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  To the men and women of Search and Rescue, who brave the worst Mother Nature can throw at them as they race against time to find those who need them most. How fortunate we are that this is their calling. 








  
  Chapter 1
Beckett and Paige

[image: image-placeholder]

Beckett Miller guided the Escalade toward the highway, away from his mountain vacation house, his heart in his throat. Mere moments before, he’d been ecstatic at the chance to spend some much-needed alone time with his wife, but her sniffles from the passenger seat had sent his elation crashing into the floorboards. 
He pulled in a silent breath. “The girls will be fine, Andie.” She was Paige to everyone else—Paige Anderson Miller—but she’d been Andie to him since he’d known her in college. One of his pet names for her. But pet names and a soothing tone were doing little to slow her soft sobs, so he tried a different tack. “Did you see how excited the girls were when Grandma and Grandpa opened the door? Not to mention they get to spend time with all those other kids.”
“I know, Beck, but the babies!” Andie’s quavering voice about undid him.
Visions had been dancing in his head of peeling filmy bits of lingerie off his wife’s luscious curves as soon as he got her into the mansion where they were staying for the next three days. Right now those pictures seemed as fictional as the sugar plums traipsing through little kids’ dreams on Christmas Eve—which was a mere eleven days away.
Spotting a gravel turnout, he eased the SUV off the road and shifted it into park.
Andie stared at him with wide, watery eyes. “Wh-what are you doing?”
He stared back into their pale green depths, depths that brought to mind the shimmering geyser pools at Yellowstone. He often got lost in those eyes, like he was tempted to do right now, but he kept himself firmly planted in the driver’s seat, brushing his fingers through her silky cinnamon strands. “I’m pulling over so we can talk about this before we get too far down the road.” The “girls” were a sum total of four: elementary-aged Elayne, preschooler Audrey, and their nine-month-old twins.
Andie blinked, sniffled once, and gaped at him. “You mean you’re willing to go back and get them?”
Not really, but if you think I am, maybe I can pull a rabbit out of my hat and nip this looming disaster in the bud. “I am, but first I want to point out that the bride and groom said adults only. I also want to remind you how long it’s been since we’ve had a night alone. It’s nearly Christmas, and we haven’t had a date night since August. And not just alone in our bedroom twenty feet from the girls’ rooms. And let me also remind you how long it’s been since we’ve had a few days to enjoy uninterrupted conversations with other adults, eat adult food, and drink adult beverages without worrying about the consequences.”
They were on their way to a different mountain getaway about twenty-five miles distant to celebrate a Christmastime wedding between their friends Blake Barrett, a Blizzard hockey player, and Michaela Wagner, Andie’s real estate attorney. A mini-vacation at a Colorado castle they’d both been anxious for at one point, although now it appeared he was the only one still looking forward to it.
“I know, but—” she hiccupped.
“And how long have my parents been begging for time on their own with the girls?”
Andie cleared her throat, and a ripple moved through the creamy column of her neck.
“Since Elayne was born,” he murmured, wrapping his fingers around her nape. “The girls have the best babysitters in the world, and they’re in a house full of other grandparents and kids. Santa’s taking time off from his workshop to stop by and see them. They couldn’t stop talking about his visit and the giant sleepover, and they’re not gonna be real happy with us if we yank them away from all that fun to bring them to a boring adults-only party.” Not to mention we’ll be at the top of our friends’ shit lists. 
“I know, but—”
She gripped her hands tightly in her lap, and he loosened one and dropped kisses on her knuckles. “You can check up on the girls anytime you want, and if anything happens, we’re not that far. You said you were looking forward to spending time away, especially at this castle you helped Blake pick out. Has that changed?”
“No, but I …”
He touched his forehead to hers. “Then what’s the problem, pixie?” Tell me so I can fix it.
Her face crumpled, and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks, sending all his systems into five-alarm-fire mode. “I feel like I’m being a bad mom.”
He reared back. “Why? How could you be a bad mom? Because you’re getting away for a few days with your children’s neglected father?”
Her phone pinged—it always pinged—and he was floored and a little pissed off when she held up a finger. “Sorry, it’s the office. This’ll only take a minute.”
He watched as she typed out a text, then another and another. Yep, neglected sums it up.
She put the phone down. “Done. Now what were we talking about?”
He kept the eye-roll to himself. “Me being neglected and you being a bad mom.”
She bobbed her head. “Leaving them, having fun without them, feels selfish.” Another round of tears welled and beaded her dark lower lashes. “And now I feel like a bad wife because I have a neglected husband.”
Darting his eyes to the sunroof, he expelled a sigh and leveled his gaze back on hers. The past week of coaching had been grueling, with the team losing several crucial games. Didn’t help that Andie had missed nearly an entire game because of—what else?—work. He was only in his sophomore season, and his thoughts were often consumed with whether he’d be back to coach a third year. Would they can his ass? And if they did, then what? He loved coaching the DU Pioneers hockey team, the team he’d played for prior to turning pro, and it had nothing to do with earning money. But could he talk to her about this shit? Not when she was too busy taking calls.
The coaching position ticked so damn many boxes on his list of career must-haves, like placing him in the thick of a sport he loved almost as much as he loved Andie and the girls. Sure, his account balances said he didn’t have to work, but he needed to work for his sanity. He’d been a little lost before taking the position; retirement was not a good fit for a guy like him. At. All. So yeah, money was not the be-all, end-all. He’d managed to rebuild a small fortune from the ashes of his career, and his wife also raked in buckets of money … which led him to the uncomfortable yet familiar thought that in order to stay on top of her game, she was a career woman first, mom second, and a wife third. While she might argue the order of her priorities was reversed and that he was skewing things according to his personal filters, that was how he saw it. And he didn’t like it.
Between her tears, the direction their discussion was taking, and the conversations inside his own head, his mental capacity was quickly draining. Did he have the reserves to understand and negotiate the whirlpool of emotions currently churning inside her? And why did she pick now to melt down? Couldn’t she have done it when Blake and Michaela had first asked them to attend their wedding getaway sans kids? Andie had known what they were getting into back then, and she had wholeheartedly agreed.
Jesus, he’d been so focused on getting away, on getting a little touch time with her, that he couldn’t wrestle back his disappointment. Andie’s enthusiasm for the adventure had gone missing, and his chest deflated. If he were honest, he was being selfish. He wanted her unfocused attention on him for a change. Not on the kids, not on her business. Back on him, like it used to be. “It’s not selfish,” he finally replied, blanking on the exact reasons why.
Silence hung heavy in the air for several beats.
“It’s not a long drive, Andie. Why don’t we at least go and check this place out? Can you stand to be away from the girls for a half hour?” The last bit came out a little sharper than he intended—not that he hadn’t felt the edge, but he wished he hadn’t let his frustration leak into his voice.
She flicked a finger toward the windshield and grumbled, “Yeah, go.” Then she folded in around herself and turned her face from him, but not before he caught her bleak expression.
Great. A fan-fucking-tastic start to the weekend.

      [image: image-placeholder]Paige slumped in her seat, staring at an endless blur of flocked evergreens through the passenger-side window. Her mind whizzed like the passing scenery. Of all the ways she’d imagined starting their adult getaway, this inauspicious beginning hadn’t made the list. Instead of laughing and unwinding, she was fighting fresh tears and her insides were wound as tight as a gymnast’s bun. One glimpse at Beckett’s glower told her that while he might not be holding back waterworks the way she was, he was as tense as she was. Clearly not a happy camper. Why couldn’t he simply accept her reluctance to leave the girls without getting all huffy about it? It was bad enough her booming business pulled her away from them. The twins were only nine months old, for God’s sake! She still had the baby fat hanging around her middle to prove it.
He was acting as if she had suggested they not join the other couples at the luxury mansion she’d been eager to help Blake find. Of course she wanted to go! When was the last time she and Beckett had cut loose with other couples without worrying about waking the kids or staying sober in case of midnight crying jags? Ages ago. Couldn’t he see that, in spite of her niggling guilt, she wanted to go? Ever since Blake and Michaela had announced their last-minute wedding plans, she’d been pumped. Three nights in secluded mountain bliss? Who wouldn’t want that? She’d even packed the lingerie her husband kept buying her that she had yet to model for him. She hadn’t even removed the tags yet!
The thought of donning the sheer bits sent a jolt of fear streaking through her. Maybe if they kept the lights real low or turned them off completely, he wouldn’t notice her extra-large grab bars. That assumed, of course, that this thundercloud sitting between them lifted before seduction time was set to begin. And darn, it needed to be early because she was exhausted!
Dinner at seven, between the sheets at eight, asleep by nine. Yeah, chica, you are one sexy siren.
Ugh!
And when would they fit in a call to the girls? Between the end of dinner and the start of romance. Fifteen minutes on the phone, forty-five minutes for making love. Plenty of time.
Did they need the call? The girls were in great hands. Heck, their mountain house was full to the brim with not only Beck’s family, but the parents of nearly every Blizzard player attending the whirlwind wedding. The adults outnumbered the kids, and grandparents and grandchildren were equally excited about the fun they had in store.
She stole a quick glance at Beckett’s profile as he commanded the steering wheel. His light brown hair was neatly groomed, his blue eyes were glued to the road, and his dark scruff was starting to show. He’d pushed his cuffs to his elbows, exposing powerful forearms crisscrossed with those man veins she loved to gawk at. Coaching kept his body ripped, and her eyes wandered to where his knit shirt clung to a flat stomach made up of a hard six-pack. Good thing she was seated because her knees had taken on the consistency of gelatin. The man was gorgeous. How had she lucked out? She’d never been that attractive to begin with, but right now she was in the running for the Frump of the Year award. Her busy work life left little time for pampering and prettifying—not to mention toning and tweaking. Did he notice how far from supermodel perfection she was? Probably. Did her appearance turn him off? Possibly. Not long ago, he hadn’t been able to keep his hands off her, but now he seemed to have no problem keeping his body apart from hers. Where they used to make love four or five times a week, it wasn’t uncommon to skip a week or two now and again. When was the last time he’d pulled her down in his lap or feathered kisses along her neck while she did dishes, growling that he needed her? For months now, whenever she came to bed after finishing up work in her home office, he was already sound asleep. And who could blame him?
His appeal hadn’t slacked off in the least. That was true for not only her, but for the countless attractive women who blatantly admired him whenever he walked into a room. Her mind leapt to him picking one to drape over his arm, leaving plain Paige behind with four little girls while he cavorted among goddesses.
Stop it!
Oh God, she was doing it, wasn’t she? Letting old insecurities overwhelm her, indulging in a good old-fashioned pity party for one. She needed to corral those feelings of inadequacy, but somehow she couldn’t muster the energy.
“We’re here,” he announced as he turned onto a private road that wound through stands of aspens and pines. He gave her a sidelong glance, a smile tugging one corner of his mouth.
She blinked and looked around. A thick blanket of unmarked snow sparkled with the winter sun’s golden rays. A few more curves and the scene before them opened into a meadow with a slight rise. Atop the slope sat a timber-and-stone building so large it could have been a hotel.
“Wow! This is beautiful.” Her eyes widened as she took in the sight.
“Yeah, pixie. You done good. I think there will be plenty of room for all of us.”
The Escalade’s tires crunched over a wide gravel drive, and Beckett coasted it to a stop in front of a pair of oak doors carved with elk drinking from a river that wound through mountains.
“Wow!” she repeated, scanning the three-story building soaring in front of them. She swiveled her head side to side. “Guess we’re the first ones here.”
Beckett flung open his door. “Looks like. Let’s check it out. You got the key?”
She opened her own door and stepped out, trying not to read too much into the fact he hadn’t opened her car door in … forever. Okay. So only twice in the past month, not that she was counting.
“Combo lock.” She strode to the front door, ignoring him as well as she could ignore a man a foot taller and broader than she was, and punched in the code. A whirring sounded, then a click, and she gripped the latch. She swung the front door open, stepped inside … and gasped. As a real estate pro, she’d seen a lot of stunning homes, but this one literally stole her breath. Standing in a foyer that soared at least thirty feet, she executed a slow twirl, taking in the stained-glass dome topping the space, rounded plaster walls, and marble floors inset with a compass. The space was decked out in fresh evergreen garlands woven with gold-and-silver ribbon and white lights.
Wow!
Beckett’s eyes flicked to the design on the floor. “Huh. Guess we’ll always know which way is north.”
Delighted with each corner she turned and each room she peeked into, all of them equally festooned in holiday finery, she prowled the house, and he followed. When they eventually entered the last wing that housed several large master suites, he pointed at one that offered a floor-to-ceiling view of the Gore Range. “How about if we claim this room for ourselves? After all, you helped find the place, and we’re the first ones here.”
Every suite was a stunner suitable for royalty, though the one they stood in was definitely a notch above, and she should have left it for a different guest. But when she took in the hopeful expression on Beckett’s handsome face, her inner good girl—the one who called her selfish—agreed. “Works for me.”
He ambled toward her, his sizable eyebrows waggling. Reaching out, he slid a hand around her waist, dropped it to her ass, and squeezed. “How about we test out the bed to be sure it’ll hold us for our upcoming, ah, activities?”
“What, now?” A laugh burst from her, and she gave his chest a little shove before she realized what she was doing.
He pulled back, his playful expression replaced by the same glower he’d sported in the SUV. “Guess not.”
She forced out a laugh. “I was kidding!”
“Kinda like you were kidding when you promised to show up for my game the other night?”
What? “What do you mean? I was there.”
“Being there, in your seat, and actually paying attention is a far cry from being in the building and doing business the entire time.” His voice was an accusing growl.
A breathless moment later, she stood frozen in place, watching his retreating back as he muttered, “I’ll get our bags.”
Putting aside her bewilderment over his remark about her attending his game, she started to call out, “Wait! I didn’t mean it the way it sounded,” except she had meant it. It had been her first reaction to his playful advance, her natural reaction. Dear God, why had she responded that way? And why was the intimacy that had once been so spontaneous, so natural, all of a sudden such a difficult state to come by?






  
  Chapter 2
T.J. and Natalie

[image: image-placeholder]

Natalie Shanstrom was running out of time. For the entire drive from Denver to the mountain getaway where they’d spend the next few days among friends, she’d been working up the courage to start a familiar conversation with her husband. Familiar, yet uncomfortable and daunting. She darted her eyes to him, taking in his large, relaxed frame in the driver’s seat of the Audi A8. An old tune, “Can’t Fight This Feeling” by REO Speedwagon, warbled from the throwback station T.J. had tuned in, and he hummed along. 
He threw her a sidelong glance. “You keep looking at me like you’ve got something on your mind, sweetheart. Am I driving too fast?” A wry grin tugged his generous mouth. His speed behind the wheel—or her lack thereof—was a typical topic between them, though more an inside joke than a serious discussion. Unlike the one hanging over her head like the proverbial Poe pendulum.
Her man was a serious badass on the ice, sending quivers of fear through his opponents. But with her, the badass became as soft and cuddly as a wiggly puppy, from his toes to the curly dark hair on top of his head. She was counting on that puppy as she blurted, “We should have taken the dogs to stay with the kids and the grandparents at the Millers’ mountain place.” They had two dogs, Ford and Deke, that they loved liked babies. But a hole had been growing inside Natalie that couldn’t be filled by their canine children, no matter how much she loved them.
T.J. frowned and shot her another side-eye. “Why? It sounds like the place is going to be pretty chaotic. I don’t think the elderly babysitters need a pair of dogs in the mix.”
“Yeah, but still. Think how the kids would love having the dogs, and the dogs … Oh my God! They’d be in doggie heaven licking all of those little faces.” She paused to pull in a breath. “Dogs and children. Kind of a perfect pairing, don’t you think?”
“I think all those hyped-up, grabby kids would freak the dogs the hell out.” T.J.’s hand shot to the back of his neck and rubbed—his tell that he didn’t like the direction she was trying to maneuver the conversation. His next words confirmed his silent signal. “Nat, if this is your way of bringing up the kid discussion again, I’m not sure I like it.”
Yep, and there it was.
“It’s … I …” She cleared her throat and got her pounding pulse under control. “Then when is a good time to talk about it, T.J.?”
“How about never?” he snapped.
Reflexively, she cinched her arms across her chest and ground her molars together to keep her mouth shut. Anything that came out of it would be raw, unfiltered, and very possibly regrettable.
After several charged moments that felt like hours, T.J. sighed. “Nat, we have talked about this. Over and over and over.” He rolled his hand for dramatic effect, and she wanted to slap him. “You know how I feel about having kids.”
“But when we got married, you said you were open to it,” she accused. “Now it’s always a nonstarter.”
He expelled another breath. “Do we have to talk about it right before a fun weekend we’ve been looking forward to? Christ, we’ll be there in fifteen minutes. This is hardly the time—”
“That’s my point! There’s never a good time.”
He turned to glare at her before leveling his gorgeous hazel eyes back on the road. “Are you trying to ruin our mini-vacation before it even starts?”
With a huff, she sank into her seat. “God, you are such a jerk sometimes!”
“That’s not what you said last night,” he quipped. “As I recall, after orgasm number three, you were screaming that I was a fucking god. Pretty sure the neighbors heard you.”
“Don’t even! You’re not taking this seriously!”
“Oh, I take delivering every orgasm very seriously.”
The navigator interrupted with instructions to turn onto a private road, and Natalie turned her glower to the scenery outside the passenger window.
When T.J. spoke again, the cockiness was missing from his tone. “We have a good thing going, Nat. Why ruin it by having kids right now? Besides, we’re both still young. We have plenty of time.”
His trite words had her sitting ramrod straight. God, she’d heard this same argument so many times before, and she was sick of it. Between clenched teeth, she hurled back a few worn words of her own. “No, we don’t. Not if we’re going to have more than one. And you’re just doing what you always do, which is kicking the can down the road. You’re going to kick it so far that time will run out. At least for me it will,” she grumbled. “If you decide to have kids forty years from now, all you need is a willing twenty-something, and poof! You’re a dad. I don’t have that option.”
He slowed the vehicle to a crawl and gaped at her. “If I don’t want kids now, why the hell would I want them when I’m in my seventies?”
“So now you admit you don’t want kids!” She glared daggers at him, and he had the decency to suck in a contrite breath.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” he backpedaled. Foot depressing the accelerator once more, he lurched the Audi forward. “Nat, you just don’t get it.” His soothing tone chafed at her like a coarse tag in a blouse. “After the crap childhood I had, I’m not very promising dad material. Who’s to say I won’t be just like my father was? Is that what you want for your children?”
Now it was her turn to gape. “T.J. Shanstrom, you know that’s not true! Look how you are with the dogs. Look how you are with me. How you are with your teammates’ kids and the tiny fans who swarm you constantly! And look at your sister. She went through the same awful childhood, but she turned it around. Your nephews are incredible. Don’t you want kids like them someday?”
He pulled the car to a stop and pointed at the windshield. “We’re here.”
We’re nowhere.
She’d been so caught up, so frustrated by their growing insoluble debate, that she hadn’t noticed the colossal structure blotting out the sky in front of them. Not until T.J. cut the engine and opened his door did she take an appraising look at their home away from home for the next few days. “Oh my God, this place is huge! And beautiful!”
“Paige really outdid herself,” he agreed as he prepared to shut his door.
The movement startled her back to their conversation—such as it was. “T.J., where are you going? We’re not done.”
“We are for now, Amber Eyes.” He lifted his chin toward the massive front door. “Hey, Millsy. Quite the place, huh?”
Natalie turned to see Beckett trundling down a short flight of stone steps suitable for a French country estate. Damn! T.J. had slipped his hook again. He’d gotten really good at diversion and avoidance whenever the subject of children came up. Beckett flashed her a smile and headed for her door. Only then did T.J. close his and hustle around the hood to open her door for her.
“I got this,” he barked at his friend.
Beckett threw his hands up and backed off. “I got you, bro. Didn’t mean to threaten your door-opening prowess. You were a little slow on the uptake, and I just wanted to make sure Natalie didn’t get left behind.”
She opened her own damn door, thank you very much, and vaulted from her seat to give Beckett a hug. “Thank you, Beck. Always nice to have a gentleman looking out for me. Paige inside?”
“Yep. She was scoping out the kitchen last I saw.”
Without a backward look, Natalie made for the front door. With any luck, Paige had rented a place that offered extra bedrooms.
Because I am not about to share one with your slippery ass, Tyler Johnson.

      [image: image-placeholder]T.J. blew out a breath and smoothed the hair at his nape. He’d dodged a familiar bullet … or had he? As he watched his wife’s shapely, jean-clad ass swaying up the stairs, it occurred to him he might have been as close to that swell—and every other body part belonging to her—as he was going to get for the rest of the getaway. Natalie was right, of course, that he’d promised kids were in their future when she’d agreed to marry him. It had been one of her conditions, and he’d gone along willingly. Hell, he’d have walked across hot coals a hundred times over to be with her; agreeing to kids had been a no-brainer. Whatever she wanted. But now? When life was sweet the way it was and everything between them was so perfect? Bringing kids into the mix could fuck it all up.
A disturbing thought rocketed through his brain. It may be perfect now, but it’s not going to stay that way. Her offhanded remark about him having kids with someone old enough to be his granddaughter had been almost laughable, except it had jolted him to the realization that if Natalie got tired enough of his bullshit, she could go find a twenty-something of her own right now who’d be more than willing to deposit his sperm into her body and give her those kids she wanted so much.
Picturing her with another man, her long dark hair sweeping like a curtain over his bare shoulders while he looked into those coppery-gold eyes of hers, rousted old Spiky Green from hibernation deep in his gut. In his frustration, he growled at Beckett. “Thanks, asshole. Making me look bad in front of my wife.”
“You don’t need my help for that, dickwad,” Miller chuffed. “Looks like you’re perfectly capable on your own.”
You have no idea.
They exchanged a quick bro hug. “Good to see you, man!” Miller exclaimed. “How
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