in his past, but right now, he couldn’t remember a single one. Cora had burrowed deep in his heart and now there was no turning from the fact. 
 
    He was in love with her. 
 
    Days—it took mere days for her to change his mind about love and relationships…to change him into a different man. 
 
    He didn’t know how he’d make it work, how he’d find time to see her and show her how important she’d become to him while still leading the team. Hell, Xtreme Ops was barely an infant operation. The guys were just beginning to bond. They had come far in a few short days but had so far to go. 
 
    She asked him for nothing—she loved him like her life depended on it and the clock was ticking. 
 
    Did she know it too? That they couldn’t possibly continue after this and could only expect a string of broken dates and missed rendezvous? She was tough, but he knew too much of her soft side to want to hurt her. 
 
    And he knew about his own now too. He wasn’t the same man who’d walked up to a downed plane days ago. He wasn’t sure if he ever wanted to be that hard, unfeeling man again either. 
 
    Driving his tongue into her entrance, he flicked his tongue through her clenching walls. Her orgasm built, and she trembled. Twisting her head left and right on the pillow, small moan after small moan escaped her. Her cry grew more insistent until she stiffened and gave a final upward shove, taking his tongue to the deepest point. He held her there and stroked his thumb over her clit. 
 
    She splintered. He rubbed at her clit in a small circle while her juices flowed over his taste buds. Need spiked in his core. His cock throbbed behind the metal of his zipper and thank fuck he could still hold on to his control. 
 
    He brought her down with soft flips of his tongue over her pussy to reach her clit. He tenderly mouthed it, and she issued a final gasp. The moment she held her breath and made no sound at all, when he saw the bliss dancing across her angel’s face…those imprinted on his mind, never to be forgotten. 
 
    He zigzagged his index finger through her folds, rippling them. Her stomach dipped in on a silent gasp. In some perverse way, he loved the thought of her holding in her cries. Maybe it was their time in the tent that first night. 
 
    Now that there was nobody to hear, he planned to do everything in his power to keep her screaming all night long. 
 
    He slipped off the bed to his feet. Holding her sex-hazed stare, he slowly unzipped his fly. When he reached inside his boxers and withdrew his cock, she darted her tongue across her lips, leaving a trace of wetness gleaming on her plump mouth. 
 
    He stifled a noise and angled his cock upward so the mushroomed tip hit his abs. Shoving his jeans down his legs and stepping from them, he lashed his balls to his body and prayed for the strength to keep from coming too soon. 
 
    Cora skated the flat of her hand over her breast and down her stomach. She still bore some bruises from her trials. Fuck, what he wouldn’t give to remove each and every hurt, to lock her up in this cabin forever and pamper her the way she deserved. 
 
    But that couldn’t be. They had tonight at best. And that was barring no calls to action. Down the road at a larger cabin, his men were kicked back with beer and as much pizza and wings as Penn could buy in this small town. If they got the orders, Penn could rally the team quickly. But leaving Cora would be like wrenching his heart out. 
 
    She crooked a finger at him. 
 
    Stepping up to the bed, he fisted his cock to stave off another minute. 
 
    “I want you bare, Angel. With nothing between us.” 
 
    As she dropped her stare to his erection and then landed it on his face again, he waited. She swung her legs over the mattress and covered his grip around his shaft with her fingers. 
 
    Flashing her eyes up at him, she slipped her tongue out to lap over the purple head leaking precum. The glistening juices on her tongue just about threw him off the ledge. He felt he was freefalling through the sky. 
 
    She licked him again. “Yes, I’m on birth control, and yes, I’m yours.” 
 
    He didn’t give her a chance to say more. Gliding his hands under her ass, he lifted her onto the bed, nudged her thighs apart and nestled his steeled cock at her entrance. 
 
    He knew damn well what he was doing asking her for such an intimacy—and he no longer gave a damn. 
 
    In one easy slide, he filled her with his cock. Tunneling through her drenched walls with nothing at all between them, tore a groan from his throat. Then he was nestled with his pulsating head against her innermost spot. She clenched around him, and they shared a moan. 
 
    He flexed his hips, dipping low in her before withdrawing almost all the way. She rocked up to take him again. Their bodies synced. She refused to look away, and he loved her even more in that moment. 
 
    Passion spiked. He kissed her with all his pent-up frustration. Damn their circumstances. Knowing he couldn’t keep the only woman he ever wanted in his life ripped all the breath from his lungs and left his heart gouged and bleeding. 
 
    But I have this moment. And I’m not letting it go. 
 
    He fucked her faster, hooking her knee high on his waist and angling deeper. He rolled her onto her side, and spooning her from behind, fucked her the way he wanted the very first torturous night they spent together in the tent. 
 
    Spreading her cheeks, he buried his cock into her pussy from behind. With each rough jerk of his hips, he yanked her into him. She tightened and went quiet again. Damn, he didn’t know she was so close. If she went over the ledge, he would be seconds behind. 
 
    She stiffened, tossed her head and came with a sharp cry. 
 
    His eyes slammed shut on sensation as the first spurt of cum burst from his cock. Knowing it hit her walls and would be running out of her fulfilled some of the primal need he’d been experiencing from the second he considered having his way with her in a cave. 
 
    She was strong, beautiful inside and out, desirable and everything Penn could ever want in a partner. 
 
    Fuck, he really had fallen in love. His brother Nash would never let him live it down. 
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    Cora stopped in the doorway. To say her jaw was dragging the ground at the sight before her was no exaggeration. 
 
    Penn lay sprawled on the bed, a strip of sheet tossed over his groin. Sunlight kissed all the right spots as it fell across the bed to exaggerate the hard planes of muscles covering his every inch. 
 
    She gripped the doorframe harder. 
 
    Her world was upside down. She’d lost her father. She’d lived through and seen things that would send most people running to the nearest psychiatric unit. 
 
    And somehow, all those things made no difference in the fact that she was falling in love with the sleeping captain of Xtreme Ops. 
 
    What would it take before she could say she was completely in love? A few more days? Weeks? She didn’t have that much time—he would be leaving soon. She was surprised he spent the whole night with her. Also, she had her own world to fix. 
 
    Cora always prided herself on her level head. Her father praised her for it as well, and the villagers near their cabin knew her as a steady sort of person who thought before she acted. The traits made her a good pilot, adventurer, guide…and now she had no clue how to translate it to love. 
 
    Love was sticky—a mess to be dealt with, from what she knew from her short-lived experiences of the past. 
 
    I have to tell him. 
 
    Why did even thinking about looking into Penn’s deep, coffee eyes and telling him she needed to go send a sharp pang like a knife through her gut? 
 
    She dragged in a breath but must have made some other sound, because he opened his eyes. The fog cleared in the depths as he looked straight at her. 
 
    I have to go find my way. Fix my life. 
 
    She couldn’t say the words yet. Rushing across the room, she toppled into bed with him, fitting herself like a puzzle into all the angled spots that seemed carved out of granite and made just for her. 
 
    He tucked her under his chin, still breathing evenly with the lingering effects of sleep. His warm, rough fingers trailed over her spine, finding all the hollows and dips that drove her craziest and made her body spark to life. 
 
    Lifting a hand, she settled it on his chest, over his drumming heart. 
 
    “Penn.” 
 
    “Cora.” 
 
    They spoke at the same time, their voices overlapping. She raised her head and looked into his eyes. She knew her expression must mirror the one on his handsome features. 
 
    She wanted to hide from it a while longer. She lay on his chest again, snuggling in. “Tell me something about you.” 
 
    “What do you wanna know?” he asked. 
 
    She fingered the soft curls on his chest. “Anything you want to tell me.” 
 
    He stroked his fingertip over her ribs. “I’m an uncle.” 
 
    She smiled against his skin. “Are you really?” 
 
    “Yes. My brother Nash just had a new baby, a girl. I have yet to meet her.” 
 
    “But when you do, you’re sure to be the favorite uncle.” 
 
    “Only if I bribe her. Which I’m not above doing.” 
 
    She chuckled. 
 
    “Your turn.” 
 
    She thought about what she could possibly tell him. It seemed he must know everything about her past and present. All she could share was her future. 
 
    Pushing on her elbow, she met his stare. 
 
    He swallowed hard. “Don’t say it, Cora.” 
 
    “I have to. Penn, I have all these feelings for you.” 
 
    He pressed his finger into her lips, silencing her. “Not now. Not yet. Neither of us can make a commitment right now, and we aren’t going to talk about it. When the time comes, we’ll go our separate ways. Until then, I’m going to kiss you a thousand times and pull a dozen more screams from your lips.” 
 
    He removed his finger long enough to do just that—capturing her lips in a kiss that left her breathless, dizzy and falling fast. It would be too short-lived. She had to go home and face her world, and Penn had to keep fighting bad guys. 
 
    True to his word, he loved her all morning long. He brought her a flute of champagne after their shower. And when he slept, she took the time to pack what little she still owned after this disastrous—and wonderful—trip and slipped out the door of the cabin, headed for the ride she had waiting for her in the village. Then home. 
 
    Alone. 
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    “Do you want to give up, Hutton? Is that what you’re telling me?” 
 
    The instructor’s barked question penetrated through the crippling pain of exposure and filled Cora’s brain. 
 
    She started to nod. After ten hours in the freezing Pacific Ocean, exposed to the brisk coastal winds wearing nothing but her swim shorts and T-shirt, she wanted to sit on the beach and wrap up in a solar blanket to warm herself. She wanted to find a place to lie down and sleep. 
 
    Week twenty of her training for the Homeland Security special forces and not a single minute of it was easy. She busted her ass for each skill she gained, but now the instructors seemed hell-bent on freezing her to death and sending her home to Alaska as an ice-pop. 
 
    “Are you giving up, Hutton?” the instructor demanded. “Do you want to hand me that patch on your arm?” 
 
    “No, Instructor.” Her words came as heavy pants. Her insides were slow-moving ice like a floe through an Alaskan river. 
 
    “Then what are you gonna do, Hutton? Stand here shivering like a wimp or get out in that ocean and show me what the hell you’re made of?” 
 
    Somehow, she lifted her foot one after another, running to the shore where the few left in the training camp were jumping into the waters again. 
 
    “Get into your line, Hutton! Grab your partner and don’t let him go!” 
 
    Cold water hit her thighs, and then her backside as she dropped to a sitting position in the water. She hooked her arm through number eighteen’s, a tough dude named Pax with a tattoo of a falcon on his tanned skin and a never-break attitude that was contagious to so many here, her included. 
 
    Pax locked his arm around hers, and they held the line in a straight seated horizontal formation as the eight-foot waves blasted over them for…what was this?...the tenth time today? 
 
    She gulped in air, tasting salt water on her lips. 
 
    “Stand up, team! On your feet.” One of the two instructors trying to break them and teach them lessons on the importance of trusting their own determination to survive paraded behind them, his voice moving down the line away from Cora. 
 
    “Don’t think about being cold,” Pax said to her. 
 
    Her teeth chattered, and her muscles ached from being so knotted. She thought sleeping in a tent during a blizzard was cold. Ha! She never felt cold until this minute when they were all taken to the brink of hypothermia. Five students had already dropped out, one taken away unconscious by medics. 
 
    She would remain standing, though. She had to succeed. She was going to pass this training and become special forces. She would work for OFFAT and lead men through the land she knew so well. 
 
    Focusing on Pax’s voice, she sucked in his encouragement not to think about their body, to think of their iron will. She also thought about leaving Penn that day. 
 
    She returned home to the cabin she shared with her daddy and then drove hours to collect his ashes from the funeral home where his body had been delivered. Then she drove another five hours home—nothing was close in the state—where she spoke to him as if he stood there beside her while scattering his ashes to the wind, committing him to the world where he belonged. 
 
    The next day, she closed the cabin and stowed the remaining bush plane in the hangar before taking off for training. Now, here she stood, fighting her body’s natural urge to shiver and spasm as the wind blasted over them and ocean waves sprayed them again. 
 
    One of the only women left broke free of the line, washing up on shore from the force of the wave. From the corner of Cora’s eye, she saw her stumble from the water and raise a hand to tear the patch off her sleeve. 
 
    “Another one bites the dust. Who else wants to quit? You, Hutton? You’ve been dead on your feet for hours.” 
 
    “No, I’m not, Instructor.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Instructor.” She thought of those men trekking through extreme conditions right now, and how they did not back down—ever. She would do the same. 
 
    The instructor laughed, appearing at her side. “Why do I believe you, Hutton?” 
 
    “Because I’m good, Instructor.” She remembered telling Penn the same—and she meant it, now more than ever. Her body, already strong, had grown stronger. Her skills more honed. She would never miss that shot she’d taken to save Penn now. And her perseverance only built into a soul-deep urge to complete her task. 
 
    At the moment, surviving the Pacific was at the top of her list. 
 
    Darkness fell. Pax didn’t waver, and neither did she. Two others dropped out. They were on the home stretch—she felt it deep in her bones. 
 
    “You uncomfortable yet, Hutton?” 
 
    “No, Instructor.” From the beginning, he harassed her most. His words only pushed her to fight more. 
 
    “You’re not cold? Hungry? Tired? Are you the only person here who can feel her toes?” 
 
    She couldn’t, but she nodded anyway. “I’m fine, Instructor.” 
 
    He barked a laugh. “If you make it through this day, I’ll write you a letter of recommendation myself.” 
 
    “To whatever team I ask to be assigned to, Instructor?” 
 
    He barked a laugh. “Yes, goddammit, any team. You want to be SEAL Team Six? You got it.” 
 
    “I want to be assigned to Xtreme Ops in Alaska. Operation Freedom Flag Alaska Tundra, Instructor. Thank you.” 
 
    Pax shot her a big grin. 
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    Penn walked through the door of the base. After two months, the place was starting to feel like home. At least he could release the breath he held each time he led the Xtreme Ops on another mission. 
 
    After Yahontov, they caught three more traffickers attempting to reach the drop-off point. By now, he knew that stretch of land like the curves of Cora’s body, and when he trekked over ridges, through valleys and the woods where he’d once shared a tent with the woman, he always felt he’d lost a bit of himself to. 
 
    He dropped his pack and set his weapon on the rack. Behind him, Lipton entered and did the same. Penn scoped the main room and saw they weren’t alone. 
 
    Bringing his heels together, he saluted the colonel. 
 
    “Colonel Reinsel, sir. We didn’t know we would expect a briefing the minute we walked through the door, sir,” Penn gave an official response to seeing his superior officer. 
 
    “At ease, Captain. All of you, at ease.” The rest of the men had filed inside, and the last to enter closed the door. 
 
    “Take a minute to get out of your gear. Shower and then report to me. I’ll be waiting for you in the office, Captain Sullivan.” Colonel Reinsel’s sharp look had Penn wondering what the hell was happening. 
 
    The colonel turned and walked into the nearby office. As soon as he closed the door, Lipton leaned toward Penn. “What do you think he wants?” he asked. 
 
    “Find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Probably giving us walking orders.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s giving us a week in the Caribbean. I could fucking use some sun right about now,” Hepburn drawled. 
 
    “Yeah, nobody told you Alaska would be cold.” Broshears’ sarcasm had them all chuckling as they headed to the locker room and showers. 
 
    Penn stripped off his gear and methodically hung it in the locker for a thorough check when he finished hearing what the colonel had to say. Then he walked into the shower and stood beneath the hot stream. 
 
    As usual, the guys bantered or played pranks on each other by turning faucets to cold. But he tuned it all out and let his mind wander to Cora. Now that he had a few free days—at least he hoped—he could call her. Or just show up at her cabin. 
 
    Would she see him? After all, she was the one to walk out on him. The worst minute for him wasn’t waking alone or finding her gone from the cabin or even knowing that he loved her beyond anything else in this world. 
 
    It was knowing from her expression the last time he made love to her,  that she loved him too. 
 
    He flicked off the water and grabbed a towel. Minutes later, dried, clothed and sitting at the big table in the office across from Colonel Reinsel, Cora got pushed to the recesses of his mind. Later, when he was alone, he would spend more time with his memories. 
 
    The colonel stared at him without pause for a minute. He finally leaned back in his seat. “You’ve done a damn fine job up here, Penn. In the harshest conditions at the worst time of year, you’re making a difference. You’re to be commended.” 
 
    Penn blinked. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate the praise.” 
 
    “Well deserved. But there’s one major problem I’m seeing here in this team.” 
 
    Oh fuck. He planned to remove one of the members from Xtreme Ops. Penn’s chest tightened. Who would it be? 
 
    “Sir, if I can speak freely.” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    “I can attest to the fact that each man on this team pulls his weight. I can’t ask for a better first in command than Lipton. He’s shouldered more responsibility than I ever asked for, and without complaint. Broshears is proving to be the best marksman we have. Hepburn might have done amazing things serving this country, but he’s taken that to a whole new level here.” He opened his mouth to continue running through the men, with accolades for Gasper and Beckett as well, but Colonel Reinsel stopped him. 
 
    Penn waited, lips compressed. 
 
    “You’ve bonded this team in a short amount of time. If you think I’m about to tell you I’m taking one of them from you, you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Sir?” He tensed further. 
 
    “Alaska’s a big state. The ports haven’t even really opened yet, which will open all sorts of channels for more crime. You’re about to be thrown into the deepest waters, Sullivan. It’s why I’ve spoken to my chief officers at OFF and they’ve agreed to grant you more men.” 
 
    Penn jerked at the words. “More men, Colonel?” 
 
    “As I said, Alaska is big. We can’t have six men spread so thin. OFFAT is sending you four more special operatives.” 
 
    He shook his head in amazement. “It’s something the guys and I have discussed—needing more people, wishing we had more hands on deck. But to actually have a team of ten men is more than I could ever have asked for, sir. Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “When can we expect them?” 
 
    “They’re already here.” 
 
    Penn’s gaze darted to the closed door. 
 
    “Before you meet them, Sullivan, I want to give you a rundown of their accomplishments and strengths.” 
 
    “I’m certain OFFAT has chosen the best of the best for our team, sir.” 
 
    “That’s damn true. Nobody better. This one in particular I think you’ll want to hear about, though.” 
 
    Penn went silent, listening. 
 
    “This person is fresh out of special forces training for Homeland Security. Graduated top of the class with a recommendation letter directly from the instructor.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “This person has knowledge of the Alaskan landscape few people can claim to have.” 
 
    Penn’s stomach dipped. The colonel was wrong—Cora knew her way around better than most trained men would, simply from living this life. 
 
    The colonel continued, “This person led a team of men through the wilderness hunting one of the top wanted men in the world.” 
 
    He swallowed. 
 
    “Then created a diversion and singlehandedly annihilated two other men belonging to the same trafficking ring.” 
 
    Penn gripped the edge of the table. His heart thundered in his ears. When he pushed from the table, stood and walked to the door, he didn’t bother asking for the colonel’s permission. 
 
    He also didn’t try to hide the tremor in his hand when he opened the office door. 
 
    His stare landed on Cora. His angel with the blue-gray eyes. Tougher-looking and wearing the winter gear of a special operative rather than the red parka. 
 
    She gazed at him from a few steps away, hands clenched at her sides. 
 
    The colonel walked out of the office past Penn. He paused to grip Cora’s shoulder. “Congratulations on your first assignment, Hutton.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel.” 
 
    “Sullivan, meet your personal pilot and guide for the Xtreme Ops team.” 
 
    Without looking from Cora, he thanked the colonel and then watched him walk away. 
 
    All the breath whooshed from Penn’s lungs. He grabbed her hand and yanked her into the office, slamming the door behind them. He spun on her. “What the hell? You’re part of our team? You’re the one who completed training at the top of your class?” He spat all this even as he walked her up against the wall and braced his hands on either side of her. 
 
    His insides shook, and he wasn’t going to deny that all the emotions he’d managed to hold back during these months without her now returned full force. 
 
    “Um…surprise?” Cora offered a quirk of a smile. 
 
    “Goddamn right it’s a surprise. Woman, I can’t believe this. How? You left and I figured you were flying planes again. Instead, you were flying what? Choppers?” He couldn’t stop looking at her. He’d never seen someone more beautiful, and just staring into her deep eyes sent a throb to his heart. 
 
    “Yes, and other aircrafts. I need to be well-rounded if I’m going to do the team any good. My orders are to pick up and drop off.” 
 
    “And the guide part?” He cocked a brow. 
 
    “As needed based on the mission.” She held his stare. “After we parted, I knew what I wanted after a week away from the team. I love this team, Penn. I love…” She dropped her gaze and brought it right back to him. “I love you,” she rasped. 
 
    A sound broke from his throat and he caught her against him, locking her into his arms with the mental promise to never let go. 
 
    She found his lips first, and he never knew happiness until those plump lips brushed across his. He cupped her face, looked into her eyes and then dipped his head to plunder her. Suddenly, it felt as if they were standing on the ridge again, locked in a kiss so laden with passion that neither of them knew what to do with the energy between them. 
 
    He did now. 
 
    He drew back a fraction. 
 
    “So you’re okay with me being here?” she asked. 
 
    His chest heaved. “Fuck. I don’t want you in danger—ever. I can’t survive it, Cora. I fucking love you, and I can’t lose you. But you earned it. I can see your strength, and I thought you were strong before. Now—” 
 
    She locked in his words with a finger along his lips. “Stop. Did you just say you love me, Penn?” 
 
    Hell, he did. Now that the words were free, he wanted to shout them to the world. 
 
    He swept her into his arms. “I love you, Angel. Having you alongside me will probably kill me, but when it doesn’t, you better bet your ass I’ll be showing you how much I love you every chance I get.” 
 
    She slipped her arms around his neck. “And there’s always a cabin somewhere.” 
 
    “Or a freezing tent. I don’t give a damn—I just want you with me.” He slammed his mouth over hers, teasing a stifled moan from her. 
 
    She studied his eyes. “You’ll let me do my job, though, right? You won’t hinder me because you think you’re protecting me.” 
 
    “You showed more strength, determination and skill on that mission than many men I’ve worked with. I’m honored to serve alongside you, Hutton.” 
 
    She grinned, the tips of her lips enticing and more beautiful than he’d been able to conjure from memory. “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    He arched a brow. “When we’re alone, you won’t be calling me captain.” 
 
    She toyed with the hair on his nape. “No?” 
 
    He kissed her, a deep, intense kiss that he had to tear from too fast. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll call you my lover,” she whispered, resting her forehead against his. 
 
    He nodded. “For starters.” 
 
    Her eyes glowed. “How soon can we be together?” 
 
    “Tonight, barring we don’t receive any calls.” 
 
    “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “OFFAT provided huts for us each on the south side of the base.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll be meeting you in that hut in say…five minutes?” 
 
    His heart hit the floor and dragged along behind the woman he loved as she sashayed to the door. 
 
    “Cora,” he called before she walked out. 
 
    She turned, offering him a coy look tangled up with the love he saw gleaming in her eyes. “Yes?” 
 
    “For some reason, I can’t wait to see you in a pair of puffy snow pants.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re sick, Sullivan. Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
    She walked out. 
 
    A cheer went up from the guys, and Penn grinned broader than he ever had in his life. His life was crazy at times and never predictable. But now at least he had somebody to share every single moment with. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think my bones are melting.” Cora tilted her face to the sun. While still far from the equator, Texas felt hotter than any place she’d ever been. 
 
    Floating around in the pool nearby with his baby niece in a floaty ring, Penn chuckled. “Then come join us in the pool. Little Opal wants to spend time with her Aunty Cora. Don’t you, darlin’?” he baby-talked the little girl who came as close to a Disney princess infant as Cora had seen in her life. 
 
    She swung her legs off her deck chair, stepped to the edge and then dived into the swimming pool. The water felt like a hot bath compared to what she’d endured to reach her goals. Under the surface, she pushed through the depths to reach Penn’s side. 
 
    She popped up beside them, and Opal issued a giggle so perfect and so contagious that she and Penn joined in. 
 
    “Awww, she loves you two.” Nevaeh emerged from the house bearing a tray of drinks and snacks. “She loves the water. She wants to swim so often, I swear I’m permanently shriveled. I’m glad you two are entertaining her while you’re visiting.” She beamed at Cora and then her brother-in-law Penn. 
 
    Seeing her momma, Opal kicked her feet. Her face lit with excitement as she realized that she could propel herself in the floaty by kicking. Penn released her tube and Cora caught it as it floated her way. Nevaeh settled on the side of the pool, dangling her feet in the water to watch her young daughter’s skills. 
 
    “She’ll be deep in the Pacific soon.” Nash’s deep voice made Cora look toward the house. He and several other men stepped out to join the impromptu pool party. 
 
    “Here, go to your momma.” Penn led the floating baby to the side, and Nevaeh leaned over to lift her out. 
 
    Penn grabbed one of the glasses and swam it a few feet to where Cora relaxed against the side of the pool. The look in his eyes had her narrowing hers. 
 
    “What are you up to, Sullivan?” 
 
    Everyone went still and quiet, the guys watching intently and Nevaeh ignoring the baby in her lap and staring at her and Penn. 
 
    Cora’s heart thumped. She straightened from the side and faced her captain, best friend and the love of her life. 
 
    He loomed closer, hovering over her. “Cora. My angel.” 
 
    Her breaths came so fast now, she wondered how she’d survived the Pacific if this was giving her heart failure. “What is this?” 
 
    “A toast.” He put the goblet into her hand. When she turned her attention to the soap bubble-thin glass and the golden depths, she spotted it. 
 
    Her mouth dried, and she almost dropped the glass. “Penn!” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath. “We met on an adventure, Cora. And I never want to take another step in life without you by my side.” 
 
    Tears burned at the rims of her eyes. 
 
    He took the glass from her and lifted it to her lips. The sweet champagne hit her tongue, and then the cool metal of a ring bumped her lips. She straightened, and the ring tumbled toward the water. But Penn’s big palm was right there to catch it, the same way he caught her whenever she needed it, in their personal life or in the line of duty. 
 
    He set aside the glass on the pool edge and held the ring up to catch the sunlight. Diamond sparkles blinded her. 
 
    “Marry me, Angel. You’re already my everything. Be my wife too.” 
 
    A tear trickled from the corner of her eye, and she let it go, aware of how many emotions she shared with Penn and how he always held her through them, good or bad. 
 
    Everyone waited expectantly, and the man she loved stood chest-deep in the water, awaiting her response. 
 
    She threw her arms around him. “Yes, Penn. Yes, I’ll marry you!” 
 
    A cheer went up, and Penn latched onto her, pulling her under the water with him. Their lips met, and she smiled against his mouth. A second later, they came up gasping to more shouts of congratulations and Opal flapping her little arms with joy. 
 
    Penn drew Cora to the side of the pool and slipped the ring onto her finger. “I promise to love you for all of our days.” 
 
    “And I’ll love you no matter where we go, or what we see or do. You’re my everything too, Penn.” She hitched her thighs around his hips and kissed him with all the passion inside her. 
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BONUS READ 
 
    NEXT UP: 
 
    TO THE XTREME 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harris Lipton must have lost his damn mind. 
 
    For six months he’d been in the Alaskan wilderness hunting fugitives, drug smugglers and human traffickers, and the minute he got a short leave from his duties with the Xtreme Ops, he took off backpacking into Denali National Park. Instead of heading to Cali for some sun and sweeties, he was trekking through thick mud on the edge of Big Stony Creek. 
 
    He planned to set up in one of the zones that permitted camping, but he already knew a week wouldn’t be nearly enough time away from it all. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he spotted the bleached white of bone. 
 
    Fucking great. 
 
    The fact he was totally desensitized to the possibility—and likelihood—that it could be human remains told him this trip away from his work was essential. 
 
    Lipton changed his path to circle closer to the bone. He might face the remains of some grizzly’s dinner. Or a murdered hiker. Out here, he never knew what to expect. 
 
    As soon as he saw the long, spikey tines of a caribou antler shed, relief surged through him. 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over his face to clear out half a dozen images of death flitting through his mind, he stood staring down at the antlers people liked to hunt for and collect. If he had a home of his own, he might tie them to his backpack and haul them home to nail on the wall over a mantel. 
 
    At present, his home consisted of what Xtreme Ops called sleeping pods—small rectangular buildings lined up along the base and outfitted with beds and a composting toilet. They were damn lucky to receive this accommodation, and he didn’t take it for granted after the places he’d stayed. 
 
    Serving four years in the Navy had been the basis of his training, but he’d quickly climbed ranks as a top diver and found himself on dives as the Navy’s number one person to call when they needed a bomb deactivated. 
 
    As if the pressures of not blowing himself up every week hadn’t been enough, he jumped at the chance to join Xtreme Ops. His buddies called him a stress junkie. Lord knew he spent enough months in therapy to figure out the same thing. Bottom line—a stressed young boy sought other stressful events as a man looking to control them. 
 
    Which made him a control freak too. 
 
    He squatted next to the antlers and stroked a fingertip along the smooth, bleached bone. Pretty in a primitive way, just like everything here in Alaska. 
 
    Lipton continued on his journey, hiking for miles along the drainage area where mountain runoff created a creek of sorts and sometimes flooded out. Someday, he’d return during the flood time just to witness the power of the water changing the land. 
 
    In the distance, Denali rose up, awe-inspiring with its massive size as North America’s tallest mountain. She had some clouds on her, softening her jagged peaks. Yes, Lipton damn well needed more of this. 
 
    He pulled in deep breaths. Cool, fresh air washed through his head, clearing away the dark, cobwebbed corners. Early in his military career, he learned he had to find a way to let shit go. Right now, right here, he was making peace with all the bad but necessary deeds he’d done. 
 
    His only plan was to commune with nature. Maybe say fuck it to shaving for a week. And he definitely would not be pulling out a map anytime during the course of his leave. 
 
    In the distance, he spotted a grizzly with two cubs, the babies a darker shade than their mother and striking against the landscape. He stopped to watch them play for a little while before continuing on with no sense of purpose. It felt good to shut down the tactical portion of his mind. Was this how normal people lived? Just blue sky, pines and himself. 
 
    Wandering out of the flat land came as second nature to him. He couldn’t go long without a challenge, so he angled up the hill. Soon his muscles burned with the exertion he was so familiar with on a daily basis, but this time his goal was personal—to reach the top and find a view. 
 
    His captain wasn’t giving orders in his ear. He didn’t tote a rifle. And he wasn’t out here to hunt a criminal. As he hiked, he repeated these things to himself. Didn’t people say they needed a vacation from their vacation? No wonder—doing nothing was hard work. He had to continually remind himself to unplug, shut down the internal grind of his mind. 
 
    When the sun reached high in the sky, he found a clearing in the trees and stopped. 
 
    Staring across the lowlands he’d just hiked, a sense of peace gripped him. Like having a hot cup of coffee on a frigid morning at camp before his teammates climbed out of their tents. Or knowing he’d gone the distance to serve and protect. 
 
    He reached out and gripped the tall, thin pine tree in front of him to get a closer look. The clouds were blowing away from Denali, revealing the majestic snow-capped peak. 
 
    Above his head came a loud crack and Lipton ducked, his body trained to find cover from rifle shots. His feet went out from under him, and he hit the earth with a bruising jolt just as branches and pine rushed at him. He reached for his weapon out of instinct, but he never laid hands on it. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he didn’t register anything but the gritty scent of dirt and sap. Then a pair of warm green and gold eyes burned down into his. 
 
    He must be losing his fucking mind. He couldn’t even take a vacation without fucking it up and conjuring some danger that wasn’t really there. 
 
    “Are you okay? Can you hear me?” The green eyes were attached to a voice, as soft as the whisper of breeze through the pines just before that loud report of a rifle sent him into full alert mode. 
 
    Lipton’s memory sparked in his temporal lobe, and he dug the heels of his hands into the forest floor to push upward. 
 
    “Don’t move fast. You could be injured.” 
 
    He turned his head to see more than the green eyes. A crunchy-granola type of woman sat there wearing all green. Her curly hair had one small braid tied with a gold thread at the bottom that brushed across the top of her breast. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m one of the park rangers here in Denali. It’s my job to help lost hikers…or lift the top of a pine off a big, muscled man.” She pointed to a pile of branches to the side of where he sat. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to make sense of what happened. “What the hell?” 
 
    “I didn’t see it, but I heard it. Looks like that treetop snapped, probably weakened from high winds and snow, and it fell on you.” 
 
    He raised a hand and scrubbed it over his face. That explained the branches rushing toward him. Had he blacked out? What a damn sissy, he could hear his fellow Xtreme Ops team member, Hepburn, ribbing him now. 
 
    “I’m trained to check for concussion. Can you tell me your name?” the woman asked. 
 
    “No. I can’t.” He shoved to his feet, but the instant his boot tread touched down, his ankle folded. 
 
    He collapsed, hitting the ground hard again. A stick cut into his palm, and he issued a low growl of fury. 
 
    “Oh my God! Your ankle is clearly broke.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “It went out from under you. I’m pretty sure it’s broke,” she insisted. 
 
    He shoved to a standing position again, leaning all his weight onto the opposite foot. There—he was up. Nothing broken. No— 
 
    As soon as he set his foot down, his ankle buckled again. This time, pain shot through him, and he grabbed his calf. 
 
    The woman made a quiet noise and moved closer to examine him. Up close, he made out fat freckles across the bridge of her nose and a slim gold hoops hooked in her earlobes. 
 
    “I’m going to radio for help. You can’t make it down the mountain alone in this shape.” 
 
    “Goddammit, I’m fine.” 
 
    She paused in reaching for her radio, arching a brow at him. “You sure about that?” She depressed the button on the side of the radio. “Moon Shadow to base.” 
 
    Lipton stared at her for a long minute. Had he hit his head? Did he just hear the green fairy nymph call herself Moon Shadow? 
 
    The voice came back to her instantly. “Go ahead, Moon Shadow.” 
 
    Lipton blinked. 
 
    “I found a hiker down with what I suspect to be a broken ankle.” 
 
    He issued a growl. He did not break his ankle like some fragile flower. He was a goddamn special operative. He hiked through treacherous conditions every day of his life, and a calm hike on vacation was not going to put him out of commission. 
 
    Seconds later, Moon Shadow—or whoever she was—stowed her radio on her hip again. She started stripping pine off one of the fallen branches. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lipton couldn’t restrain his annoyance, and it seeped into his tone. 
 
    She shot him a sympathetic look, ticking him off more. “I’m going to make you a crutch. We need to get you to the closest path for the ATV to pick you up and take you to the hospital.” 
 
    “My ankle is not broken!” 
 
    She went back to stripping the pine branch. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” With a determined grunt, he launched to his feet once more. This time he placed his foot flat on the ground and it held his weight. At least until he took a step. 
 
    He landed on his ass, seated beside Moon Shadow. She trapped her lower lip in her teeth to hide her smile. 
 
    Lipton stared up at the snapped top of the trees, his mind locking in on the situation with the speed of a sniper bullet. 
 
    Dammit, he broke his ankle like some frail weakling trekking up a hill he wouldn’t even call steep. And he was at the mercy of a woman calling herself Moon Shadow who was deftly crafting him a crutch from a pine branch…and who wore a slim gold hoops in her cute earlobes that he couldn’t quit staring at. 
 
    And now he had to figure out how and why the fuck someone had loaded this group of trees, on a hill in a national park, with C4. 
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