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      The cold wasn’t sharp enough.

      Tina West dragged the biting mountain air deep into her lungs, a desperate attempt to freeze the tremor starting in her hands, welcoming the physical sting as a distraction.

      It failed.

      The image surfaced anyway, unwanted, relentless: vacant eyes staring from a too-still face.

      Accusing.

      Four Thanksgivings. Four years since Faith … since they’d found Faith.

      And still, the holiday clawed at Tina, dredging up the guilt she carried like stones in her pack.

      You should have seen. Should have known.

      The hard crust of snow shattered beneath her snowshoes, each forceful crunch an attempt to outpace the memories. Further from the warmth of the Stryker ranch house, deeper into the sprawling Colorado wilderness where laughter and the scent of roasting turkey couldn’t reach.

      Where, she prayed, her ghosts couldn’t follow.

      “Not today,” she whispered, the sound brittle as the ice-sheathed aspen branches overhead.

      Scout, her K-9 partner, bounded ahead, a blur of golden fur against the pristine white, his excitement a jarring counterpoint to the leaden weight in her chest. His paws churned the snow into chaotic patterns, oblivious to her internal turmoil. Training. Focus on the training. That was the only way through the day.

      The usual chatter of winter birds had fallen silent, as if the vast, indifferent landscape sensed her need for raw, empty space. Even the chittering squirrels seemed to hold their breath, leaving her miserably alone with the thoughts rattling inside her skull.

      A familiar pressure built behind her ribs, making the thin mountain air feel insufficient. She inhaled again, sharper this time, trying to push it back down. This was why she was here, pushing herself and Scout through the drifts when she could be back at the ranch, feigning normalcy amid the Stryker crew’s boisterous Thanksgiving celebration.

      This year was supposed to be different. The first Thanksgiving in four she’d woken up without immediate dread. A flicker of hope quickly extinguished. The memories always found a way to push through.

      Stop.

      Tina blinked hard, the practiced motion of checking her compass a convenient excuse to brush a gloved knuckle across a damp cheek before the cold could freeze the tear. Pointless wishes followed––a desperate yearning to rewind time, to pay attention, to decipher the shadowed fear in Faith’s eyes those last few months.

      But time travel remained impossible, leaving only the crushing weight of ‘what ifs.’

      Scout whined softly at her feet, nudging his head against her hand. He always knew. He sensed the darkness creeping in long before she fully acknowledged it.

      Kneeling, she buried her cold fingers in his thick ruff, the solid warmth of him a temporary anchor. She pressed her forehead against his for just a moment, drawing strength from his uncomplicated presence before straightening with forced resolve.

      “Come on, Scout.” She motioned forward. “Let’s get going.”

      He surged ahead through the snow, bounding like a mule deer freed from a snare. He hit a deeper drift, stumbled, vanished in a spray of powder, and then popped up completely coated, shaking his head vigorously.

      A choked sound, half-laugh, half-gasp, escaped Tina’s lips: Scout, the impromptu powdered donut. The unexpected flicker of joy was sharp, almost painful, echoing strangely in the vast silence.

      Yes. This. This focus. Training Scout. Becoming the best search and rescue K-9 team in the state. Finding the lost. Helping take down the kind of evil that festered unseen. That was the path forward. That was how she could make some small amends for failing Faith.

      She pushed off, snowshoes biting into the crusty surface, hurrying to catch up. The memory of waking this morning, stomach churning at the thought of food and forced festivity, spurred her onward. She’d practically fled the ranch, bumping up her planned training excursion.

      Her boss, Zeke Stryker, hadn’t been thrilled. The grumpy slash of his eyebrows had been almost comical as Eva, his fiancée Samantha’s four-year-old daughter, danced circles around his legs, oblivious. Zeke, the formidable ex-Special Forces commander, was reduced to a reluctant jungle gym.

      Rafe, Stryker Security’s resident tech wizard and self-proclaimed older brother, had insisted on loading her down with enough gear to survive a small apocalypse. The extra batteries, a boosted sat phone, and emergency rations fit for an arctic expedition weighed down her already stuffed pack.

      Then Derrick, aka “Mother Goose,” the team’s meticulous logistics expert, had made her promise – promise – to check in no later than 1500 hours, double-checking the gear Rafe had just meticulously repacked.

      Their concern, genuine and unwavering, felt like a bandage wrapped too tightly around her ribs, making it hard to breathe. She’d almost forgotten what it felt like, this fussing.

      Each gesture––Rafe’s over-preparedness, Derrick’s worried frown, Zeke’s reluctant permission––sent hairline fractures through the thick walls she’d painstakingly constructed around herself since … well, since everything.

      Could it be real? This unexpected clan of protectors who’d somehow adopted her?

      The thought was both comforting and profoundly unsettling. A family not monstrous to its core?

      It felt foreign, leaving her feeling full and uncomfortable, like eating too much rich food after years of scarcity. Trust felt like a language she’d forgotten how to speak.

      How could she, after everything?

      She slowed, reaching an overlook. Her breath plumed in choppy white puffs against the deepening blue sky. Below, an endless expanse of snow-laden forest tilted away, each crystalline surface reflecting the biting cold she’d wrapped around her heart like inadequate armor.

      Beautiful, untouchable, frozen. Safer that way. A landscape mirroring her own carefully guarded interior. Just like the ice queen in one of Eva’s fairy tale books. Cold, isolated, untouchable. Loveless.

      “Get a grip, Tina.” The sound of her own voice startled her.

      Scout cocked his head, regarding her with what looked suspiciously like canine judgment.

      She knelt again, adjusting the straps on Scout’s bright orange training vest, smoothing the reflective strips with unnecessary precision. “I know, I know. Starting to think you’re the sanest one on this mountain, boy.”

      She pulled up her sleeve and glanced at her watch—closer to check-in time than she’d realized. With a sigh that fogged the air, she dropped her pack into the snow and retrieved the satellite phone Rafe had practically surgically attached to her gear.

      “Time to check in with Goose,” she told Scout, a small smile touching her lips despite herself.

      Derrick hated the nickname, which only made it more perfect for the man who constantly triple-checked everyone and everything with fretful precision.

      Scout offered a goofy, tongue-lolling grin, his tail giving a tentative thump against the snow. Trust a dog to offer uncomplicated acceptance. She found herself mirroring his expression, a faint upward curve of her lips, even as her gloved fingers twisted anxiously in his fur.

      Zeke bringing this retired military K-9 needing a handler home for her had been a turning point.

      “He’ll be a perfect addition to the team if you’re willing to train him,” Zeke had said, his gaze piercing, assessing her commitment.

      She’d fallen hard for the dog and the purpose he represented and the past month had been a whirlwind of training drills whenever she wasn’t watching Eva, the intensity a welcome shield against the encroaching holiday dread.

      Tina leaned against a jumble of snow-dusted boulders, dialing the ranch. She pulled a miniature candy cane from her pocket, her one small, permissible holiday indulgence. Scanning the terrain below, she assessed potential spots to pitch her teeny tent for the night.

      The original plan had been to push further, but the weight of the day pressed down, heavy as the accumulating snow clouds clinging to the peaks.

      A breeze, colder now, teased stray strands of hair from under her hat and rattled the naked branches of nearby aspens. The silence felt different as dusk began its slow creep. Heavier, somehow watchful. The sheer vastness of the backcountry pressed in, amplifying her solitude.

      Maybe camping alone, especially today, wasn’t the brightest idea. The ghosts might find her more easily here, in the quiet dark, than back at the boisterous ranch. A chill unrelated to the dropping temperature traced a path down her spine. She shivered just as the call connected.

      “Hey, Tiny Tina.” Rafe’s voice, electronically filtered but undeniably teasing, came through the receiver. “How’s the escape … uh, I mean, training going?”

      Tina huffed, rolling her eyes at the persistent nickname. Five foot two wasn’t her fault. Still, annoying as it was, it felt like another small stitch binding her, however reluctantly, to this strange found family.

      “It’s going great,” she said, injecting forced brightness into her tone. “Scout’s loving the snow.”

      She chuckled genuinely as Scout chose that moment to flop onto his back and wriggle ecstatically in a drift. “It’s beautiful back here.”

      A faint clicking sounded through the phone, Rafe likely pulling up her tracker data.

      A low whistle followed. “GPS says you’ve covered some serious ground. Over fifteen miles already.”

      “Really?” The number was both energizing and exhausting.

      Sore muscles were definitely in her future.

      “Yeah, well, hold up.” Rafe’s tone shifted, losing some of its habitual levity. “Listen, we just got word a backcountry skier hasn’t checked in. Overdue.”

      He sighed, a static-filled sound. “His GPS tracker pinged last in your general vicinity. Called the local PD to get details. Chief didn’t seem overly concerned yet, standard procedure, you know, but the guy’s mom is apparently frantic.”

      Rafe let out a short snicker, and despite herself, Tina felt a grin tug at her lips. The tough-as-nails ex-military men at Stryker Security had a collective soft spot, and it was entirely occupied by four-year-old Eva. Anyone else, especially adults deemed capable, received minimal coddling.

      “Search and Rescue called out yet?” Tina asked, her pulse kicking up a notch.

      Anticipation warred with a familiar anxiety. A real mission. A chance to help. But the ‘what ifs’ immediately followed:

      What if she couldn’t find him? What if they walked right past? What if she failed?

      She poured water from her canteen into Scout’s collapsible bowl, the simple action helping to steady her hand.

      “Nah, Chief said standard protocol waits till morning unless conditions worsen drastically or new info comes in,” Rafe replied.

      “Okay. We’ll start looking now.” The decision was reflexive, immediate.

      “Whoa, hold on there, Mighty Mouse.” Rafe’s voice held a distinct note of caution, the joking tone overlaid with genuine concern. “Look, chances are this guy just busted his tracker or decided to extend his trip and forgot to tell Mommy. He’ll probably ski out tomorrow morning wondering what all the fuss is about.”

      His voice hardened. “Do not compromise your safety or Scout’s for someone we’re not even sure needs rescuing yet. Stick to your planned route and keep your head on a swivel. No heroics.”

      Tina bristled, the implication stinging. “Watch it, Rafe, or I’ll start calling you Goose,” she retorted, forcing a light laugh she didn’t feel.

      “Psht, whatever. Doesn’t change the facts. You charge into things.” A beat of silence, then a huff. “Look, I just … I know you. You’ll put yourself at risk to help someone else without thinking twice.”

      “And you guys don’t?” she shot back, unable to keep the edge from her voice.

      “We’ve got years of specialized training, Tina. You’re still learning.” The words weren’t unkind, just factual, but they landed like tiny barbs.

      She jabbed at the buttons on her GPS unit with more force than necessary, Rafe’s protective tone registering somewhere beneath her irritation.

      “Hey,” Rafe said, his voice softening after another pause. “Before you get your snow pants in a twist, I’m just saying be careful. All right? I … uh … kinda like having a little sister around to annoy again.”

      Okay.

      That threw her. She fiddled unnecessarily with the GPS screen, blinking hard as the coordinates blurred. She adjusted her wool hat lower, using the motion to press the heel of her gloved palm against the corner of her eye before any unwelcome moisture could spill.

      “I’ll be careful,” she managed, clearing her throat. “What’s the guy’s name?”

      “Bishop. He’s a cop here in town, Glenwood PD.”

      Officer Bishop. Local cop.

      Added pressure. Added scrutiny if things went wrong.

      She tightened her grip on the phone, focusing purely on the mission parameters. Last known coordinates. Time since last contact. Potential hazards in the area. Her mind compartmentalized, shifting into professional mode.

      “Got it,” she said, her voice steady now. “Give me the last coordinates.”

      She jotted them down as Rafe read them off.

      “Okay. I’ll start a grid search pattern toward that area. Planning on setting up camp before full dark regardless. I’ll check in if I find anything, otherwise, expect my call first thing in the morning unless conditions change.”

      “Copy that. Coordinates sent to your device, too. Keep alert out there. Don’t want the mountain lions getting any easy snacks.” Rafe attempted a chuckle, but the underlying worry was still there. “Sweet dreams, Tasty Tina.”

      He hung up.

      Tina stared at the silent phone for a moment, the electronic beep echoing the sudden silence of the mountains.

      Mountain lions?

      Rafe’s parting comment, meant to be light, lodged itself uncomfortably in her mind. Of course, mountain lions roamed these mountains. But surely they wouldn’t approach with Scout nearby?

      She grumbled, shoving the phone back into her pack and retrieving her water bottle. Still, Rafe’s words resonated, pinging against the survival training protocols ingrained over the past months.

      Ambush predators. Attack from above and behind.

      Her gaze tracked upward, scanning the rocky outcrops and dense stands of pine looming above her current position on the overlook. Nothing moved.

      Shadows stretched longer now, bleeding between the dark trunks of the pines. The afternoon light was fading fast, the sun already dipping behind the western peaks, painting the snowfields in hues of bruised purple and fading gold. The Stryker ranch felt impossibly far away.

      Training with Scout was supposed to empower her and give her control. But something about the encroaching darkness, the vast indifference of the wilderness, and the sudden weight of a potential life hanging in the balance had her checking the sat phone’s signal bars again.

      Scout, however, suddenly went rigid beside her. His ears swiveled forward, sharp and focused, his body tensing like a drawn bowstring. Tina’s hand automatically went to the canister of bear spray holstered on her hip belt, her training overriding the sudden spike of adrenaline. She scanned the tree line, eyes straining against the deepening gloom, listening intently.

      Crack.

      The sound was sharp and distinct, snapping the profound silence somewhere off to her right, deeper in the timber. Scout let out a low, guttural growl, a sound utterly unlike his usual playful noises. Before Tina could react, before she could even process the warning rumbling in his chest, he bolted. A flash of gold disappearing into the thickening dusk toward the sound.

      “Scout!” she hissed, the name choked by a sudden, visceral fear that clawed its way up her throat.

      The forest fell utterly, eerily silent once more. Only the ragged sound of her own breathing and the frantic pounding of her heart against her ribs filled the void. Then, in the distance, muffled by the trees and the snow––barking.

      Not Scout’s playful yelp, not his alert bark for finding a dropped glove during training. This was urgent, frantic, the high-pitched, insistent sound he’d been trained to use only when he found something.

      Or someone.

      Darkness swallowed the trees whole, erasing the horizon. Driven by instinct, training, and a chilling surge of fear, Tina plunged forward into the shadows, following the desperate sound of her partner’s bark into the unforgiving wilderness.

      Her mind raced, caught between the primal fear of unseen predators and the burgeoning possibility that somewhere in the freezing dark, a man named Bishop was fighting for his life.
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      Agony first, then numbness.

      A treacherous crawl up his fingers, stealing sensation, leaving behind a brittle, burning cold that felt alarmingly like fire.

      Milo Bishop clawed uselessly at the compacted snowdrift, each desperate scrape sending shards of ice-pain shooting through his knuckles up his wrists. The wind, a physical entity in this shadowed gulch, ripped at his exposed skin, seeking any gap in his gear with malicious intent.

      He tore off his glove, a clumsy, fumbling process with fingers that refused to bend, and jammed his hand under his armpit. The sudden, searing heat against the frozen flesh was a paradox, a biological alarm screaming danger even as it offered a flicker of relief. White spots danced behind his eyelids.

      Forty-three minutes.

      The digital display on his watch had glared 4:17 p.m. when he’d last checked, just moments ago, confirming the death sentence November’s failing daylight was delivering.

      Forty-three minutes until sunset claimed even the highest peaks, plunging this already frigid hollow into absolute darkness. Maybe two hours until the insidious creep of hypothermia claimed his extremities entirely.

      Four hours, tops, before his core temperature plummeted to unsurvivable levels. He knew the grim timeline and had drilled it into rookies himself during winter survival training. He knew the brutal efficiency of mountain cold.

      His gaze fell on the pathetic indentation he’d managed to gouge from the drift. Some shelter. It wouldn’t keep a field mouse alive through the night, let alone a six-foot-two man with a knee screaming in protest at every slight movement.

      The slope loomed above him, treacherous, mocking, still scarred with the tracks of his humiliating, uncontrolled descent. A rock hiding beneath a deceptive layer of powder had snagged his ski edge, sending him cartwheeling through brittle pine branches and deep drifts.

      His pack, ripped from his back during the tumble, was gone – taking his emergency Bivvy sack, fire starter, extra layers, everything, leaving him with just the clothes on his back and a rapidly diminishing chance of seeing sunrise.

      The impact, when he finally stopped tumbling, that had likely shredded ligaments in his knee was secondary now to the cold that was actively trying to kill him.

      Darn it, Jase.

      If his brother had just shown up, and hadn’t bailed on their annual Thanksgiving ski trip with some lame excuse about poker, Milo wouldn’t be here. His head would have been in the game, focused on the terrain, not distracted by irritation and the familiar weight of responsibility Jase so easily shrugged off.

      But no, that wasn’t fair.

      It wasn’t Jase’s fault Milo hadn’t replaced his pack when the chest buckle broke. Wasn’t Jase’s fault he’d made the amateur mistake of coming out alone, under-equipped, chasing a phantom sense of freedom that always seemed to elude him.

      A growl, low and guttural, tore from his throat, crystallizing instantly in the frigid air. He wrestled his stiff hand back into the glove, the simple action requiring agonizing concentration.

      Using a jagged piece of bark he’d found near the base of a pine, he attacked the snowdrift again, the sound a harsh scraping against the packed surface, like steel on graveyard soil. Each ragged breath puffed white, vanishing instantly. His lungs burned.

      He shifted his weight, trying to get better leverage, and white-hot agony exploded in his knee. He buckled, collapsing onto the snow with a strangled cry.

      “Aaagh! Stupid knee! Stupid mountain!” He flung the bark shard into the drift with useless fury.

      Lying there, snow melting beneath his back only to refreeze against his layers, humiliation washed over him.

      Coming out alone––what an idiot.

      Recklessness always bit him. Life only worked when he kept things tight, controlled, adhering to the plan.

      Duty first. Responsibility always.

      Ever since his father’s murder, that had been the mantra. His mom and Jase depended on him.

      The image flashed––his mother, years ago, withered to a shadow, eyes bruised with exhaustion from working two jobs, eighty-plus hours a week at minimum wage, just to keep them afloat.

      That image had driven him onto the force instead of into college. That and the burning need to put low-lifes like the one who killed his father behind bars. Keep the Jases of the world safe, even if Milo’s own carefree youth was the price.

      What would happen if he froze out here? If his stupid, impulsive decision to chase a few hours of backcountry freedom meant his mom lost him, too? Meant she’d be back to that grinding poverty he’d worked so hard to pull her from?

      The thought was a physical blow, tightening his chest until he could barely draw breath. His jaw clenched so hard his molars threatened to crack.

      The wind howled again, a low moan through the pines that seemed to shape itself into … his name?

      “Milo…”

      He held his breath, straining to hear over the blood pounding in his ears. Nothing. Just the wind, the desolate creak of frozen branches.

      Great.

      Stranded, freezing, and now hallucinating.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, pushing the sound away with a huff. Focus. Dig. Survive.

      His hands stung, raw and clumsy, each scoop of snow sending fresh jolts of pain. He glanced upward again, squinting against the bite of the wind. Could he crawl back up? Find the pack?

      The slope looked impossibly steep, coated in deepening blue shadow. Putting weight on his leg was out of the question. Crawling? Maybe. But the light was fading too fast.

      Already, the bottom of the gulch was a pool of indigo, the last rays of sun clinging only to the highest, most distant peaks like alpenglow on bruised knuckles. Dusk swallowed these hollows first. The temperature plummeted faster here than anywhere else on the mountain––another fact hammered into rookies.

      Time was running out. He had to make a shelter, however pathetic. He attacked the snow again, gritting his teeth against the pain radiating from his knee and the fire licking at his fingers. He’d lose toes. Maybe fingers.

      Which would be worse? Fingers or toes?

      Most women would balk at a three-fingered man. Toes he could hide. Not that romance was even on the radar. Not until Jase was through college and established. Then, maybe…

      He shook his head, trying to clear the fog thickening his thoughts. Bachelorhood probably suited his line of work anyway. Never wanted to leave a wife struggling like his mom had. He hadn’t had a real date since…sophomore year?

      Was that right?

      Now, he was contemplating frostbite’s impact on hypothetical marriage prospects? The cold wasn’t just freezing his body; it was slushing his brain.

      Survive the night. That was the only plan now. Someone would come. Eventually. His mom would have called SAR by morning when he didn’t check in. Humiliating, but necessary. He just had to last.

      A sudden rush of sound––frantic scrabbling, panting––snapped his head around. Adrenaline surged, cold forgotten for a terrifying second.

      Wolf?

      Mountain lion?

      Freezing seemed marginally better than being mauled.

      A large dog, black fur dusted with snow, burst from the trees, a bright orange pack harnessed to its back. It careened toward him, tongue lolling in what looked disturbingly like a grin, and slammed into his chest with the force of a small avalanche. The impact drove the air from his lungs in a whoosh, sending a fresh wave of agony through his knee.

      The dog vibrated with sheer, unadulterated joy, its tail whipping frantic arcs, dusting Milo’s face with fine snow. Then, a warm, wet tongue began an enthusiastic assault on his frost-numbed cheeks. Despite the pain, the shock, a strangled laugh escaped him.

      He tried weakly to push the exuberant beast off. “Okay … okay, boy. You found me.”

      How? SAR wasn’t due out until morning. Had his mom panicked already? Called someone? The thought brought a fresh wave of embarrassment. Rescued already. By a dog.

      “Scout, for goodness’ sake, let the man breathe!”

      The voice, female, exasperated but clear, cut through the wind. It came from the direction the dog had appeared. Scout planted massive paws against Milo’s chest like springboards and launched himself toward the sound, releasing Milo abruptly.

      Milo’s head thudded against the compacted snow of his failed shelter, a white-hot flash exploding behind his eyelids. Just great. Frozen fingers, throbbing knee, and now a concussion to top it off.

      The crunch of snowshoes approached. A figure knelt beside him. He squinted one eye open, the other squeezed shut against the throbbing in his skull.

      “Officer Bishop?”

      His name breathed out in a cloud of condensation that carried the improbable scent of peppermint. It cut sharply through the sterile pine and snow-crisp air, a jarring, almost hallucinatory contrast against the desolate winterscape.

      For a delirious moment, his freezing brain wondered if he’d conjured some kind of Christmas angel out of sheer desperation.

      Wisps of blonde hair escaped her dark stocking cap, dancing around her face with each exhale. Her cheeks were flushed pink, the exact shade of the alpenglow hitting the distant peaks. Even bundled in layers of winter gear, she looked…small.

      Compact.

      All enormous, concerned eyes and a determined set to her jaw. If he could stand without his treacherous knee collapsing, she’d barely reach his shoulder. Vulnerable? No, that wasn’t the word. Capable. That’s what radiated from her.

      He scanned the trees behind her. Empty. What was this woman doing out here alone?

      She yanked off her glove with her teeth, a surprisingly primal gesture that somehow didn’t seem out of place on her, and pressed her bare fingers against his cheek. The warmth was shocking, electrifying against his numb skin. He inhaled sharply. Her touch trailed down, professional yet strangely intimate, finding the pulse point at his wrist.

      Beneath her fingertips, his heartbeat leaped, accelerating, betraying him far more effectively than any police interrogation could. He felt the heat rise in his own neck, a ridiculous flush of awareness amidst the freezing crisis.

      Would she feel it? Misinterpret it as shock or realize it was her proximity, her touch, that sent his pulse skittering?

      Her light brown eyes widened. Alarm flickered there. Was he worse off than he thought?

      Closer to the edge?

      “Sir? Are you okay? Can you talk to me?” Her questions, calm and direct, snapped him back from the brink of his dazed assessment.

      “Yeah.” The word scraped past his dry throat. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      He pushed himself up, gritting his teeth against the renewed assault of pain from his knee and the throbbing in his head. “Just … busted my knee.”

      Fine? He was miles from fine. Played the fool skiing out here ill-prepared, crashed like a novice, freezing to death, and now … now this tiny, competent, startlingly beautiful woman was witness to his utter failure. The universe clearly had a sick sense of humor.

      He looked at her again, kneeling beside him in the trampled snow, her slight frame somehow projecting more solidity and reliability than the entire mountain beneath them.

      The fading light, that last gasp of bruised purple before true nightfall, caught hidden strands of gold in her blonde hair, nuances not visible in the initial gloom. Her eyes, the color of warm cinnamon, held a focused intensity that belied their size.

      That’s it.

      No more risks.

      No more impulsive adventures chasing some feeling Jase seemed to find so easily.

      Stick to the plan.

      Control.

      Impulsive decisions only ever resulted in trouble.

      He glanced from his wrecked knee to the woman who had appeared like a peppermint-scented miracle.

      And, apparently, embarrassing rescues by unexpected angels.
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      Please don’t recognize me.

      Tina silently prayed as Milo’s crystalline blue eyes flickered open, searching her face with surprising intensity for a man half-frozen in the wilderness.

      The ghost of her teenage self—invisible, awkward, hopelessly infatuated—threatened to resurface, paralyzing her when competence mattered most.

      Dusk was claiming the mountain faster than she’d calculated. The temperature would plummet within the hour.

      One sleeping bag.

      One tiny tent.

      And the only person she’d ever watched from afar with such desperate longing—whose casual smiles she’d collected like precious treasures, storing each one away where no one could see.

      “You’re real,” he murmured, voice rough with cold as he struggled to sit upright.

      Late afternoon shadows stretched across his face, highlighting cheekbones she’d once memorized from across crowded high school hallways. The mountain air suddenly felt insufficient as she struggled to breathe normally.

      Milo Bishop.

      I’m rescuing Milo “Hotstuff” Bishop.

      Tina tried to calm her inner freak out as Milo sat up with a grimace.

      It didn’t work.

      The wilderness around them vanished as seventeen-year-old Tina resurfaced, complete with clammy palms, an inability to string together coherent sentences, and memories that made her cringe in embarrassment.

      How she’d sit by the front window of her foster home, book open but unread, waiting for Jase, her foster brother’s best friend who happened to be Milo’s younger brother, to arrive. The seconds stretching as she calculated the perfect moment to look up, heart racing when Milo’s car pulled into the driveway to drop Jase off.

      The same heart that now thundered in her chest as pine branches creaked above them, the wilderness closing in with the approaching darkness—making this chance encounter feel impossibly intimate compared to those carefully orchestrated moments of her youth.

      Worse were those endless study hours in the school library, her textbook ignored, every nerve alert to Milo’s presence at his regular table, her silent prayers for him to turn around heavy in her chest.

      Wow.

      Had she really been that pathetic?

      The memory ambushed her—that one magical afternoon when he’d drifted to the shelves near her table, his fingers trailing along book spines just feet away. His smile had lit up the space between them, his “hello” rumbling through her in that deep, velvet voice, short-circuiting her brain.

      Her words had evaporated mid-sentence, mouth opening and closing while her brain frantically searched for anything intelligible. Heat had climbed from her neck to her hairline as his eyes crinkled at the corners, lips pressing together to trap what was surely laughter at her expense.

      She’d stopped stalking him during study hour after that, preferring to hide in the far corner where the encyclopedias collected dust.

      Now, kneeling beside him in the snow, that same heat threatened to return, powerful enough to melt the mountainside beneath them.

      And, here he sat, still every inch “Hotstuff” Bishop, needing her to rescue him. Tina rolled her eyes as his gaze swept the clearing, where the snow glowed pink-gold in the final rays of sunlight.

      Who was she kidding? His decent snow cave—far better constructed than she could have managed herself—would’ve kept him alive through the night without her. The mountain didn’t seem to be playing favorites with either of them.

      Please, please don’t let him recognize me.

      The atrocious glasses that once swallowed half her face were long gone—maybe her teenage identity died with them, too.

      She just had to snap out of it and focus on rescuing the hero in distress.

      “Are you out here by yourself?” Milo groaned and rubbed his knee, his breath forming small clouds that dissolved between them before turning his baby blues her way.

      Those blue eyes stunned even more up close—summer sky captured in winter wilderness, the only warm thing in this entire frozen gulch. She curled her fingers inside her gloves to stop herself from reaching out to him.

      “Yeah.” Tina cleared her throat. “Scout and I are on an overnight training trip. When I called home to Stryker Security to check in, I was told you might be out here.”

      Tina shifted to his leg. Was it broken or just badly sprained? Before touching him, she glanced up at him in question and smiled.

      “I’m Tina, by the way. Tina West.” She unzipped her emergency kit with practiced efficiency, the sound harsh against the mountain silence.

      Her fingers fumbled with the clasp—a betrayal of her outward calm.

      “Milo, but I guess you already know that.” He shifted his weight, wincing as a jolt of pain shot through his leg.

      Each word emerged through clenched teeth as he braced one palm against the packed snow.

      “How’s your knee?” She pressed her palm against the sides of his leg with a gentle firmness that belied the tremor in her fingers.

      The professional gesture felt strangely intimate as she assessed the swelling beneath the snow-dampened fabric, her breath catching when he winced.

      “Twisted.” Geesh, his scowl was even handsome. “I went one way as I tumbled down the hill, and my leg went the other.”

      “So, you don’t think it’s broken?” If it wasn’t, she could work on getting hot food in him and setting up the tent.

      “Nah. I think it’s just sprained. Can’t put pressure on it, though.” He attempted to flex his foot and regretted it, a sharp hiss escaping between his teeth.

      “That’s good.” She shrugged off her pack, the weight landing with a muffled thump in the snow.

      She attacked the buckles with methodical focus, delving elbow-deep into its contents while avoiding his gaze. The organized chaos inside reflected her scrambled thoughts—everything she needed was technically present but harder to locate with him watching.

      How much stuff did the guys add to her gear?

      She pulled out a collapsible shovel, two emergency blankets, and a hand warmer
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