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DEDICATION

To the readers who asked for more books in the 

Bad Boys Undercover series—this one’s for you!
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CARA LAYNE woke on a scream. The noise rumbled to life inside her chest but choked off as her eyes snapped open. Her muscles jerked. Without thinking, she grabbed for the inside stuffing of her narrow down sleeping bag, digging her fingernails deep into the slippery material. Bunching it in closed fists, she pulled the bag even tighter around her and tried to cocoon her body for protection. From what, she didn’t know.

The weather had turned without warning. The wind built to a sick wail then faded, only to roar back to life again. It echoed around her like a child’s cry as it whipped through the campsite. To block the screeching, she pulled the bag up and against her ears.

She could still see that black night surrounded the tent. The chilling cold signaled early morning, but nowhere near dawn. She tried to focus, to figure out what was happening.

Her tent mate shifted and kicked beside her. A zipper screeched. The material of his bag rustled and he said something she couldn’t quite hear over the crescendo of sounds muffled through her clogged ears. The ground shook and the air almost vibrated.

Nothing made sense. They’d ventured out on an overnight trip to collect samples. The usual work and not dangerous. They’d set down outside of avalanche and flood zones. This was the right season. The right place. Yet, dread hovered all around her. The sleepy haze dragging her down refused to lift. She tried to shake off the clouding in her brain and focus on the clicking sound. A steady tapping.

What the hell was that?

Then it hit her . . . her teeth. Chattering.

The tent shook as a new blast of air caught the canopy, the material flapping above her head. She pulled her body tighter into a ball. Fear rocketed through her as the nylon that promised to stay sturdy even during the most punishing high mountain expedition ripped around her.

The howling sound finally registered. Not weather. Not animal. Human.

She lifted her head only high enough to see a dark figure pulling at the material above her. At first she thought her tent mate held their failing shelter together with his bare hands . . . then the blade flashed. She screamed, but the sound disappeared into the cacophony of banging and shredding.

The pain came next. Blinding pressure drilled against the sides of her head. She felt as if her skull had compressed. Had started to collapse and shatter. Stray thoughts bombarded her brain. Paranoia drowned out common sense as the top of her tent split open and more cold air poured inside.

She struggled to get to her knees then slipped and fell flat on her stomach again. Her skin flashed from cold to hot. Footsteps thundered around her. The crashing of equipment. Yelling. Still, her head pounded. Not with a headache or migraine. This pushing made her eyes ache as wave after wave of dizziness crashed over her.

Someone or something tugged hard at the seam of her sleeping bag. She grabbed, tried to hold on but her fingers slipped in the slick material. The tugging became dragging as the down slid over rocks and her hip thumped against the unforgiving ground.

She fought to force out a scream but no sound came. The bag trapped her, making it impossible to move more than a few inches. Vulnerability sent her racing headfirst into panic. Her teeth ground together as she struggled to move, to fight back, and despite the screaming in her head, a strange lethargy she couldn’t kick weighed her muscles down. It hurt to lift her arm. Her thigh rolled up underneath her as she was dragged along, crushed against her stomach and stealing her breath.

She couldn’t suffer through one more minute. Losing the physical battle, she looked for mental escape and tucked her head as her mind floated away. Music filled her scattered thoughts. A familiar melody her father used to play. One she struggled to remember whenever she needed comfort. The humming swam through her mind, mixed with the pain.

She heard a crack and felt a hard thwap like a punch to the back of her head. Then the world around her blinked into a tunnel of darkness.
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Two days later

REID ARMSTRONG knew the silence wouldn’t last.

They’d been on the road for thirty-six straight hours with little sleep. Gone from town to town before hitting the open and now had been hiking for what felt like forever through brush and tramping over grass grown wild and tangling around his knees. Across fields and around protruding boulders.

Thirty minutes earlier they’d left the rocky trail and started free climbing, working their way toward Otorten Mountain with nothing but the march of their sturdy boots slamming against the ground now and then as background noise. Tree-lined hills and snowcapped mountains filled the distance. The scenery in this untamed and mostly unoccupied part of Russia qualified as impressive. Not that Reid cared or even noticed. Not with the anxiety pounding through him.

The original plan for his mandatory vacation time from the office had been to grab his best friend, jump on motorcycles, and ride across the U.S. Refuse to answer their phones, and turn off the GPS that could track them down anywhere. Get away. Clear their heads. Leave work and death and danger behind for a few days.

All of those informal vacation ideas went sideways when Cara failed to check in. Hell, she refused to check in with him sixteen months ago and every day since, but she usually checked in with her brother. Not this time. Not on this expedition, which resulted in a call to Reid and an alternate trip here. No sleep as they headed to a region he had no interest in visiting.

Parker Scott swung his long knife in an arc, cutting a path through the mass of overgrown grass and weeds. He stopped and rubbed his arm over the hint of sweat on his forehead, seemingly unaffected by daytime temperatures that didn’t even reach fifty degrees.

“Tell me one more time,” he said. “What exactly are we doing here?”

“Hiking.”

“Yeah, you already gave me that much.” Parker exhaled in a sound clearly meant to telegraph a cut-the-shit message. “I mean in the Ural Mountains.” He glanced around. “Basically, why am I not on a motorcycle right now?”

Looked like the time for talk finally had arrived. Reid was impressed Parker stayed quiet this long. That he went along with every change to their itinerary from the switch to a private plane to hiding in the back of a truck as it bumped over rough terrain and finally to crawling on their stomachs around a border checkpoint. Parker being Parker, he didn’t complain about any of it.

As two of the U.S. members of the Alliance—a top secret, off-the-books joint task force made up of former CIA and MI6 officers—Reid and Parker hung out together, though neither man was inclined to talk or even think about their lethal pasts. They supported two different teams within the Alliance, but the shit show of cases they’d had over the last few months had thrown them together conducting surveillance and recon.

So did the stark reality of recently losing one of their own. A man who’d dedicated his life to serving in British intelligence in different capacities. On his final assignment, just weeks before, he’d been shot by a team member in an attempt to prevent a larger nightmare airport bombing. The speeches from the memorial service still rang in Reid’s brain.

But death was still death, and this one touched every member of the Alliance in a profound way. Being the leader he was, Harlan Ross had bargained his own life, and they were all reeling from the sacrifice he’d made.

That was the reason for their mandatory time off. Those in charge insisted on a break while the group reorganized. Everyone had to head out and grab some normal air, air not poisoned by danger for a change. Reid thought the idea sounded good in theory but in reality amounted to a load of bullshit. It was not as if the people they hunted ever took a break.

Still, being out on a mandatory good time allowed him to sneak away on a side trip and take Parker with him. Now they just had to make sure this exercise stayed danger-free. Not exactly their specialty.

Reid continued to scan the area, looking for the clearing he knew they should soon see. They were coming up on the coordinates. The ones that matched Cara’s last-known location.

The closer they got, the more something interfered with the signal to his watch. The red dot indicating her location flickered in and out. That made him twitchy. He’d spent most of his time in the field depending on his instincts and his men rather than any so-called technical expertise for exactly this reason. Technology failed.

He squinted as the light bounced off something in the distance along the line of trees. Tried to keep the conversation mundane even as his mind constantly assessed and reassessed. “We have some time off. It was just as easy to catch a flight from DC to here as to head out West on the bikes.”

Parker still hadn’t moved. “You’re saying you replaced Montana with Russia just because?”

Admittedly, that had been a big left turn from the motorcycle plans. A turn Parker hadn’t questioned except to say “Huh?” as they caught a series of under-the-radar flights, made secret payments, and illegally purchased weapons.

Reid admired his friend’s restraint, but now it appeared to have ended. “Sure.”

Parker held up the older model Bizon, a lightweight submachine gun that had been modified and improved over the years. Not that they had one of the newer versions. “Don’t be a dumbass.”

“Meaning?”

“We’re here without the required visas but with guns that may or may not work.”

Suddenly Parker was a detail man. Reid didn’t love that change. “Technicalities.”

Parker frowned. “Are you familiar with the concept of ‘international incident’?”

Since they likely stood within inches of causing one, Reid was all too clear on the potential problem. Not that he would let that slow down this extraction—or whatever it was—one bit. “It won’t come to that.”

“What about the part where we snuck into the country and could be convicted as spies if we’re caught?”

Okay, that was probably enough talking about the details. Reid shrugged. “Then don’t get caught.”

Parker swore under his breath as he lowered his weapon to his side. “That’s my general life plan, yeah.”

Reid gestured for them to get moving again and was half stunned when Parker complied without argument. “Then we’re good.”

Parker snorted. “Define ‘good’ for me.”

Reid shifted, tried to get a better view over the crest of the small hill in front of him. She should be right there. Her, her team. He hoped whatever messed with his signal also interfered with hers and she’d be standing there, pissed off and swearing at the sight of him. Right now he’d take a negative response. Hell, any response.

First, he had to clue Parker in so he understood the importance of this rescue. The guy had little ego, but Reid tried to appeal to it anyway. “It’s an adventure. I thought you’d like the challenge.”

“Why?”

Fair question, but Reid had an answer. “You appreciate the unknown. What with your whole Yeti, aliens, we’re-not-alone thing.”

He didn’t understand that side of Parker. It all sounded like crazy bullshit to him, but Parker believed something roamed around out there with them. Might as well use that.

“Okay,” Parker said as he stopped again. This time he turned and glared at Reid. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to say here, but Yetis live in places like Nepal, not here.”

Yeah, because that was his point. “And then there’s the part where they’re mythological.”

“And for your information, out here we’d be talking about an Almas.” Parker nodded. “Walk on two feet. Covered with reddish-brown hair.”

“If you say so. I don’t even know what that—they?—is, but do not tell me.” Cutting the conversation off struck Reid as the easiest way to keep them mentally on track.

Parker was the youngest member of the Alliance and possibly the most lethal. No one knew why or how he got out of the Army early. But no one doubted his sniper abilities or dead-clear loyalty to the team. Reid recognized a fellow survivor when he saw one.

They started moving again. Less causal this time. More focused. Without issuing a warning, they both snapped to attention. They stepped with more care. Weapons came up, the obvious ones plus the knife Reid had slipped up under the wristband of his thin jacket.

Tension spun around them. Reid could feel it with every intake of breath.

“You actually believe humans are the only humanlike creatures walking the earth?” Parker snorted again. “Come on.”

For once Reid welcomed this familiar nonsense conversation. “Do you ever listen to yourself when you slip into conspiracy mode?”

“I try not to.”

“That’s probably smart.” Reid instinctively crouched as they started up the hill. No need to make himself a bigger target than he already was.

“I get it. You’re a skeptic. It’s naïve, but whatever,” Parker said as his voice dropped to a whisper. “So, we’re clearly not tracking Yetis or anything else that might prove interesting. Care to tell me what we are hunting?”

Despite the angle of the climb and the provisions, though limited, they carried in their packs, they moved up the slope without making a sound. “Humans.”

Parker glanced over, but only for a second before his attention returned to the open space in front of them. “That answer should probably scare me more than it does.”

“Which is why I brought you along instead of one of the others. You don’t spook easily.” Parker didn’t shake. Reid liked that about him.

“You brought me because we live in apartments next to each other and you were afraid I’d just follow you when you left unannounced.”

That part Reid didn’t love. Parker skulked around. Could conduct surveillance and list every activity, down to the number of steps a target took to get to the bathroom, all without the target ever knowing he’d been watched. Reid knew because Parker had practiced more than once on him.

“You’re a creepy little fucker sometimes.” But effective. Reid had to admit that.

“Not the first time that’s been said.” Parker held up a fist. Whatever grabbed his attention had him spinning to the right and scanning the horizon. After a few seconds of stillness, he nodded and they began moving again. “So, narrow it down for me. Which humans?”

As they got closer to the crest of the hill, they lowered their bodies even closer to the hard ground. When Reid dropped to his stomach, crawling along using his knees and elbows to move forward, Parker followed.

Reid’s gaze whipped around behind him, seeing nothing but a grassy field with jagged rocks piled here and sticking up out of the ground there. “A science expedition.”

Parker frowned but kept crawling. “Interesting, but I need more information.”

Not that Reid wanted to dump a lot of intel right now. He didn’t really have much to provide, since the expedition appeared to be on some sort of security lockdown. He only knew as much as he did because of some unauthorized data searches. The kind he knew he’d be called in to explain later.

But now he had a bigger problem. “It’s gone missing.”

“The expedition?”

“Yeah.” But Reid only cared about her. He’d worry about the rest of Cara’s team later, after he made sure she was safe.

“I thought we were supposed to be taking time off. Forced fun and happy times and all that.” Parker shimmied to the top of the hill. He put his gun aside only long enough to reach for his binoculars.

“Such bureaucratic bullshit. As if losing one of our own makes us want to take naps.” The mix of fury and loss had the opposite effect on Reid. “I’d rather shoot things.”

“And that’s why I like you.” Parker’s head moved from side to side as he scanned the area. “Now, about these scientists.”

The area in front of them remained dead quiet. Just more grass and rocks. Except for a flash of color off to the right side closest to the wall of trees, and a piece of something . . . material, maybe, blowing across the field every time the wind kicked up a bit.

“Stop.” Reid grabbed the binoculars and took a long look at the area. Debris, and a lot of it. Some blended into with the deep colors of the land. Blue, but he also picked up on something orange and pointed it out to Parker. “What’s that?”

“You mean what was it.” Parker squinted. “No clue.”

“Let’s go in.” Reid was already up in a squat and balancing his weight on the balls of his feet. “Keep your guard up until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“Roger.”

Anxiety ratcheted up inside Reid but he fought it off and moved. His heartbeat pounded in his ears as he jogged down the hill to the small valley below. An impressive mountain, complete with jutting sharp rocks and an unwelcoming gray façade, loomed at the far end of the valley. Towering trees closed off the ready access to one side.

The place felt shut in. Deadly. Reid breathed in the stench of death, knowing it was his imagination but also knowing that something horrific happened right where they now stood.

The thought of Cara out here, alone or with a group. Subject to the whims of weather and whoever might hunt through here. For a second, blood-soaked visions bombarded his brain. He had to push it all away. Concentrate. She needed him now.

His jog broke into a run. Within minutes he shot down from the slope and raced to the spot where he’d seen the color. Depending on Parker to cover him, Reid stepped closer. So much damage. Notebook pages scattered over the grass. Down material shredded. The remnants of two tents, both ripped open and dragged out of shape with strips of tarp flapping in the slight wind.

Taking turns on watch, Parker studied one of the collapsed tents. Checked the poles and poked his gun at it as he lifted the remaining material and looked inside. “What the fuck happened here?”

“The tents.” Reid spun in a circle, trying to take it all in. Looking for any signs of humans, and hoping like hell he didn’t see any in pieces. “Clothes. Equipment.”

“From the inside.”

Reid froze. “What?”

“The tents look as if they’re cut from the inside.” Parker held the edges. Took photos.

Reid had no idea how Parker could make that assessment so fast, but he didn’t doubt it. Parker didn’t guess or exaggerate when it came to judging real life danger. That was just not his style.

The reality of what that meant hit Reid hard enough to drive him to his knees. He put a hand out to stay steady. “None of this makes any sense. It feels like we’ve dropped into one of your conspiracy theories.”

Reid kept talking, pushing out the words. The nonsense chatter kept his mind clear. Gave him room to think as he fought off the pooling dread that something awful had happened to Cara. That he’d gotten there too late.

“Not to make things worse, but some spooky shit has gone down in this area. Not right here, but same general area. A whole group of hikers in 1959—boom!—dead.”

“You’re an encyclopedia now?” Reid asked. For some reason, arguing with Parker eased some of the pressure building inside of him. This he could handle.

“The Dyatlov Pass incident.” Parker dropped on his haunches, closer to the ground, and took more photos. This time of the food, some of which looked frozen. “It’s famous.”

Reid checked his watch, looking for the telltale red dot that should point out Cara’s location. The malfunctioning blinking had stopped. Now he didn’t get anything. Either something cut off the signal or . . . He shook away the rest of the thought. Once his mind clicked off and the emotion turned on full force, he’d be useless to her.

“Maybe the Yetis did it.” Right now he’d kill to see a Yeti just walking along with Cara.

“The hikers were found dead,” Parker said. “Tents ripped from the inside.” He stood up again. “Have you ever read a book?”

“This all happened more than fifty years ago. You don’t have any conspiracy crap that’s more recent than that? Something even a little relevant, maybe.” Like who would want to harm a privately funded science expedition. That’s what Reid didn’t understand.

“There are rumors about labor camps hidden up here. Government experiments.” When Reid started to interrupt, Parker talked over him. “Then there’s the mountain folk. Lights in the sky. Sound vortexes that drive people insane. You name it and the Ural Mountains have a legend about it.”

“Don’t make me sorry I brought you.” Reid walked around, mentally cataloging every stone and every leaf as Parker captured the scene in photographs.

“I can outshoot you but I do wish I could outrun you.” Parker broke the usual protocol of securing the scene and glared at Reid. “Just spill it. Is this an actual assignment or not?”

“It’s personal and . . .” His words trailed off as his eyes focused on the figure breaking through the mass of trees and heading right for them.

Parker must have picked up on the unexpected guest because he spun around and joined in the staring. They both watched as she got closer, stumbling and off balance, before stopping about ten feet away.

“One more step and I’ll blow your balls off.” Cara stood there, voice and hands shaking as the barrel of the gun bobbed around.

Relief smacked into Reid so hard that the breath whooshed out of him. He fought the urge to double over and rest his palms against his knees. He opted for putting his gun away instead, surprised when his hand trembled. “Thank God.”

Parker scoffed. “That’s your response to what she just said?”

“She’s bleeding.” The words kept repeating in Reid’s head before he finally said them out loud. Then he really looked at her. Her dark hair hung half in and half out of a ponytail band. She wore hiking boots but her utility pants had a long gash down the thigh. Ripped clothes. A bloody shirt. No jacket. Shaking hard enough to make her body sway.

Parker took a step toward her then stopped when she aimed the gun directly at him. “She looks like shit.”

Reid’s gaze toured her body, looking for obvious injuries. A hefty case of shock seemed to be right on the verge of kicking her ass. Not good. He needed her calm. Had to get her warm.

With careful steps, slow and as nonthreatening as possible, he moved in closer. “Cara, it’s me.”

She nodded and kept nodding. “I know.”

“Wait, you two are friends or something?” Parker asked.

“The threat still stands, Reid. I don’t trust anyone, including you.” She tightened her grip. “Do not move.”

“I like her so far.” Without any obvious footsteps, Parker had moved. Shifted his body until he drew almost even with her side. “Except for the part where she looks ready to pass out. Guns and fainting don’t mix.”

Reid agreed but didn’t let his concern for her show. “She knows how to handle a weapon.”

She glared at Parker. “And I’ve never fainted in my life.”

Anger. Reid took that as a good sign.

“Do you have a mirror?” Parker asked, drawing her attention back to him. “You look like you’ve been ripped apart by mountain lions.”

She frowned, as if sizing him up. “Weapons down and stop shuffling around.”

“That is never going to happen, sunshine.”

Her eyebrow lifted as her body seemed to steady. “Sunshine?”

Parker shrugged. “I thought I’d try flattery.”

Just enough talk. Reid moved in. One lunge and he’d have her gun. He didn’t want to rattle her or push her any closer to the edge. Didn’t want to get shot either. “Cara, look at me. I need you to lower that weapon.”

“I can’t.” She shook her head as her words came out in a new wave of panic heavy breaths.

“We’re here to help.”

Her eyes turned a little glassy, as if she had trouble focusing. “Someone called in the Alliance?”

“She knows about the Alliance?” Parker asked, sounding stunned at the idea. “Clearly I’m the only one who doesn’t know what’s going on right now.”

Reid ignored his friend. Blocked out the cool air and the danger involved in standing out there, exposed. Kept all of his attention on Cara.

“I came for you.” And that was not a lie. He would cross oceans without blinking if it meant keeping her safe. Their rough past didn’t change that.

She frowned. “How did you know where to find me . . . or to come now?”

“You’re in danger.” Reid thought the gnarled tent should make that obvious, but she clearly was not in a stable mental place to be able to reason things out for herself. “Cara, you have five seconds or . . .”

“Or what?”

“She asks a good question, man. What kind of threat do you intend to make next?” Parker whistled as he made one last move. He stood next to her with a hand close to her arm.

Reid waited for Parker’s slight nod. When it came, Reid knew they were ready. Both in position. They could disarm her without incident then get her help . . . and seek a few much-needed answers. But he needed to draw her attention first. “What the hell happened here?”

“They’re dead.” The desperate words sounded as if they’d been ripped out of her.

He forced his instincts back. Did not rush in or give in to the tension pumping through him. “Who, Cara?”

“My whole team.”

That didn’t really clear anything up for him or stop the tension shooting through him. “How did—”

“Reid.” The hand with the gun dropped to her side and she rushed forward, closing the short distance between them. Her free hand came up and fingernails dug into the sleeve of his thin jacket as her gaze searched his. “We need to hide.”

“I think she’s tipped over.” Parker slipped the gun out of her hand and checked it before tucking it away behind his back.

A wave of relief crashed over Reid, followed by an even bigger one of dread. “Let’s calm down for a second.”

She held on to him. Both hands now. Her fingers tightening around his biceps as her eyes and voice begged for help. “We have to go.”

Reid agreed she needed to get out of there and relax. “Why?”

“They’ll be back.”

He glanced at Parker, who just shook his head and asked, “Who is ‘they’?”

“They’re coming—” Her words cut off as she dragged in deep breaths. “This time they’ll kill me, too.”
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CARA COULDN’T catch her breath. Couldn’t think. And there was no way she could deal with Reid. Not now. Maybe not ever, but certainly not while her head spun and the thoughts in her brain kept scrambling.

But there he stood, towering over her at six feet. His short hair straddling the edge between brown and blond. Muscles so defined she could almost see them through his thin jacket. Those protector instincts clicking into place as he morphed into this larger than life persona.

His edge remained. The wariness in those bright blue eyes. He held his body stiff, almost as if waiting for the next blow to come. None of that had changed in the months since she’d seen him. Little had. He looked even more fit, more toned, if that were even possible.

Just seeing him had her stupid heart flipping over. Through all the confusion and fear, his sturdy demeanor broke through and comforted her. Her insides stopped jumping around and her whole body seemed to steady. Slowly, but she could feel the change.

Being with him had been a wild ride that left her reeling sixteen months ago. Standing in front of him now both knocked her off kilter and calmed her. It had always been that way with him. In every conceivable way he’d been wrong for her . . . and still so right.

She focused on his face and that intense stare that seemed to burn through her. Holding on to him, the world stopped its violent spinning. She inhaled, tried to settle what was left of her frayed nerves.

The last three days had been a nightmare. She’d been dragged and thrown around. Passed out. Even now she could only remember snippets. Fragments of the information she needed to piece together to find her team.

She forced her grip on Reid’s arms to ease. A small shake continued to move through her. When she turned her palms over she noticed the blood.

Reid’s gaze followed hers. “Let’s get you washed up.”

“You’re not worried someone might attack us?” Time blurred on her but even now she looked around, unable to move and just waiting for the next attack.

“No.”

Always so clear and sure of his capabilities. On another man the self-assurance would come off as cocky. On him—how he took every new problem in stride and handled it without any fanfare or need to shout about his abilities—the confidence worked. Made her feel more at ease. “They came out of nowhere. I didn’t see who or what.”

“Understood.” Reid nodded to the other man, apparently sending him some secret signal that had him taking off his pack before turning back to her. “We’ll talk about all that later. Right now, we’re going to make sure you’re okay. And if anyone tries to strike while my back is turned, Parker will shoot ’em.”

Parker nodded. “Damn straight.”

She filed the name away and concentrated on the way Reid held her. Moving slowly and being more gentle than she remembered possible, he cradled her hands in his. The reassuring touch nearly broke her. Her mind shot back in time. The feel of those palms running over her skin. The hours she spent studying each scar and every callus.

She couldn’t do this.

She stepped back and dropped her hands from his. “It’s not mine. Cliff . . . he should be here.”

Reid frowned at his friend then at her. “What?”

“The blood.” The word stuck in her throat, but she punched it out.

The memories flipped around on her. The red, so much of it, pooling on the tent and running into the grass. The smears on the piece of tent she’d been wrapped up in when she woke up from the night of horror she couldn’t quite remember.

Some parts floated back to her. She’d tried to rub the blood off, in the grass and on her pants. The voice in her head that kept screaming to get it off. The haze, the stumbling and crawling. The useless search for her team. For any sign of life.

“It’s not yours. I get it.” Reid continued to study her. Those intelligent eyes roamed over her. Not in a sexual way. More of a I-need-to-knock-her-out-to-calm-her-down type of way.

Just the thought of that had her inhaling deeply as she struggled to bring her nerves and her brain and every other part of her back under control. “I’ll be fine.”

“Here you go.” Parker handed her a towel.

“Thanks.” She had no idea what pocket he pulled it out of. “You are? I caught the first name, but—”

“Parker Scott.”

She nodded as she rubbed her hands. Raked the rough cloth over her skin again and again. Knotted it then unknotted it. “Part of the Alliance, I’m assuming.”

“About that . . .” After a few seconds Parker grabbed onto the corner of the rag and pulled it out of her hands. “How do you know about the Alliance? We’re not exactly in the phone book.”

“No kidding.” Not knowing what to do with her hands now and trying to ignore the burning sensation from rubbing them raw, she stuck them in her pants pockets.

Parker’s eyebrow lifted. “So . . . ?”

She glanced at Reid, but he hadn’t said a word. Just stood there, watching and taking it all in. She might not remember what happened a few days ago right here at the campsite, but she did remember the way Reid stared. How he sized up every situation, work or personal. That last part had been an issue between them.

“I’ve seen you all in action.” She waved her hand in Parker’s general direction. “Well, not you, but the rest. Some of you.”

Parker blinked at her a few times. “How exactly?”

That situation, being held hostage and the standoff, she didn’t want to think about any of it. She could only handle one disaster at a time. At some point in the future she’d need to sit down and figure out how she kept walking straight into danger, but not today. Not while this one was still in motion.

After a few beats of silence, Reid jumped in. “She was involved in my first case with the team. You hadn’t joined the Alliance yet.”

“Wait a second.” Parker held up a hand as he continued to stare at her. “This is the second time in like a year and a half that you’ve been in this kind of danger?”

Something about the stunned sound of his voice snapped her to attention. The rest of the haze clouding her brain cleared as anger settled in. “Are you trying to suggest that says something about me?”

Parker took a step back. “Nope.”

“That’s probably enough talk about the past for now.” Reid picked up the other man’s abandoned backpack and handed it to him. “For the record, Parker tends to speak his mind, regardless of how scary or stupid his thoughts are.”

Parker snorted. “Thanks, man.”

“But you are part of the Alliance.” For some reason she needed to be sure. One team member increased their safety. Two might make her nerves stop pinging and the constant need to double over and throw up subside.

“Yes,” Parker said.

With that answered, her mind flipped to a new thought. She looked at Reid. “And I’m your assignment again?”

“Good question,” Parker mumbled under his breath.

Reid took his time. Took off his pack and dug around inside. Handed her a jacket and glared at her until she took it from him and put it on.

Once she snuggled into the oversized sleeves and wrapped the extra material around her, she eyed him up. “Happy? If so, answer. I’m not going to forget what I asked.”

Reid exhaled. “Your brother sent me.”

She closed her eyes for just a second and let the news wash over her. “I should have figured.”

It made so much sense. Of course, big brother Caleb. He had the resources. He could hack into any system and dig around for information without leaving a virtual footprint. She had no idea how and didn’t want to know the particulars, but none of this amounted to a surprise.

“Uh, who exactly is your brother?” Parker asked.

Reid talked right over him. “We don’t have time for this now.”

Parker cleared his throat. “We’re going to make some time.”

The back and forth made Cara’s head spin again. She tried to focus on Reid as she pointed at Parker. “Which one of you is in charge?”

Reid nodded. “Me.”

“Definitely me,” Parker said at the same time.

Her hair picked that moment to lose the battle with the wind. She felt the last strands slip out of her ponytail holder and fall around her shoulders. She thought about running her fingers through it, trying to untangle the knots, and didn’t even bother. Not when she had bigger issues plaguing her. “How did you know where to find me? No one is supposed to know our exact location.”

Reid reached into his pack again. This time he brought out a satphone. “Not important.”

But it was. Something about the way he ducked the question when he usually ran at them head on. He kept moving around, and not just conducting his normal surveillance. No, this was different. She likely wouldn’t have noticed if they didn’t have a history. But now, as the panic started to subside, she picked up on other things.

“I get that my brother tracked you down when our communications went down and I stopped checking in twice a day, but how did you—” Then it hit her. Anger stormed through her. Red hot fire burned from her feet to her head. “Reid Thomas Armstrong.”

“Wow.” Parker’s eyes widened and he whistled. “That is a spectacular pissed-off female tone.”

“The use of my full name is bad.” Reid’s voice dropped even lower. “Trust me. Even though it’s not my real name, it’s still bad.”

She took a step forward until she stood right in front of him, just inches away. She poked a finger into that impressive chest. “You still track me?”

Parker’s frown deepened. “Wait, what does that mean?”

“Okay, hold on a second.” Reid’s hands came up along with the soothing tone. “Calm down.”

He had once admitted to her that it was a practiced law enforcement move. The lilt to his voice and comforting words. The whole thing where he settled down people who had lost the ability to function or think rationally. Brought them back from the edge. How he remained straightforward and logical, even repeated phrases and carefully picked his words.

Well, she wasn’t in the mood to be soothed. Not about this. “Say that again and I will fire that gun right at your—”

“I don’t always use the tracker,” Reid said as his hands moved in front of him. “This was an emergency.”

Parker looked from Reid to Cara and back again. “What tracker? What are we even talking about?”

“The one he implanted. In me.” She jabbed Reid’s chest one more time, half furious she hadn’t removed the thing and half grateful for the failure.

Parker’s mouth dropped open. “What the fuck?”

She was starting to like this Parker guy. “Yeah, that was my reaction when I found out.”

“Let’s go back for a second.” Parker let out a sound halfway between an exhale and a harsh laugh. “How do you two know each other?”

“We used to date,” she said. That didn’t cover it, but she thought the explanation came close enough.

Reid glared at her. “We were engaged.”

“Barely.” And that was another subject she absolutely did not want to discuss. The quick proposal, the doubts, how it all fell apart. Memories of Reid had become a flashing warning sign in her brain. A testament to how not to get involved with a guy.

Forget that she’d loved him. That she still thought about him and fought off regrets. That doubts about leaving him pummeled her every hour at first, and still on a daily basis. The nagging sensation that she’d given up too soon and out of fear.

Yeah, forget all that.

“The length doesn’t matter,” he grumbled.

She almost laughed. “Typical guy response.”

Parker nodded. “She’s got you there.”

“I figured out we made a mistake and left.” Talk about a shortcut. She bypassed all the confusion and heartache and the very real sense that she’d waded into waters well over her head the second Reid jumped through that window and covered her body as the bullets flew all those months ago.

Reid’s jaw clamped shut. “We’ve gotten off track.”

Not as far as she was concerned, because the point was not about their relationship. It was about his controlling behavior . . . which kind of was about their relationship. “I broke up with him,” she said to Parker, “but not before he implanted a tracker under the skin on my shoulder while I was out due to a knife wound.”

Parker winced as he turned to Reid. “Do you do that with all the women you propose to?”

The thought of him . . . of being one in a line . . . She pushed the idea away and concentrated on the anger welling inside her. For the first time in days she felt like herself again. Not just like a zombie wandering around, waiting to drop from exhaustion or be carted away. “Good question.”

“There was an ongoing kidnapping threat back then.” Reid offered the comment as if it explained everything.

“How long ago?” Parker asked as he took the satphone from Reid.

“I dumped him sixteen months ago.”

“Yeah, please keep saying it that way.” Reid exhaled.

She shrugged. “It’s true.”

“Good thing I have a strong ego.”

She didn’t want to think about his ego or any other part of him. He possessed unbelievable skills with a gun, in the bedroom. Everywhere, really. He could even cook, when all she bothered to do was order takeout.

Focusing on her rage was the only way to get through this. “So, my brother told you he lost contact with me, and you turned on the tracker, or whatever you did to find me, and came out here.”

Reid shrugged. “Sure.”

No, that wasn’t right. She sensed there was more to the story. Bad parts he wasn’t telling. “You just happened to be in Russia?”

A huge grin spread across Parker’s face. “Montana.”

The answer didn’t make any sense to her. “What?”

“We were supposed to ride to Montana. Luckily, we hadn’t left DC yet.”

She broke eye contact as she tried to process that bit of information. Papers blew around her feet. All harmless. The notebooks and laptops she’d collected contained the important information about the expedition. Unfortunately, most of the technology had been damaged and only the hidden notebooks survived that night.

“So, this isn’t an Alliance assignment.” Which meant they didn’t have clearance. They didn’t understand the import of what was happening out here or how a case of missing scientists made more sense than they might think. She didn’t wait for them to answer. “You have to leave. Now. Ten minutes ago, actually.”

That didn’t make sense, she knew, but there were protocols. In the event of an emergency, she needed to contact specific people, none of whom were Reid. But he could get the call out since she hadn’t been able to raise anyone on either the satellite phone or radio back at the main camp. If he waited around until right before reinforcements came, she would not be upset about that.

Reid treated her to a second exhale. This one longer and more dramatic. “That’s a ridiculous suggestion.”

Parker made a face that suggested she wouldn’t find a partner in him on this one. “It kind of is.”

“You don’t get it. This expedition is not . . .” Everything depended on her silence. Her team might need rescuing, but then again, silence might buy their freedom. She had no idea which choice to make.

She’d waited, in hiding, for the attackers to come back. For her to pick up some stray sentence that might explain what was going on and how much danger surrounded them. She’d tried to trek to their main installation that first day after waking up alone and terrified, but the buffeting winds and what she suspected was a head injury stopped her. This morning she’d made it there only to find the buildings cleared and abandoned . . . except for those hidden notebooks.

“Cara?” Reid skimmed his hand over her arm. “Finish the sentence.”

“The expedition is not on the books. It is top secret and it’s clearly gone sideways.”

“Good thing we specialize in the not-supposed-to-be-happening type of situation.” Parker walked a few steps away and started playing with the phone.

With Parker’s attention drawn away from the silent surveillance he’d been conducting, Reid took over. He didn’t say anything. Didn’t even move. He just became more . . . aware. She couldn’t explain it. But she sensed the exact moment when he flipped from intently listening to her to focusing on the area around them.

The strange covert tag team approach should have surprised her, but it didn’t. From the second she saw them climb over the crest of the hill, she sensed they were in sync. Two men cut from the same mold. Parker, younger with darker hair and a bit less of a regimented feel to him. Reid, hot, lethal, and a constant diversion from everything she should be thinking and feeling.

Which brought her zapping back to reality. She wanted their expertise, but Reid could not do his usual rush-in-and-take-over job. “You can’t be here. Hell, I’m not supposed to be here.”

“And we’re going to talk through all of that, but not right this second.” Reid spun around and glanced at Parker. “Anything?”

Parker shook his head. “We seem to be in a dead zone, and I don’t know why.”

“I was having a problem with . . .” Reid glanced at her. “. . . other equipment earlier.”

Parker kept fiddling with the phone. “That’s not good news.”

“Keep trying. We need to figure out if this is a normal technical blip or if something else is going on. Either way, we’ve got to get word to headquarters and arrange for an exfiltration for Cara and technical backup for us.”

Ignoring the part where she was not leaving that way, with her research open to being stolen, Reid’s orders qualified as the exact wrong way to handle this situation. The Alliance would swoop in and take over. Break her cover and possibly further endanger her missing team and the true reason for the expedition.

Maybe that was fine, and someone could tell her that, but until then she had to comply with the requirements given to her. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t help in another way. In a way that was much more important.

She took a step forward, putting her body between the men. “Instead of staying here or going to the main compound, you could investigate what happened to my team. That could be a violation of some oath I took, but at least you wouldn’t be messing around with the research.”

Being a good six inches taller, Reid looked right over her head to Parker. “Good point. We’ll need intel on the area and expedition parameters.”

This side of Reid she remembered all too well. She grabbed his arm and yanked. Anything to get him to listen. “I’m standing right here, telling you there are limits on what you can see. Hunting for people, protecting them, is fine. I’m saying that has to be fine.”

This time Reid spared her a quick glance. “You don’t get to make assignments.”

Air refused to fill her lungs. She tried to drag enough in, but her body wouldn’t cooperate. Not when they stood this close. It had been that way from the start for her. “I’m not stupid. The idea of having a few guys with guns around here right now sounds pretty damn good.”

A look of satisfaction crossed Reid’s face. “Then we’re agreed.”

“Almost.”

He eyed her up, ending the visual tour with a frown. “When you stumbled out here you were ten minutes away from going into shock.”

“Not anymore.” Determination and more than a touch of anger fueled her. The fuzziness that threw off her equilibrium slowly lifted.

But the details of that night refused to gel in her mind. She’d walked through every minute she could mentally grab and tried to connect it to anything. Remembered the wind and the tent. Cliff getting out his knife. Then the world went black and she awoke hours, possibly a day, later. Somehow she’d survived the exposure to the cold. Animals. The attackers.

None of it made sense.

“She does look better,” Parker said.

Reid shook his head. “I don’t care.”

That was it. The one commanding comment too far. “You are not in charge here, Reid.”

“Oh, boy,” Parker said as he mumbled something about her tone.

“And you are in charge?” Reid’s voice had gone deadly soft while he looked at her. “Is that what you’re trying to say? Because you look a mess, and last I checked this is not your area of expertise.”

She had no idea what she was talking about, but she knew they needed to work all of this out before he called in the rest of his team with rocket launchers and missiles and whatever other weapons they had in their possession.

If she wasn’t careful, something already awful could turn into an international nightmare. Escalate into an unsolvable political problem. “It’s my expedition.”

Reid opened his arms wide at his sides. “Then where is everyone? Why aren’t the comms working? Why didn’t you check in with Caleb?”

Smartass. “Those are points I need to figure out.”

Parker held his thumb over a button on the phone. “You were attacked.”

“Something like that.” One of the many things she’d lost during whatever happened was the expedition satphone. But she still knew how they worked, and she feared Parker was inching closer to making the call Reid wanted him to make.

Reid went back to studying her. Treating her like a target he needed to interrogate. “I don’t understand that answer.”

Parker nodded. “While you two work that out I’m going to keep trying to make that call to headquarters.”

Each one was more stubborn than the other. She had no idea how to break through to them. “Listen to me. Seriously, we need to comply with my protocol on this.”

Reid pulled her in closer. With his hands on her elbows and the heat of his body rolling into her, he stared down. “Say something that will explain why you’re dancing around all of this, asking for help with some things but not others. Holding on to rules that don’t matter right now.”

He was right. There was no use playing games. She could put this in language he would understand. “The Russian government thinks this is a privately funded expedition. An investigation into the Dyatlov Pass incident for a documentary.”

Reid groaned. “I had never heard about this so-called incident until a half hour ago, and now I’ve
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