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      Benjamin Steele just wanted to go on a well-earned vacation in Alaska. But instead he finds himself on a flight with Megan Foster, the one woman he’d ever loved. When their plane goes down in a fiery crash, Benjamin finds himself acting as protector to Megan and her little charge, Logan. Making matters worse, he quickly realizes someone is out there trying to kill one of them. The Navy SEAL wasn’t looking for romance, but it’s hard not to think about such things when Megan is near him. As they work together to escape danger, Ben feels unwanted stirrings in a heart he’d nearly forgotten he had.

      As Logan’s nanny, Megan knows two things—she needs to get Logan safely back to his parents, and Ben is the best bet she has. Though he’d left her heartbroken years before, she trusts that he can protect them both. What she doesn’t realize is that Ben is a different man than the one who abandoned her, and it’s impossible to ignore the chemistry burning between them. As the danger increases and those hunting them draw ever closer, she’s finding it more difficult to resist his quiet strength. But will he still be around to protect her when they’re safe? Or will old habits kick in and leave her heartbroken once again?
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      Benjamin Steele rolled his shoulders and tried to relax as he paced the airport gate. His upcoming flight from Anchorage to Fairbanks had him on edge. Flying didn't bother him as long as he was the person in the cockpit, the one making the decisions.  Something about putting his life in a complete stranger’s hands, even for the brief flight to his buddy’s place for a much-needed fishing vacation, just didn’t sit well.

      He checked his watch and paced back and forth in front of the floor to ceiling windows that showcased the sprawling Alaska Range, a fortress of snowy peaks and unforgiving terrain. Land that was beautiful but also deadly if you ventured into the wilderness unprepared. Of course, as a Navy SEAL, he prided himself on being prepared for any danger that might come his way. He was great in a crisis—but terrible at sitting around with nothing to do. He pressed his fingers to the back of his neck, kneading the dull ache pulsing under his skin.

      He needed to chill and focus on the destination—not the journey to get there. A screech and little footsteps pounded down the hall, and he turned just as a freckled-faced toddler slammed into his leg.

      The boy looked up, flashed a shy, gap-toothed grin, and whispered “Sowwy.”

      Ben sighed and looked around for the parent. There was only a handful of people at the gate: an elderly couple passing the time with a book apiece, a teenager bopping to the beat from a pair of bright red headphones, and a businessman with a briefcase at his feet and a cellphone to his ear. No one seemed in the least bit concerned for a missing child. Ben released a pent-up breath and crouched down to eye level. He wasn’t good with kids. Only one of his teammates had children, and on the rare occasion he visited the house, he never could seem to engage with them.

      He released a pent-up breath, still scanning the crowd for a caregiver. "Where's your mom, kid?"

      “I dunno.” He shrugged his shoulders, not seeming bothered in the least. An impish grin was still plastered to his face. That, at least, was a relief. Ben had no clue what he’d do if the kid started bawling. Instead, the boy seemed much more interested in examining Ben. “What’s dis?”

      Ben froze as the kid stepped closer and touched his face. “You have a boo-boo.” The boy poked his tiny finger at an old shrapnel scar that snaked down his chin. “Don’t be sad. I have superhero Band-aids.” He smiled brightly, as though he was quite pleased with himself for thinking of the idea.

      “Ah…It feels fine, but thanks. Let’s find whoever lost you.” He started to rise, then sank back down when the boy’s lip quivered.

      “Lost?” His voice trembled and he glanced around with frantic eyes. When he turned back to look at Ben, his chin wobbled, and a fat tear escaped the corner of his eye. Damn it. Ben shouldn’t have said the word—it was like he’d broken some kind of spell and abruptly forced the kid realize his parents weren’t around.

      The boy bit his bottom lip, shoulders shaking. “Meggy. Meggy!” he wailed.

      Ben scanned the area, waiting to see if someone rushed forward at the sound of the cries…but no one came. Great. Just what the needed—a toddler on the verge of an apocalyptic meltdown with no caregiver in sight. “Whoa, whoa. Just calm down a sec. We’ll figure this out and find your…Meggy.” Whoever the hell that was. Maybe it was some weird way of saying Mama?

      Some of the tension in the back of his neck dissipated when he saw a young woman sprinting through the gate, directly toward them, arms piled with luggage. There was something familiar about the long legs and slender build, the way she moved with natural grace despite the awkward amount of baggage she held. With each step the woman took, though, his chest constricted more, sealing off his breath with a painful gasp of recognition. She seemed utterly unaware of who he was as she fell to her knees in front of the boy.

      “Oh, thank goodness. Logan, you know better than to leave my side.” She cupped the kid’s chubby cheeks and kissed his forehead a few times in quick succession. “Are you okay?”

      The boy nodded solemnly and tucked himself against her side. Then, Megan Foster’s hazel eyes connected with his for the first time in eight years. In an instant, shock and recognition swept over her face, and her eyes widened.

      Eyes that he’d gotten lost in the moment he’d met her at the University of California where he’d been studying on a Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps scholarship.

      Eyes that would fill with passion when he kissed the sensitive skin at the nape of her neck or settled between her thighs.

      Eyes that had darkened with hurt and a clear sense of betrayal the last time he’d seen her—the time he’d left her behind.

      The woman standing in front of him once had the power to steal his heart. That was why he'd done what any self-preserving man would—run like hell. His skin prickled as he recalled the day he'd realized how serious their relationship had grown. She’d suggested moving in together—had talked about what their future might be. He’d panicked, and had immediately applied for the SEAL program to escape their relationship.

      And yet despite everything he’d done to separate himself from her, picturing her lovely face was what had gotten him through the hellish training that had molded him into the powerful force he'd become.

      He’d left her, the one woman he’d ever loved, because life had taught him at an early age that the people you cared about would disappear when the going got tough, or when a better opportunity presented itself. The only way to protect yourself was to leave first, before you got too attached. And that was exactly what he’d done.

      “Ben…” Her voice was a little breathless. Was it from the frantic run, or was her pulse pounding as his was over the impromptu reunion? “What are you doing here?”

      He raked his hand through his hair. It had gotten a bit too long over the last few missions. “I have a week of leave, and I’m meeting up with a buddy at his family’s fishing retreat.”

      “I’m hungry, Meggy,” The toddler softly demanded.

      "Okay, honey. Let's get ourselves to the gate and then we'll find you a snack." She brushed the hair away from his forehead and stood up, preparing to leave with the boy—with her son. He didn’t know why the kid called her by her first name instead of Mama, but the love between her and the child was clear. This was her family—the family Ben couldn’t have given her. The family she’d created with someone else. She didn't wear a ring, but that didn't mean anything nowadays. The kid alone was proof that there was someone in her life. No one seemed to be coming to join the pair, but maybe the guy was in the bathroom, or maybe Megan and her son were flying to meet her husband.

      There was a pang in Ben's heart. She'd wanted to build a life with him, and he'd walked away. A heaviness settled over his limbs, but he schooled his expression. He had no right to be jealous of the man who had claimed her. No reason to imagine the boy she tenderly nurtured might've been his if things had gone differently. "I promised him a bagel and cream cheese—his kryptonite." Megan offered Ben a shy smile, and his heart responded with a dull thud. He rubbed his chest and tried to tell himself it was nothing but heartburn from too much coffee that morning. It wasn’t—couldn’t be—anything else. Maybe he had loved her once, but love didn’t last. It made you vulnerable and then shattered your soul when the person you cared for inevitably left.

      “Well, let me help you then.” He should let them walk away, turn and go to his own gate, and forget he ever ran into Megan. Something compelled him to reach for the mini Paw Patrol suitcase though, and the realization that he wanted to be in her presence just a little bit longer was a swift kick to his solar plexus. Guilt over how he’d left, and the desire to know everything she’d done with her life in the time since, had him picking up the carry-on that would barely come under the size limitations, then a bulging black suitcase. He easily threw the carry-on duffle over his shoulder and took the other luggage with his left hand. He’d walk them to their gate, ensure they were settled, and then move on. Even though he had no right to feel the ugly jealously that was currently swarming inside his chest, he didn’t want to meet the lucky bastard who got to hold her close at night. Not when he could keenly recall how perfectly she’d fit against him.

      "I wouldn't want to stand between a kid and his favorite snack." There was hesitation in her eyes.

      “Are you waiting on anyone?” God, that sounded pathetic—but relief crashed over him when she shook her head. He didn’t want to be awkwardly introduced to her significant other.

      Maybe her boyfriend or husband was in the picture, but it was becoming increasingly unlikely that he was travelling with them. She certainly didn’t seem to give his question a second thought as she hoisted the boy up and started to follow Ben. Had she met someone in college after he’d left? Fallen in love with a coworker when she entered the workforce? Whoever she was with better treat her right and recognize how special she was. This guy needed to treat her better than Ben had. Even if it was for the best, he still regretted leaving her the way he did.

      “I can carry that stuff, Ben. Really, I do it all the time.”

      “Let me give your arms a rest, then. Besides, they already look pretty full to me,” he said nodding toward the kid. He didn’t like what her words alluded to—that maybe Logan’s father wasn’t very helpful. Didn’t matter that Megan was strong and capable, a man should never let a woman shoulder all the load without trying to help. He clenched his jaw and easily maneuvered them through a small crowd, purposely walking between Megan and the other travelers to shield her and the child from being touched or bumped. The least he could do was help them to their gate. The way he’d walked away from her eight years ago still left an empty hole in his gut, and he’d never forget the devastation in her eyes when he told her he not only wasn’t ready to move in with her, but he’d enlisted to get away. She’d deserved better.

      “What gate are you headed to?”

      “B7.” She tossed her hair away from her face in one fluid motion. He’d always had a fascination with her hair; it was neither blonde nor brown but waves of dark gold that fell down her shoulders and down her back. “Flight seventy-fifty to Fairbanks.”

      “No kidding," he mused. Part of him was thrilled to find out she was on the same flight as him. The other part wished they'd never bumped into one another because old, uncomfortable feelings were twisting and tangling in his stomach, making him wish for things that were even more impossible now than they’d been almost a decade ago. "That's where I'm going, too.”

      “This is so weird. Such a strange coincidence,” she laughed it off, but her eyes spoke to deeper emotions going on inside.

      Fate. The word popped into his mind, and he shook it away. This wasn't the time to be going all spiritual and shit. It was merely a fluke meeting that would end with them parting ways at the airport in Fairbanks. When they finally made it to their gate, Megan took Logan up to a donut shop close by to get him his bagel, while he offered to stay with her bags. Even from the waiting area, the air was rich with the scent of freshly ground beans and an undertone of cinnamon and flour. She returned, carrying two Styrofoam cups, as Logan trotted alongside her. Ben tried not to focus on the soft sway of her hips, but it was damn near impossible.

      She wore dark jeans that hugged her body and tall leather boots that stopped at her knees. The olive-green sweater might’ve been plain on someone else, but it brought out the kaleidoscope of color flecked in her eyes. Megan had always been a T-shirt and jeans kind of girl, but she looked anything but simple. Her beauty was one that didn’t need adornments or flashy garments—she could steal any man’s breath all on her own.

      Megan held one of the drinks out to him and shifted her weight to her left hip. “A thank you for helping me lug all the bags.” She placed her own down on a table nestled between the seats and opened the brown paper bag.

      Logan’s eyes lit up as Megan spread a thick layer of cream cheese over the bagel and passed it to him. The delight on the kid’s face as he sank his teeth in actually made Ben chuckle. After the tension of back-to-back missions over the past few months, it was nice to laugh.

      "You didn't have to," he protested as he lifted the coffee to his lips and eyed her over the rim. "But I could use it." One sip of the espresso, steamed milk, and toasted hazelnut brought him back to senior year when they'd grab a drink and muffins almost every day before heading to class. After all this time, she’d remembered his favorite drink. Or at least, the drink that used to be his favorite. He hadn’t had a hazelnut macchiato since he’d left California. The taste was brewed with so many bittersweet memories, some that he couldn’t face. Anyway, they never tasted as good when she wasn’t by his side.

      They exchanged a glance, the air around them thickening with unspoken disappointments. What would have happened if he’d taken a chance on their relationship and moved into an apartment with her? Maybe they would have been happy. But probably not.

      Megan busied herself by keeping Logan entertained, and Ben scrolled blindly through his phone, trying to keep his eyes from wandering over to her. She was so beautiful. It was one of the things that had initially drawn him to her, but it was more than her physical appearance that was attractive. She was determined and sweet. Nurturing, but bold and resolute. The click of heels sounded to his left, and he glanced over his shoulder. A flight attendant was crossing the small waiting area and stopped in front of them.

      “Good morning.” The woman was older—maybe late forties—and had her dark hair drawn away from her face in a professional bun of some sort. “Are you waiting for flight seven-fifty to Fairbanks?”

      “Yes.” He sat up a little straighter and Megan nodded.

      "Wonderful. The pilot has arrived, and we're ready to begin boarding." The flight attendant smiled and gestured for them to follow. Megan stood, lifting Logan on her hip, and reached for the bags just as Ben did. His skin brushed against hers, and goosebumps shot up his arm. They’d always had crazy chemistry, and it appeared it hadn’t been dampened with time. Megan removed her hand from the suitcase, and he took charge, collecting the luggage. He walked behind her, appreciating the feminine curve of her hips and backside.

      "It's going to be a quiet flight,” the attendant told them. “It’s a small plane and we had some last-minute cancellations, so you're the only three traveling today. You'll have your pick of thirty-seven seats," the woman said with a laugh and began scanning their boarding passes.

      Once they boarded the Bombardier Dash, he was faced with the dilemma of where to sit. With Megan and Logan being the only other passengers, it would be an awkward hours-long flight with them sitting rows apart, and only slightly less awkward if he sat across from them. He chose the window seat directly across from their row. With Megan seated next to the aisle, maybe they’d have time to talk once the flight was underway. Was he dreading it, or hoping for the conversation to happen? She seemed engrossed in settling the boy, pulling colorful board books from the carry-on.

      Ben resolved that if he got the chance, he would apologize for the way he’d ended things between them. It would be nice to learn what her life was like now, maybe get some closure for himself. He wouldn’t blame her if she wanted to ignore him—or hell, even scream at him—she was absolutely entitled.

      Either way, it would be an interesting flight.
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      Megan swallowed hard as old memories bombarded her. Ones where Ben held her tightly against him after thoroughly loving her. Ones where they snuggled together talking and laughing for hours. And then there was the memory that had left her hardened to any other man. The look in his eyes when she’d suggested they rent an apartment together. His brows had shot up as his eyes had flashed with panic, and then—worse—steeled over, blocking her out. In an instant, Ben had bailed on her and signed up for the SEALs. He’d shattered her soul-deep, but she was strong and had dealt with the pain. It wasn’t the first time she’d been left by a man she loved. Her father had walked away when she was only seven and started fresh with a younger wife who had children of her own—and that family had instantly trumped Megan and her brother and sister. That's why it was such a big deal that she'd opened her heart to Ben. She hadn’t wanted to end up like her mother, so utterly crushed that she never fully regained her sense of self. Of course, she'd been scared to fall for Ben, but her love had outweighed the fear. She’d believed that Ben would never hurt her that way, that she could trust him with her  happiness and her future—and she'd been proven wrong.

      Now the one man she’d given her heart to was sitting on the same airplane, with only a thin strip of aisle separating them. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, and her mouth went dry. He wore a fitted charcoal sweater and straight, dark jeans that complimented his toned body. Gosh, he was so handsome with sculpted cheekbones and a strong jaw. His hair was longer than it had been, brushing the base of his neck. The length made him look more rugged and more than a little dangerous. A scar slashed across his chin, only adding to the aura of a tough military man. She bit at her lip and rummaged through her duffel bag to unload more toys and games for Logan. If she kept him busy, he'd be an angel and hopefully, his chatter and enthusiasm would be enough to keep her mind off past regrets.

      If only she hadn’t run into Ben, she’d be completely relaxed on the flight to join Logan’s parents at the medical convention they were attending. She reminded herself that, relaxed or not, she just needed to make it through the next few hours, and then Ben would go his separate way. If she considered things objectively, she was working, and that meant her sole attention should and would focus on Logan. While being a nanny was supposed to be a temporary job to pay the bills while she decided to reevaluate her career in marketing, it had become so much more. She ended up loving the little boy in her care and happily spent each day coming up with new, enriching activities to entertain him.

      Sometimes they’d bake together, or run through an obstacle course in the backyard, and the day almost always ended with a cuddle and a story. Not one read from a book, although reading was a favorite pastime for both of them. No, their nighttime story was one told from memory, mind, and heart. As a child, she'd loved listening to her grandmother come up with fascinating tales, only made more potent through silly voices, facial expressions, and hand gestures. Now she passed on that same simple joy to Logan.

      The plane hummed to life, and they began taxiing down the runway. She’d made sure to pack some of Logan’s favorite gummy snacks, and she pulled them out now. If he were chewing, the change in altitude would be less likely to bother his ears. The seats began to vibrate as the engine whirred faster, and she clutched the edge of her chair. At the front of the plane, the flight attendant was giving a demonstration on the inflatable life vest hidden beneath the seats.

      She drew a breath in through her nose and exhaled slowly through her lips. She’d always been something of an anxious flyer, and this was the smallest plane she’d ever been on. On the other hand, she didn’t want to freak Logan out by acting nervous. Megan touched her fingertips to the base of her neck where her pulse was pounding in rapid beats. Between seeing Ben again and her reservations about the flight, her nerves were completely frayed. She snuck a glance at the hard planes of his face and warmth rushed up to her cheeks and down her neck. He caught her staring, must have realized at a glance that she was stripping him down with a single skim of her eyes. Embarrassed, she looked away. Megan had spent many lonely nights gleefully imaging that Ben had gotten bald and thick around the middle—maybe losing a few teeth. No such luck.

      "Okay, we're going to take off now." She reassured Logan with a smile, and he grinned back, dimples popping on his cheeks. He wasn't in the least bit nervous to fly. Since he was an infant, he'd been traveling with his parents on a regular basis. Both were doctors, Charles Hamilton an Anaesthesiologist and Susan Hamilton, a Neurologist, and though both were perpetually busy, they put in the effort to spend as much time with Logan as possible, even if it meant bringing him along on their work-based travels, with Megan there to look after him during the day. It was a great deal for her—free travel, a chance to explore, and the world’s most adorable sidekick for every step along the way. Her heart expanded as his face lit with excitement when the wheels of the plane lifted off the ground and they were airborne. Her stomach dipped with the movement, but at least they’d made it into the air safely. Logan squinted out the window, pointing down to the airport they’d just left, the sun streaming over his soft shock of hair.

      With the perils of take-off behind them, Megan opened up one of his favorite pop-up books and read about the mighty dinosaurs that used to walk the earth. She couldn’t help but breathe in the scent of his Superhero Berry shampoo when he rested his head on her shoulder to get a better look at the pictures. When they were able, Megan lowered Logan’s tray and put out his coloring books and crayons. Clutching green in one hand and blue in the other, he began scribbling over the page. His lips pouted as he concentrated on his masterpiece. With Logan engrossed in his coloring book, she had nothing to keep her mind off Ben—or to distract her from her flying nerves. She honestly wasn’t sure what was worse—dwelling over possible flight problems, or dwelling over the man who’d broken her heart who was now sitting so close.

      Ben made a noise in the back of his throat, and she glanced over to find him staring at her. The intense look in his blue-gray eyes made her stomach flip-flop, but she couldn’t look away. They sat there for a for one breath, then another as the silence amplified around them.

      “You’re a really great mom,” he said in a low voice.

      "I’m a really great nanny," she corrected, and he raised a brow and offered a questioning look. "Marketing wasn't for me, but this is. Every day is like revisiting my grandmother—except now I’m the old woman who’s watching the child.” She offered him a smile, one that hadn’t been as bright since the day he’d left.

      “You’re not even thirty,” he smirked, the familiar curve of his mouth making her pulse bound. “I wouldn’t start touring retirement facilities yet.”

      She laughed, easing some of the tension wrapped around her like a thick blanket.

      “When did you make the career change?" Ben angled his body toward her, displaying his broad shoulders and hard chest.

      "I started with Logan's family about six months ago. Before that, I was a marketing manager at a firm in the city. The long hours, being creative on the spot, the endless media plans just got to be too much. It wasn’t fulfilling, you know?" Of course, he didn't. He was a SEAL. With every mission he embarked on, Ben was serving his country, safeguarding freedom, saving lives. His career was noble and humbling, while her marketing career had been self-serving. "So, I resigned and decided to reevaluate what I wanted out of life.”

      Ben nodded, “You’ve always been the nurturing type.”

      And he hadn’t. Sure, Ben would try to give her physical affection outside of sex, but she had been able to tell that it didn’t come easily. He never told her about his childhood, except that he’d been taken away from his mother by child services when he was very young. Maybe that was part of their connection—they’d both been abandoned by someone they’d loved and that meant they shared a mutual pain no one else could understand. Or perhaps it was because she’d wanted to heal and nurture everyone. Did something inside her recognize how broken he was before she really knew him?

      “Tell me about your work.” She was eager to divert the topic away from her life. He leaned back, elbows propped against the arms of his seat, legs spread wide. He’d always been so self-assured, such a force even before joining the SEALs, that she’d always felt safe with him.

      “I’m still with the SEALs. The men in my company have become like brothers.”  The words hung in the air, and she ignored the sinking feeling in her chest. Did he have any regrets over choosing the SEALs over her—leaving her behind? But perhaps he didn’t see it that way. Maybe she’d been so head-over-heels, she’d built the relationship up in her mind, seeing things that weren’t really there.

      “Listen,” His deep voice broke through her thoughts. “The way I left—”

      The whole world seemed to be moving in slow motion. How many countless hours of sleep had she lost wondering why he’d so callously brushed her off, as though she meant nothing to him? Thinking that maybe if she’d been funnier, sweeter, smarter—just plain more—he would’ve stayed. There had been so many tears, and a squeezing pain in her heart that could still catch her off guard and steal her breath.

      “Megan, it wasn’t right.” His shoulders sagged ever so slightly, like he held the weight of the earth on his back. “But you have to know that it wasn’t you. I had such a screwed-up childhood—I didn’t want to drag you down with me. For things to get more serious and have one of us get hurt.”

      She nearly snorted with bitter laughter. “It already was serious.” And she had been hurt.

      His frown deepened, eyes filling with compassion that she didn’t want or need.

      Perhaps her heart could ache for the boy he’d once been and what he’d endured, but not for the young man who’d treated her so unfairly. He’d made the decision to walk away from what they had together with barely a word of explanation. She didn’t want to bring up the past, not when she still bore the jagged emotional scars of a broken heart unhealed. Would it ever stop hurting so much? She didn’t know—but one thing she was sure of was that she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing the pain she’d endured at his expense.

      Throwing her shoulders back, she raised her chin and locked eyes with him. “It was for the best.” Did he hear her voice waver? “I really should be thanking you. When you left, it forced me to move on and decide what I really wanted out of life. To be independent.” Something flashed in Ben’s eyes, then disappeared. There was her wishful thinking again, conjuring up what wasn’t there. Maybe he believed her, but the words were just armor she used to shield her heart.

      “I still owe you an apology, Megan. The way I left was incredibly unfair to you, and I am sorry.” He released a long pent up breath. “Even though leaving was the right decision for me, as well.”

      “See? We both found what we were looking for in the end. Besides, our relationship is in the past. We had some nice times together, but we needed to be our own people.” She straightened her shoulders and tried to shrug off his apology.

      Oh, it shouldn’t hurt this bad, not with all the years between them or the fact that she’d said the words first, relegating their relationship to a mistake she’d put behind her. But somehow, the words coming from him hurt in a way she couldn’t brace herself against. Maybe because she wasn’t expecting his apology, especially the way he owned up to his actions. Before it was easier to hate him, but his sincere words brought back all the times he was so tender with her, so kind.

      “I love the SEALS. My work is my life.” The conviction in his words sliced open old sores. He had no regrets—hadn’t looked back. “I couldn’t imagine doing anything else, but it doesn’t excuse the way I treated you on the road to getting where I belong.”

      She swallowed down the hard lump in her throat and fought for composure, but she wasn’t going to find it staring at his face. She nodded and turned to check on Logan who was content in his artwork. Megan busied herself arranging the crayons in their box and neatening up his papers. She wasn’t fooling anyone, she was sure of it.

      “Megan. Look at me.” Ben’s voice was so low, the words nearly got lost in the hum of the plane’s engines. She had no choice but to meet his eyes, ones that were already fixated on her. “I’m glad I have the chance to say how sorry I am. Even more glad that it all worked out for you in the end.”

      She struggled to find her voice—something that never had been a problem for her—and was saved when the flight attendant came between them to offer drinks and snacks. Logan reached his chubby hand into the basket of individual serving bags and fished around until he pulled out cookies. Megan politely declined, offering the attendant a weak smile. She was torn between relief that the moment between her and Ben was over…and disappointment. It was good to get the apology—to be told she did nothing wrong, that the break up wasn't her fault. But rather than easing that long-held pain, it just made the ache more acute. There was soreness in her lungs, and everything seemed to slow.  She had wholeheartedly believed their love would last and that he’d felt the same as she had. Now that he'd apologized, it appeared Ben only regretted hurting her, but he didn’t regret leaving her in the first place. He’d walked away, and he hadn’t looked back.
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      Ben popped the top on his soft drink and twisted the can around absently. He’d been stealing glances at Megan for the past twenty minutes. God, was she beautiful—even more so than he remembered. He had lots of memories to compare to…memories that were fresh in his mind because they were what had gotten him through the long, lonely nights out in the field. At first, it had torn at him to recall her face, those wide eyes with bursts of green, gold, and blue around the irises, her high cheek bones, and petite nose. Lush lips that were impossibly soft, the graceful column of her neck, and the slope of her shoulders. He looked toward their seats when Logan let out a belly laugh at something Megan said.

      He'd made the right decision to leave. Hadn't she said so herself? She was better off without him. There was a sharp pain in the back of his throat as he mentally replayed her words. He'd loved her—and damn, it was hard to see her now. His entire life, he hadn't been enough to keep anyone by his side. He was taken from his birth mother when he was just two and was placed with a couple who only wanted him for the money—something they made a point of emphasizing each time he got into trouble. His career as a SEAL gave him purpose, and for the first time, he had a family that would never abandon him. One that he trusted with his life. Before his brothers, he hadn’t believed such a thing was possible. But even now, he had trouble believing romantic relationships could ever truly work. If he had stuck around back then, when they were in college, it would’ve only been a matter of time before Megan left him.

      Wouldn’t she have?

      She pointed out the window and showed Logan a cloud that looked like a dragon. Then one that looked like a shark. The boy giggled again and traced the shape with his finger against the glass. When he got bored imagining shapes in the clouds, Megan leaned forward and dug through her bag. How many toys and games and snacks did she have in there? Every few minutes, she'd reach in and take out something new to entertain the kid. He had to admit it was effective because Logan hadn’t had one meltdown. Between the sticker scenes and matching games, he was getting tired just watching her. She hadn’t stopped in the hour since they’d boarded plane. His lips twitched when Logan pointed to a puppet in the bag.

      “Sing, Meggy. Sing!” The boy bounced around in his seat, trying to lean over to reach the fuzzy spider.

      “Ah…that might be a little too loud for the plane.” She shot a glance over her shoulder, and he swore her cheeks reddened. “How about a story, instead?”

      Logan’s mouth twisted into a pout, and Ben couldn’t help but chuckle. “Don’t let me stop you,” he said. “We are the only ones on the plane, except for the flight crew. And I doubt they’ll be able to hear you from the cockpit.”

      Megan sighed and slipped the puppet over her hand. “All right, all right. But you’ve been warned—my voice hasn’t improved.” She smiled, and his heart skipped.

      Megan broke out into a song about a spider climbing up a spout, holding nothing back. Logan clapped along, while he struggled to contain the belly laugh bursting inside him. He used to tease her, in a good-natured sort of way, but would she be embarrassed if he did so now? Megan had always had a horrible singing voice, but it hadn’t stopped her from belting out tunes in his truck. Those had been happy times. Scary happy—the kind that made you wonder how crushed you’d be when they ended.

      When she finished, she angled her head toward him. “See?”

      Ben pressed his hand over his heart. “I was honestly concerned about the cabin pressure if the window cracked,” he teased. Megan threw her head back and laughed, and his heart expanded. She had the sweetest laugh, airy and full of joy.

      Seeing her again, talking to her like this, made him wish that things could have been different. In another life, maybe they’d have married, and the kid begging for another song next to her would be theirs. As good as it was to see her, he was glad the flight was already halfway over. He didn’t need to daydream about things that weren’t meant for him. In just another hour she’d walk out of his life again, and that would be that. The thought left him with an empty feeling his gut and an ache in his chest, but he pointedly ignored them both. He just needed to get through the flight. Then he could return to his controlled life—one that held no chance of being hurt by someone he cared for.

      Ben ran both hands through his hair, then clicked the release on his seatbelt. He needed a second to pull himself together, to restore his focus. He strode down the carpeted aisle to the restroom and shut the door behind him. The man who stared back at him in the mirror looked like he’d seen a ghost, and the yellowish light cast a sickly tinge over his complexion. He let the breath hiss between his teeth and turned on the faucet, splashing his face a few times before roughly drying off with a paper towel.

      If only he’d taken the red-eye, he would’ve missed Megan entirely. There was a pang in his chest. No, as much as his nerve endings were twisting and tangling in his gut, he couldn’t regret the chance to see her again. To see with his own eyes that she was doing okay, that she was strong and capable, doing something that fulfilled her. He tossed the damp paper towel in the trash and turned toward the exit. The noise of his footsteps was masked by the worn aisle carpeting as he walked toward his seat. Hunkering down and fastening the seatbelt over his lap kept his eyes off Megan for all of five seconds, but he couldn't seem to stop staring like she might poof into thin air if he looked away.

      Megan turned to him and opened her mouth to speak, but her words were buried under a thunderous boom. A second later, there was another deafening blast, and he whipped around toward the back of the plane. His stomach dropped as the plane dipped and shuddered. Dammit, that sounded like the engine had blown. Ben looked around the cabin, assessing the situation. Smoke plumed outside the window on the plane's left side, and his stomach hardened as his adrenaline spiked. He wasn’t afraid for himself, but for Megan and the kid. He wasn’t sure if he’d grabbed Megan’s hand or if she had grabbed his, but the next thing he was aware of, their hands were linked, her knuckles going white against his. The boy whimpered uncontrollably, and she pulled him close against her side. They sat in complete silence for a minute as the plane bobbed in the air before static from the radio filled the cabin.

      “This is your captain. Prepare for a crash landing. Brace for impact.”

      Megan’s heartbeat raced at the pilot’s words. One moment there was a pair of loud crashing sounds, one after the other, like a car backfiring. And then the plane was tipping back and forth, shaking violently.  The scent of burning chemicals and plastic wafted through the cabin. Megan was filled with a horrible certainty that they were going to die. Their plane was going to crash. She needed to be brave for Logan, but her muscles were frozen in place, a scream locked in her throat waiting to break free. Things were moving too quickly, and her breath was coming in quick, frenzied gasps. The oxygen masks dropped down, and her first instinct was to put Logan’s on, but Ben squeezed her hand.

      “Yours first,” he yelled. “Otherwise, you’ll be unconscious in ten seconds.” He placed his own mask and secured the elastic bands. Her fingers were so numb, so cold, she had a difficult time grabbing the straps. Ben took the lead, reaching over and fastening hers. Then she turned to Logan and quickly brought the plastic cup over his face, moving faster now.

      Ben tapped her shoulder, mimicked putting his head down while hugging his knees, then pointed at her and Logan. It was challenging to get Logan to follow her direction. His eyes were glazed with terror and shock, so she kept one arm over him, hugging him close with all of her might while still keeping him strapped in the seat. She reached for Ben's hand again and found him waiting to grasp on tight. She tried to draw strength from him, trying to be brave as the plane nose-dived. She prayed that somehow, Logan would survive the impact and Charles and Susan would be reunited with their son.

      As for the people she would be leaving behind… Her sister, Brianna, was just finishing college in Los Angeles and would be crushed to hear of the plane crash. Megan had practically raised her younger sister. Their father had been long gone before Brianna was old enough to really remember him, and their mom had been busy juggling multiple jobs to support three kids, leaving Megan to keep things running at home. She wasn’t as close with her older brother, Landon, now that he had a family of his own with his wife, Amy, but they still called regularly and tried to see each other for the holidays every year. Megan’s only nephew, Caleb, was Logan’s age. It made her heart ache to think that she wouldn’t see Caleb again. He was still so small—would he even remember her once he grew up? As for her parents, she didn’t keep in touch with her father, not after he repeatedly let her down, but she was in contact with her mom who was a nervous wreck anytime Megan flew in the first place.

      Ben rubbed his thumb across her knuckles, and she found comfort in his touch. Even though their plane was going down, the rough pads of his fingers felt good against her skin. Maybe it was too late for regrets, but not spending more time loving Ben was her biggest one.

      If she had known the outcome of today’s flight, maybe she would’ve told Ben she forgave him. That no one had ever captured her heart like he had. Memories assaulted her, reeling like a video on fast-forward—Ben grinning at a carnival game as he won her a giant stuffed sloth, cuddling close on blankets he’d spread in the bed of his truck so they could watch the stars, the beautiful intensity of the first time they’d made love. If she hadn’t pushed him to turn their relationship into something more serious, maybe he would’ve stayed. She’d been so ready to start their lives together, she hadn’t considered he might want something else entirely.

      Ben gave her hand a final squeeze as the plane rammed into the ground. The impact was like nothing she'd ever experienced, and her shoulder slammed into the seat in front of her. There was another loud bang, and then everything went dark.
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      There was a sharp pain radiating in Megan's shoulder and an ache in her neck and spine. Those were the first things she noticed. It actually took a moment for it to register that she was still alive. The plane had stopped moving, and there were densely packed evergreen trees outside the window. She looked over at Logan, whose shoulders were shaking with silent tears. The poor thing would most likely need years of therapy after this ordeal. Megan pulled off her oxygen mask and inspected Logan from head to toe, shocked but enormously relieved to see no sign of injury. It was a miracle that he'd made it through the crash unscathed.

      “Everyone okay?”

      She hadn't heard Ben leave his seat, but when she turned her head, she saw that he was unbuckled, crouching at the side of her seat. He put his hand on her knee and gave it a light double squeeze.

      "I think so. I don't know how, but I think we’re just a little banged up—nothing worse." Tears burned her eyes. She had been so sure they weren't going to make it, but somehow all three of them had survived the crash landing.

      "It's okay, Champ," Ben said to Logan. "It's all over now." He pushed to his feet and ran his hand over her hair. These little caresses and touches were making her heart ache.

      “I’m going to check on the pilot and flight attendant.” Ben began pushing down the aisle, moving dislodged seats and debris out of his way.

      Megan unbuckled her seatbelt and lifted Logan onto her lap for a cuddle. She wiped his tears and breathed in the sweet scent of his shampoo, so grateful he was okay. As if her touch unlocked his shock, releasing all his pent-up emotions, he let out a wail and buried his face against her neck. His tears trickled against her skin, and she rocked him back and forth, trying to comfort him the best she could. She caught sight of Ben leaving the cockpit, face grim with his lips pressed in a thin, tight line. He came to stand next to her, and a queasiness rolled in her belly.

      "We're on our own for now," he said in a low tone. It was clear Ben was trying not to scare Logan, but she got the message. The three of them were the only survivors of the crash. Her breath hitched, and a tear rolled down her cheek. Their poor families. "The radio was busted, but I checked to make sure the ELT beacon was switched on so the rescue teams can locate us.”

      Megan nodded. “Okay. I need to call Logan’s parents. As soon as the plane’s reported missing, they’ll be notified. I don’t want them to think the worst.”

      "I don't have cell service, but maybe you'll have better luck." He stared down at her, eyes unreadable, and opened his mouth to speak again. He must've had second thoughts about what he was about to say because he turned away and began collecting his things that had scattered over the floor. Megan took one hand off Logan, and he whimpered and huddled closer to her, gripping her hair and neck. She whispered soothing nonsense into his ear as she reached into the seat pocket where she'd stored her phone and fished around. The cold plastic case connected with her hand and she pulled it out, relieved to note that it didn’t seem to have been damaged in the crash. The screen lit up at her touch, but the bars at the top of the phone indicated that she too had no cell service. Megan tried anyway, but the call didn’t go through. Neither did the text she tried next.

      The Hamilton’s were going to be in a complete panic when they learned of the plane crash and didn’t know if Logan was all right.

      “I have to set you down for just a moment. Okay, Logan? The crash is all done, the plane is stopped.” Logan lifted his chin and gave her a brave nod. Megan got to her feet. Her legs quaked under her, but she braced herself against the seat and stayed standing. The dizziness would pass; for now, she needed to collect her and Logan's things. Her carryon bag had tipped over during the crash, and their belongings were scattered throughout the cabin. She crouched down, collecting toys and crafts one by one and placing them back where they belonged. When they were all accounted for she stood up, and her knees buckled. Ben was behind her in an instant, holding her upright with strong arms. His shower-fresh scent mixed with smoke from the crash tickled her nose.

      “Whoa, there. Take it easy.” His voice was gruff and all male. “You’re trembling.” He gathered her close, even though his shoulders stayed stiff. He gave her back an awkward pat. Ben had always been a little uncomfortable with physical affection. It was as if he'd read about it, seen it in movies and on TV shows, but hadn't experienced it enough to feel comfortable initiating it. But he did try. Even when they were dating, he’d tried to hug and cuddle her because he knew she liked it. Right now, even though she knew better, she wrapped her arms around his neck and rested her cheek against his solid chest. Just for a moment, she wanted to be held by him.

      Just for a moment. Then she would straighten her shoulders and do what needed to be done.

      In the past, she’d always found his difficulty with affection endearing—and she did now too. Something in her heart softened toward him, but she reminded herself not to get carried away in the moment. There was no way she was going to fall for him again. If her heart and mind got mixed up with emotions, there’s no telling how long it would take her to get over him this time.

      “Okay?” he asked putting her at arms’ length to look her over.

      She glanced at Logan, who was cradling his spider puppet. “I’m all right. I didn’t realize how shaky I was, but I’m okay now.”

      Her eyes widened when he pulled her against him once more, gave her a quick squeeze, and then released her. “I was scared for you both. I’m glad neither you nor Logan were injured.”

      She knew she shouldn’t, but she reached out and took his hands. “I was worried about you, too.” For one heartbeat, then two, they stood connected, fear from the crash and relief that they’d survived passing between them. She couldn’t read his expression, but there was something in his eyes that made her heart stutter.

      “Do you think we can access our luggage?” she asked, purposely dissolving the tension between them.

      “I’ll go search for it. Then we can make a game plan.” He started to turn away.

      “Ben,” she stepped forward and grabbed his hand. “I’m glad you’re here with us.” That didn’t begin to explain the relief she felt, not just that she wasn’t alone with Logan, but that Ben was the one who was with them. They could’ve boarded the doomed flight with anyone. Someone who wouldn’t have been able to coach her through putting on her oxygen mask or reminding her of the brace position to keep her and Logan as safe as possible. He very well could’ve saved her life, and in doing so, saved the child she cared so deeply for. Maybe she couldn’t trust him with her heart, but he'd do everything he could to keep them safe. Of that, there was no doubt in her mind.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m glad I am too.” Ben slipped his hand from hers and started toward the front of the plane while she opened up each overhead compartment to see if there was anything there that might be of use. Megan reached over her head and rose up on her tippy-toes trying to grab the spare passenger blankets and pillows wedged slightly out of reach. She startled when a hand reached out to help her. Ben had come up behind her, like a ghost, and reached one heavily muscled arm over her head to grab the items. He was so close, she could feel the heat radiating off his body. She only had to put one foot behind the other to be flush against him. To have those powerful arms wrap around her as he whispered in her ear that everything would be all right. Her capacity to fantasize about a man at a time like this was both concerning and somewhat humorous. Of course, Ben wasn’t just any man, he’d been her man.

      “Good thinking,” he said as he placed the pile of pillows and blankets on the seat beside her. “The main door is jammed. I’ll have to go through an emergency exit to get to the cargo area.”

      “We’ll need warmer clothes and lots of layers if we have to wait on a rescue team, but there are so many blankets here. You could stay inside and wait with us.” Megan gathered her hair and dropped it to one side of her shoulder. Maybe she was a wimp, but she didn’t like the idea of Ben busting through an emergency exit and into the unknown. Surely it would be better if they stayed together.

      “I’ve been in worse predicaments than this.” His eyes dropped to her lips, and the oxygen whooshed right out of her lungs. “As long as you and Logan are with me, you have nothing to fear.” He squared his shoulders, turned toward the emergency exit, and with one quick shove of the door, he disappeared from view. He’d made a bold promise to keep them safe, and she crossed her fingers that he’d be able to keep those words. Ben had never been short of confidence, and right now she was grateful for it. It helped her shove down some of the shock that was numbing her mind. A gust of frigid wind rushed through the gap of the exit door, and she shivered.

      “Let’s get you warm,” she said and brought a blanket to where Logan was sitting. His chin quivered when she wrapped the fleece throw over his shoulders and hugged him tightly.

      “Meggy, I want Mama.” He sniffled and looked up at her with watery eyes.

      "I know, Bud. You're being so brave. Mama and Daddy are going to be so proud of you." There was a bitter, alkaline taste in her mouth as she rubbed Logan's shoulder. How long would it take to be rescued—minutes, hours? Days? Logan had already faced more trauma than most would in their entire lives. If only he could talk to his parents and be reassured that they’d find him, then maybe a little light would return to his usually cheerful eyes.

      But his parents weren’t here, and Megan wasn’t able to reach them. Until they could get to safety—or at least get access to a radio or satellite phone—she was the only link to home and comfort that Logan had. And that meant she had to be strong, for this precious little boy and for herself. No more getting caught up in thoughts of if-onlys or might-have-beens. Her focus needed to be on the here and now. She didn’t know what new obstacles she would face with Logan and Ben in the next few hours, but she had a sinking feeling their ordeal wasn’t over yet.

      She just hoped she’d be tough enough to handle whatever new disaster came their way.
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      Ben dropped silently to the ground and trekked through a thin layer of virgin snow. Bitter wind crept down his sweatshirt and iced his skin but he ignored the burn and focused on the task at hand. He needed to sort through the wreckage and assess the condition of the plane and the surrounding area. And no, that absolutely was not an excuse to avoid being around a crying kid or a beautiful woman who was barely holding it together.

      Okay, fine—maybe he’d jumped a little too quickly at the opportunity to put some space between him and them. But who could blame him? Dealing with other’s emotions was outside his wheelhouse. He was trying to be strong to help Megan and Logan with the trauma of the crash, but he’d blocked out his own feelings long ago when he learned as a kid to take care of himself. At a young age, he’d hardened his heart as he was bounced through an endless stream of foster families, never finding a place to call home. He’d found that feeling of belonging in Megan’s embrace—another reason he couldn’t stay. Ben wasn’t going to wait around for someone dash his dreams of a stable home and family. If you never had anything worth keeping, you had nothing to lose.

      Ben tread over the rough terrain, cautiously moving forward through the rubble. He spotted the hard-black case that he’d checked earlier at the airport, walked briskly toward it, and pulled out the unloaded weapon. He wasn’t necessarily expecting trouble, but he’d been trained to always be ready for it. After opening a new box of ammunition and loading the handgun, he continued rounding the plane. The tail was completely severed from the body of the aircraft, which would make the plane a cold place to sleep tonight, and not very secure, either. Megan and Logan would need to be sheltered from the elements and wildlife. They’d been a little over an hour into the flight, which meant they’d most likely crashed somewhere in Denali National Park and Preserve. Six million acres of wilderness was not something you tackled without proper gear and a game plan. They had no communication devices capable of getting a signal, and it was unlikely they’d run into hikers during the dead of winter. That meant they were on their own until help came. Even if they were lucky enough to have crashed down at the entrance of Denali forest, the closest hospital was several hours away.

      His gut tangled. What if Megan or Logan had been injured? He liked to think he would’ve kept his composure, that his SEAL training would kick in, and he would have found a way to get them to help in time. A blur of purple caught the corner of his vision. Megan’s suitcase was strewn a few feet from the wreckage. He crunched through the snow to retrieve it, then paused when sunlight filtering through the trees reflected off something in the snow. His muscles froze, and he glanced around to make sure he was alone. Maybe to most, the small scrap of metal wouldn't seem out of place in such an intense crash, but to him, it was a red flag against the stark ground. The broken piece of a nail wasn’t something used in the construction of a plane, but it would be a key ingredient in a pipe bomb—along with screws and black powder. An uneasy wave swelled inside him as he located more shrapnel. Someone had packed a heck of a lot of sharp objects into an explosive with the intent of bringing down the plane. This was no accident.

      Had someone targeted him? A chill flared up his back, one that had nothing to do with the frigid climate. Many terrorist organizations would delight in killing a SEAL. Hell, there were a lot of sick individuals that would consider it a great feat. He and his team certainly weren't out to make friends in the field, but their work was highly classified. Other soldiers at their base didn’t even know the scope of their training or their missions. The few men in their unit who had spouses couldn’t tell them where they were going or what they were doing when they reached their destination, mostly for their own safety. The odds of someone successfully identifying him from some mission he’d performed…it felt like a chance in a million. And even if someone did recognize him and chose to strike out against him, how would they know to target the plane? Airport security was no joke. Getting a bomb on a plane would take careful preparation, time, and effort. He’d bought this ticket on a whim, and hadn’t shared his plans with anyone but the buddy he was coming to visit. Even if someone had wanted to target him this way, how could they?

      But logic and reason couldn’t hold up against the heavy wave of horror he felt at the idea that this was all his fault. If someone had discovered his identity and placed a pipe bomb in the engine, Megan and Logan were in this predicament because of him. He ground his teeth and clenched his jaw so tightly pain radiated down his neck. Whatever the reason for the bombing, this was clearly deliberate, performed with malicious intent. Someone had purposely taken the plane down with innocent civilians on board. The pilot and the flight attendant had lost their lives. Blood rushed to his head. Maybe if he wasn’t on the flight, the crew and its passengers might be in Fairbanks right now instead of at the bottom of the mountains. As a SEAL, he was always outwardly in control, but right now he was fighting to keep his shit together inside. He’d like nothing more than to ram his fist into the big evergreen beside him, but he was a professional, and he needed to determine the immediate threat to their safety. Someone sick enough to plant a bomb on a plane was capable of anything—and could easily decide to strike again. If anyone hurt a hair on Megan or the boy’s head, he’d lay waste to the entire forest.

      He crept forward to get a better look at the plane’s engine, balling his fists when he located the remnants of a detonated bomb. There was no doubt that someone had sabotaged the plane. But who had been the target? The most likely options seemed to be either that the bomber was after Ben or the pilot, or that the bomber was a terrorist practicing a random act of violence. He continued his search, not quite ready to share the bad news with Megan. She'd just gotten the kid calmed down, and he was going to hold off on upsetting that balance as long as possible.

      Ben shimmied inside the storage compartment and spent the next ten minutes searching for anything that might be useful while they waited for help to arrive—specifically water, food, and blanket. He found their suitcases, checking them for any signs of tampering, then extracting them. He'd give the area inside the compartment a thorough scan before he took their belongings back inside the plane. Using the flashlight on his cellphone, Ben gave the whole chamber a detailed once over. It wasn't long before he found a second bomb. His stomach clenched. This one was much bigger than the first. Most likely, it had been meant to detonate on impact once the engine blew. They’d gotten lucky, but for how long? It was a miracle the thing hadn’t been set off in the crash—even walking around like he was could make the plane shift or tilt at the wrong angle.

      Sure, he had experience with explosives, but there was no way he could disarm a homemade pipe bomb under these circumstances. He was no expert, he had no schematics or proper tools, and he didn’t even have one of his more experienced buddies on the line to talk him through it. If he tried, he’d be putting Megan and Logan at risk. Adrenaline surged through his veins, and his gut rolled at the reality of the situation. He had to get to Megan, tell her the predicament, and get her and Logan off the plane. He pivoted on his heels, then stopped when a folded piece of paper caught his eye. It could be nothing, but maybe it would give them some kind of clue. There wasn’t time to look it over now, so he shoved it into his back pocket and exited the storage compartment.

      Leaving their luggage outside, he raced to the emergency exit and gingerly entered the plane. Megan was singing with the crazy looking spider dangling off her hand, and the little boy, despite all he’d just been through, was looking up at her with wide, smiling eyes. Ben was torn between pulling Megan aside and telling her about the imminent danger, or begging for her trust—something he definitely didn’t deserve or expect—with a promise that he’d explain everything later. They didn’t have time for a detailed explanation though—they really should put as much distance between them and the plane as they could before nightfall. Whoever coordinated the attack could be anywhere, waiting and watching. Ben also had to consider that word of survivors had gotten back to whoever had placed the bombs, and that someone could be waiting to pick them off as they exited the aircraft. It was unlikely, as he’d just been outside, but he wasn’t taking any chances with two innocents in his care. He’d ensure they were kept safe at all costs.

      Megan had stopped singing and was shooting him an uneasy gaze. He schooled his features, remembering she could read him more easily than others. She had known him intimately, but it had been more than just an awareness of his movements and actions. Megan had always had a sixth sense—she could read emotions like a goddamn picture book. For someone who was so used to being guarded, it had shocked him that Megan was so perceptive to all the feelings churning around inside him. It wasn’t just him though—if someone was sad, happy, jealous, bitter, Megan knew about it first.

      “Hey,” he said sidling up to her seat. “We need to go. Now.” Her eyes widened, and her face lost some of its color.

      “What do you mean?” Her eyes narrowed as her brows pulled together “Shouldn’t we wait  here for help?” She picked up her hair and dropped it to the side. Her nervous habit hadn’t changed, and it made him want to soothe her fears.

      “Megan, you need to trust me.” A tendril of distress bloomed in his chest, getting larger the longer they stayed. They had to get out. Now. “It’s time to go. Please.” His tone was pleading, and there was no doubt in his mind that his eyes conveyed urgency. Everything paused for a moment, and it seemed like centuries before Megan gave him a brisk nod and turned to Logan.

      “Bud, let’s get your things together. We’re going on an adventure while we wait for our new plane. It’s not every day we land in…” She looked to Ben for help and bit her bottom lip.

      “Denali National Park.” He leaned down and swept the toys off the seats and into the open duffle bag. “Suitcases are outside.” Her trust was humbling, especially given their history, and he was determined to do whatever it took to keep her and Logan safe. The Colt holstered against his hip was their insurance policy if they encountered any trouble from wildlife or the individuals responsible for the crash.

      Megan nodded and drew the sleeve of Logan’s cobalt blue coat over one arm, then the next before sliding up the zipper. She pulled her own coat on, then found gloves for both herself and Logan while Ben rummaged through his gear for extra scarves and hats.

      She gathered the boy to her chest and cast Ben a worried look over Logan's shoulder.

      “Okay, we’re ready.” Her eyes broadcast her fear, but her tone was as composed as if they were about to embark on an afternoon picnic, not run for their lives. The Megan he’d known would’ve shrieked at a spider, but in the face of a true crisis, she always rose to the challenge and was as strong as the people around her needed her to be. It seemed that hadn’t changed. The woman who was staring ahead now might’ve looked scared, but there was a determination in her eyes and steel in her spine. He put both hands on her shoulders as they closed the distance to the emergency exit. He stepped out first, surveyed the land and sniffed the air. Satisfied that there was no imminent threat aside from the plane exploding, he lifted Logan and jumped to the ground before turning to help Megan. He shouldn’t be surprised that she had already shimmied down on her own and was standing in the snow beside him. She was strong and agile, had to be, it seemed, in her current job.

      He didn’t bother to put Logan down. Sticks hidden beneath a sheet of snow cracked under his boots as he strode deeper into the forest. A massive boulder loomed a few feet ahead, one that would provide them with adequate shelter if the explosive detonated. Once they were safely behind its protection, he dropped his arms down and waited for Megan to get her footing before he stepped back.

      “Stay here. I’m getting the bags.” He loped through the forest in the direction of the crash site, slowing as he neared the clearing paved by the collision. Thick, towering trees were snapped in half like toothpicks from the velocity of the accident. It was unbelievable that they came out of it with only bruises and scrapes. He heaved one pack up onto his shoulders, took the others in his hand, and walked briskly back to where he'd left Megan and Logan. They only had an hour before nightfall, and they needed to get somewhere safe where he could start a fire. Somewhere that was concealed from view would be best. It wouldn’t matter if they escaped the plane crash only to draw unwanted attention from the wrong people. He wanted to believe that no one would come after them—that the bomber who had sabotaged the plane wouldn’t track them all the way out here…but he couldn’t be sure. And he would take no chances with Logan or Megan’s lives.

      He rounded the rock, and Megan let out a sigh of relief. “We should stay together next time.” The look she gave him was withering, but her concern warmed him. Was it the near-death experience they faced as the plane free-fell through the sky that made him feel so connected to her? She’d been there for him when he needed her, holding his hand when they crashed, and he would do what he could to make things easier for her now that they were on solid ground. Maybe she’d needed that physical contact too, but the result had given him a sense of peace that he hadn’t expected, and that he did not fully understand. But he didn’t have time to dwell on that now. They needed to get moving.

      Taking them away from the plane meant leaving the little protection they had from the elements, but they couldn’t stay here. They needed to find a safer shelter—one that would protect them from the elements, the wildlife…and anything else that might do them harm.

      And by the looks of the dark clouds bruising the ashen sky, they needed to find it now.
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      There was something Ben wasn’t telling her. They had been trudging through the snow and densely packed trees, stopping every so often at Ben’s command, so he could look and listen to their surroundings. Some wariness was natural—she certainly didn’t want them to run into a bear or a wolf. But he was being way too cautious for that to be his only concern. He was on the lookout for something else. Something more. Something that he was keeping to himself.

      She’d been waiting for Logan to fall asleep in her arms, hoping the repetitive fall of footsteps would lull him so she could ask Ben what was going on, but even as the miles disappeared behind them, his eyes stayed wide open. Her arm had gone numb from his weight, a welcome relief from the soreness that had begun to build in her triceps. They were running from something or someone—but who? She couldn’t wait any longer to broach the subject.

      When Ben had found them on the airplane and urged them to follow him, she’d sensed something was very wrong, but she’d obeyed without asking too many questions. Trusting him as she always had to keep her safe. When they’d been dating, he might have fumbled traditional romantic gestures, but there had never been a time when she hadn’t felt valued and protected. Warmth seeped through the perpetual cold that had encased her since the crash, as memories replayed through her mind of how Ben used to meet her after her night shift at the pizzeria just to walk her home. He was her protector then, just as he was now responsible for protecting their country. He really had made the perfect career choice.

      “Where are we going?” Her breath turned to white plumes against the frigid air.

      Ben cast her a sidelong glance over his shoulder. “Somewhere safe.”

      “From what? What are we r-u-n-n-i-n-g from?” She spelled out some of the words that she didn’t want Logan to understand and kept her voice casual to avoid spooking him.

      “I’ve trusted you this far. I deserve to know what we’re up against.” A stray tree branch wisped across her face, catching her hair, but she continued on without complaint.

      “The engine didn’t fail.” He didn’t meet her eyes, just kept briskly moving forward.

      Ben’s tone sent prickles of fear racing up her back. “What do you mean?” she asked as calmly as she could.

      “Someone p-l-a-n-t-e-d a b-o-m-b.”

      She stopped dead in her tracks, sucked some air into her lungs, and met Ben’s eyes when he turned just enough to face her.

      “Let’s keep moving. We can talk more once we stop for the night.” His gaze left her face and moved to Logan. “I can give him a lift.” He held his arms out, but she shook her head silently.

      Logan needed someone familiar right now—he needed her. Besides, if they encountered someone who intended to harm them, she wanted to be able to keep him safe, and that meant letting Ben do what he did best. Keeping his hands free if there was an attack on them would only help them in the long run. Not that she was helpless. She might not have Ben’s tactical training, but she did possess a first-degree black belt in Taekwondo. It had taken her four years to earn, but after being assaulted on her walk to the subway after work one night, she'd learned to defend herself. She was lucky to only have a few bumps, bruises, and a stolen wallet from the ordeal—but it had left her profoundly shaken, and just a little ashamed, that someone could take away her sense of safety so easily. That shame might be why she hadn’t told her brother. Landon was a police officer in training at the time and would’ve made a massive deal out of it. Instead, she’d kept it to herself, and then set to work making sure no one could ever make her feel that helpless again.

      An icy gale ripped at the collar of her jacket, and she shivered as the wind blew against her skin. Logan’s teeth chattered against the crook of her neck. The poor thing was cold, tired, and most likely hungry.

      “We have to stop soon,” she called up to Ben, raising her voice to be heard over the increasing wind.

      “Up there.” He pointed toward a rocky slope. “We need shelter from the wind. Somewhere we can light a fire without too much visibility.”

      Because someone might be hunting them. She finished off Ben’s statement in her mind and used the sudden urgency to get out of plain sight to push herself forward on legs that were ready to buckle. She’d never been so physically exhausted. Then again, she’d never survived a reunion with her ex, a plane crash, and running from someone who would intentionally harm another through an icy wilderness in completely insufficient clothes, the biting cold another factor wearing her down. She couldn’t think of what might have happened to Logan or Ben if they had been positioned closer to where the bomb was placed inside the plane. It was all too much to fathom, and the only thing she wanted to do was focus on getting to the rocks ahead.

      Ben was suddenly by her side, offering his hand. Did he know she was perilously close to breaking down? His fingers wrapped around hers, steady and sure. She could count on Ben to protect them, and she’d do whatever she needed to be done to protect him and Logan. Maybe they’d failed each other as lovers, but now they needed to rely on each other as partners while they waited for a rescue team to find them. When they got close to the hillside, she could make out a break in the rocks—a tunnel of sorts.

      “Stay here, okay?” Ben slipped his hand from hers. “I need to make sure there’s room at the inn.” He gave her a little smirk and disappeared into the dark cavern. Leave it to Ben to make light of entering the possible lair of a grizzly bear or a pack of wolves.

      “We’re going to get you warmed up in no time.” She kissed Logan’s cheek and raised her arms higher around him, so her shoulders blocked the wind.

      “And a wittle snack?” He looked up at her with owlish eyes, and she melted like chocolate swirled into hot cocoa.

      “Oh, yes. Definitely a snack.” If only he would smile. His deep dimples never failed to light up her heart. Once upon a time, she had imagined having a child of her own, with the man currently scouting for wild animals. How much they’d each grown since then, going off to form their own impressions of the world, and choosing entirely different paths.

      “All clear.” Ben stood in the entry of the cave, and her shoulders instantly went lax. Thank goodness. She’d never admit it, but she needed to put Logan down, stretch, and regroup. Ben reached out and plucked Logan from her arms and led them inside their temporary shelter. Megan followed behind, wincing. It was difficult to straighten the elbow of her right arm where she’d supported most of Logan’s weight.

      “You two take it easy while we can.”

      She didn’t need to be told twice and dropped soundlessly to the dirt floor. Ben gently lowered Logan into her arms and tossed her the duffle bag containing the snacks and drinks. “I’m going to gather some wood for a fire. Scream if you need me.” He ducked outside, leaving them in silence except for the wind whistling at the cavern’s opening. Logan sat in her lap as she unzipped the bag and dug out a snack for him, handing over a drink as soon as she found it—the poor kid had to be thirsty. He gripped the juice box between both chubby hands and guzzled it greedily. Taking those extra few minutes to fill the duffle with inflight snacks and drinks had been time well spent while Ben had been searching for their luggage. The bags of potato chips, pretzels, and cookies along with an assortment of drinks would be nice to have on hand.

      “Meggie! A tweasure map.” Logan scuttled off her lap and closed his fingers around a piece of paper on the floor. “X marks the spot. That’s where mommy and daddy will be.” He did a few jumps, took her hand, and placed the paper in it. “We can have Ben wook at it after my snack.”

      She knew she should wait until Ben returned to unfold the note. It probably had fallen out of one of the bags or his pocket. If it was his, then she had no right to look at it without his permission. And besides, it was most likely nothing important—but for some reason, her heart pounded faster as she took hold of it. She opened some chips for Logan, and while he was engrossed in his snack, she spread the paper out on her leg.

      Tonight, you’ll know pain as I do. I know you’ll never read this note since it’s bound to be smouldering ash by the time crews find the wreckage of your boy’s plane, but it’s your pain I want, not your knowledge. Oh, I’ll make sure you find out in time why your boy had to die. Why he couldn’t be saved, just as mine wasn’t.

      Dizziness coursed through Megan, and even though she was sitting, the floor seemed to spin. Her fingers turned as white as the paper she clutched.

      That’s on you, though. My boy’s death—and now your boy’s, too. You might’ve been able to hide behind your fancy medical degree, your money, when you killed my son in the operating room but even your riches couldn’t protect what you loved most, and finally, my soul can rest with the knowledge that you too have paid the ultimate price. Your son. Now my Billy can rest in peace.

      She tempered her breathing, trying to slow the rapid drum of her heart. Someone had planted that bomb to kill Logan. Her vision blurred as she tried to tell herself it wasn’t true, that there was another explanation. But what other explanation could there be? What were the chances that another child who had a father in the medical field was scheduled to board that plane? She bit her bottom lip, tasted the coppery tang of blood. She couldn’t come undone and freak Logan out. Megan closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. Logan was crunching away as he ate, blissfully unaware that he was the target of a heinous crime. Footsteps echoed through the cave, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She just didn’t want to be alone right now. Having another adult to share the burden, instead of just the child she needed to stay strong for, eased the some of the weight on her shoulders

      Ben returned and began digging out a shallow hole toward one side of their enclosure. In what seemed like no time at all, he had a small fire, framed by a circle of rocks, crackling.

      “I can’t make it any bigger. It might be dangerous with the limited space we have. But at least this takes the edge off the cold.”

      Even the cozy sound of snapping kindling, the rustic, smoky scent, and the slight warmth beginning to radiate in the space couldn’t calm her nerves. Logan, however, relaxed into the warmth. With his thirst and hunger sated and the cold eased, he quickly fell asleep and started to snore softly, his breath joining the song of rushing wind and the snapping blaze.

      “Little guy sure devoured those.” Ben glanced at the empty bag of chips then at the front of her shirt. She followed his eyes to the thick trail of crumbs that Logan had left all over her jacket. She brushed herself off and glanced up to find Ben looking at her intently.

      “What is it, Meg? What’s wrong?” He said the words in a whisper, glancing between her and the child cradled in her lap.

      “Read for yourself.” Her hand trembled when she held the note out to Ben. He scanned the first line, and his brows instantly knit together. Megan stepped in to answer his unspoken question. “Logan’s dad is a prominent anaesthesiologist at Anchorage’s largest children’s hospital.” She let her words hang, watched the frown lines etch over Ben’s face as understanding grasped him.

      “There was a second bomb,” he told her. “A bigger one. Undetonated. When I went to find our luggage, I found this note on the floor nearby. Whoever planted the bombs must’ve assumed no one would ever read this note after the plane exploded—it gives away too many clues. I was in such a hurry to get us out of there that I just shoved it in my pocket without reading it. It must’ve fallen out when I leaned down to hand Logan to you.” His eyes came up to meet hers, and she shuddered at the cold fury that swam in their depths.

      “No way in hell they get away with this. No way they’ll touch you or Logan.” He slid over to her and circled his arm around her shoulders. “As long as I’m breathing, Meg, I’ll get you both out of this. I swear it.”

      She forced back tears, though she was quietly touched by the determination in his voice. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. I thought staying put would be our best bet, but what if someone’s still after Logan?”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions yet. For all we know, the person responsible thinks we’re all dead. For now, let’s get our bearings, not call attention to ourselves, but keep our eyes and ears open for any kind of rescue team.”

      “How could anyone think killing one child could vindicate the death of another?” She shook her head, letting her hair curtain her face.

      “Sometimes, people go crazy in their grief.” He pulled her a little closer into the crook of his arm. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get him home where he belongs.”

      She closed her eyes, and for the first time in many years, just let herself be held.
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      “Let me take Logan.” Ben scooped up the toddler and carried him to a makeshift bed padded with his sweatshirts. Good thing he’d packed for lots of cold days of fishing. He laid the boy down and tucked a coat around him. The temperature would plummet once dusk fell, and he’d hate for the kid to wake up from the cold after all he’d been through so far that day—way more than Logan even realized. Again, Ben thought of the note. It should be unfathomable that an adult would want a child dead for revenge, but it was a scenario that happened far too often. He’d witnessed the worst of humanity during his time in the SEALS and had fought hard to protect the best of it. Freedom, family, and the future were all worth fighting for, and nothing good came without a price.

      He returned to the fire and sat by Megan. She’d kept her emotions in check all day, even though they’d faced mental, physical, and emotional exhaustion. Damned if he was impressed by her resolve. When he met her eyes after reading the note was the first time he’d seen her waver.

      “You said you’ve worked for this family for six months. Have there been any threats like this before?” He sat so he was angled toward her, resting his elbow against his knee. If only the fire could be larger, maybe his hands would finally warm up, but it was already a risk to light it in a cave like this. He’d be up all night tending it, as it was.

      “Worked for them, lived with them, shared meals at their dining room table. This just isn’t the type of family people have vendettas against, Ben. They’re both renowned doctors, respected in their field. But more than that, they’re good people. Good parents. Good employers.” She swiped her hand through her hair, and the fire illuminated the smooth golden strands. “I mean, it would be much easier to rationalize if people were targeting them for their money.”

      “I can imagine Logan wants for nothing.” He had the overwhelming urge to pull Megan into his lap, not only to comfort her but to stop her from shivering.

      “And he never will. His paternal grandfather comes from one of the wealthiest families in the United States, so having both parents with high paying medical careers is just icing on the cake.” She picked up her hair with both hands and dropped it to the side of her shoulder.

      He gave a low whistle. “Sounds like Logan hit the financial jackpot.”

      “Sure, but you can see for yourself that he’s not spoiled. His parents aren’t the type to think they can buy their way out of parenting. Yes, they’re crazy busy, but they make sure he always gets attention when they’re around. They’ve told me how much they enjoy coming home to him, knowing they’ll be able to talk to him and cuddle him to take the edge off of hard days.”

      “Do they have a lot of hard days?” Ben pressed. “Days when things go wrong with their patients?”

      Megan shrugged. “Not a lot, but they do have some. No doctor has ever been able to save every patient. The world just doesn’t work that way. I know tragic accidents can happen in the operating room, that mistakes are made, but there’s no way either of Logan’s parents would intentionally harm another.”

      “Well, can you think back to a particular patient they mentioned? Maybe someone who started to give them a hard time or paid extra attention to their estate?”

      “I—I don’t know, I don’t think so.” She crossed her arms over her chest and rested her head briefly against her forearms.

      “What about someone who paid extra attention to Logan, to you?” He could tell he was starting to lose her by the way she paled and hugged her knees.

      “I can’t recall. I don’t think so.” She blinked rapidly and looked away. She’d been through enough today, and he was pushing her too hard.

      Megan let out a low sigh, and her chin quivered, but she forced her shoulders back and sat up straight. There was a pang in his heart. Once she had leaned on him for support, and now she was no longer willing to cry in front of him.

      “Hey, why don’t you get some fresh air before nightfall? Clear your head,” he suggested. They were far enough from the blast radius of the plane that she wouldn’t be injured even if something finally set it off, and for now, at least, they were safe. She glanced over at Logan, hesitated.

      “He’s out cold. He’ll probably sleep through til morning. I can keep an eye on him.” So long as he stayed asleep. He didn’t know the first thing about kids, but he’d try so Megan could have the time and space she needed to regroup.

      “Okay, I’m just going to stand outside for a minute.” She rose to her feet in one fluid movement and ducked out of their shelter.

      Ben let the breath whoosh out of his lungs and leaned back against the rocky wall. A million questions were racing through his mind about the Hamilton’s and who might have tried to target their son. Logan was a sweet kid, with freckles and deep dimples—and the sight of Megan doting on him made something shift inside Ben’s heart. She was the kind of girl who deserved promises, family, stability. None of those things he could provide her with. His life was with the SEALS, always unpredictable and dangerous. Even if he wanted to be in a relationship someday, was it fair to drag someone he cared about into this lifestyle? There were times when he was gone for months on end and couldn’t contact anyone—not that he had anyone to reach out to. He had his brothers. The men in his unit would give their lives for him just as quickly as he’d give his for theirs. They were all the family he needed…right?

      There was a rustle of fabric, and Ben whipped around to where Logan was sleeping. The boy was beginning to stir, and Megan wasn’t back yet. Ben gave himself a quick, silent pep talk. He reminded himself that he had handled classified intelligence missions, battled in the most war-torn areas of the world—he could take care of a toddler for a few minutes if he woke up.

      “Meggie,” Logan called and sat up straight. He looked around the cave, and a deep frown puckered his cheeks when he realized she wasn’t there with them.

      “She just went outside for a minute,” he said and looked on in horror as the kid’s eyes turned glassy with unshed tears. “Hey, don’t cry.” He jumped up and kneeled at Logan’s side, but he must’ve scared him because Logan let out a wail.

      Ben patted the kid’s back. “She’s not far. Should be back any second.” He glanced toward the cave opening, hoping she’d materialize there and rescue him. The kid was on the verge of hysterics, his face beet red, and he was now screaming at the top of his lungs. Ben mentally froze, unable to process the best way to calm Logan down. He held up his palms as if to wave a white flag of defeat, but rather than calming down, Logan’s wail just grew to a roar. Ben tugged at the collar of his shirt and muttered to himself.

      “What’s going on?”

      He let out a huge breath and bowed his head, ignoring the bite in Megan’s tone. He might be a SEAL, but he was no match for Logan’s tantrum. “He woke up and was scared without you.”

      While Megan whispered reassurances to Logan and rubbed his back until the crying had trailed off to a whimper, Ben walked outside to gather more tinder. The sky had darkened, but not just because daylight was disappearing. There was a bite to the wind that hadn’t been there before, and the scent of snow hung heavily in the air. Right now, a snowstorm could be a curse and a blessing at the same time. If the person who was trying to kill Logan was still searching for them, a fresh sheet of snow would cover their tracks and afford them a bit of security. It would also hinder a rescue team, and depending on the extent of the storm, it could make their survival more difficult, given the small number of supplies they had. He gathered an armful of sticks and dried bark and started toward their shelter.

      He cringed at how he’d been unable to offer Logan the smallest bit of comfort. Yes, he was admittedly terrible with children, but it was more than just that. He was awful at dealing with emotions, just like he’d always been. There’d been a brief period when he lived with his foster parents Justine and Jason Jones when he’d thought he found his place—a home where he could stay. Jason made it clear he was living with them only for the monthly check they received and because they couldn’t have children of their own, but Justine was kinder.

      Sometimes, she’d let him help her bake or read him a story at night, and he’d hung onto those threads of affection like a vise, so desperately craving any emotional connection with a mother-figure that he’d take whatever he could get. At night, he’d wish on stars outside his tiny boxed-shaped window that Justine would adopt him, and that once that happened, Jason would begin to tolerate him. He told himself that if he did well in school and stayed out of trouble, maybe one day Jason would even grow to like him. Then Jason had died in a car accident, and Justine found herself a wealthy new boyfriend. She’d thrown Ben back into foster care without a second glance, and went on to live a new life. That was the moment he knew that the only person you could count on was yourself. The moment you started to care about other people—started to count on them to care about you in return—you set yourself up to have your soul irrevocably shattered.

      What was he doing letting the feelings he’d buried for Megan resurface? Of imagining what it would be like to have a son of his own with her? Those were dreams that weren’t meant for him. Dreams that Megan longed for and deserved to have…with someone else.

      When Ben returned to the cave, Logan was calm and actually playing a game of hopscotch that Megan had drawn into the dirt. “Looks like snow,” Ben announced and added some sticks to the fire.

      Megan left Logan hopping over the roughly etched squares and came to stand beside him. “How bad do you think it will be?” she asked in a low tone. If only he could get her and Logan to safety, he’d be content weathering the storm and finding his way toward civilization alone. He hated the fear that skirted around her words, and the worried glance she shot in Logan’s direction. She loved the boy, was petrified for him, and there wasn’t much he could do or say to ease her anxiety.

      “Hopefully just a dusting, but I doubt the helicopters will reach us tonight.” Her frown deepened, and he reached out and gently touched her cheek.

      She caught his eye and took a step closer. “Will we be safe?”

      From the bomber remained unspoken, but Ben could fill in the blanks. “The snow will cover our footprints, which means no one will be able to track us from the plane. We’re as safe as we can be tonight.” He hoped that was the truth, that their night would be uneventful. If it weren’t though, he’d be ready to jump to their protection.

      “Hopefully the snow will start soon then. I don’t want to think about someone hunting us.” She tugged at her bottom lip with her teeth and glanced toward the opening.

      His fingers ached to reach out to soothe her, but she retreated back to Logan for another round of their game. It would be safer for both Ben and Megan if they kept the past where it belonged—behind them.
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      Megan held Logan close as he drifted back off to sleep, his lashes fluttered against his round cheeks, and his arms finally relaxed, loosening their grip on her. There was an ache in the back of her throat from struggling to hold back tears. How must he be feeling? This sweet little boy lost in the wilderness without his mother or father. Oh, Charles and Susan must be inconsolable in their grief, most likely thinking the worst. They’d seen too much pain and tragedy in their careers not to contemplate devastating scenarios. Megan smoothed her hand over Logan’s strawberry blonde hair, then kissed the top of his head.

      “Want me to move him?” Ben’s whisper echoed off the walls, and he tilted his head toward the temporary nest of sweatshirts and jackets.

      She shook her head. “Not yet.” It felt good to hold him against her. She could have lost him today, and his solid weight was a reminder that they had overcome the odds and survived. Plus, if she let Ben put Logan to bed, it would be just the two of them sitting side by side in front of the fire, which was warm and wonderful despite the cold pressing at their backs. Ben looked rugged and just a little dangerous with his shoulders back and his frame taking up a large portion of space. His hair fell to the top of his sharp cheekbones, framing those incredible eyes that were so guarded. He took up most of the space in the tight quarters. If she only scooted half an inch toward him, their knees would be touching. She swallowed hard. Even the mere thought of being so close to him made her cheeks heat and nerve endings tingle.

      “Hey, I know it’s hard not to worry, but I’ll be keeping watch all night.” Ben’s low voice sent a shiver down her spine. She was being ridiculous. Whatever connection they’d once shared had died with the abrupt, cutting end of their relationship. It was only wishful thinking on her part that made her wonder if there could be more. What would Ben think if she told him she wasn’t only worried about the dangerous surroundings, but the dangerous stirrings of attraction going on inside her?

      “We should take turns. It’s not fair to put it all on you. You need to get some sleep, too.” She rested her cheek on top of Logan’s head, and his feather-soft hair tickled her skin.

      “I’m used to going without sleep for long stretches. Or getting it where and when I can.” He took a water bottle out of the pack next to him, opened it, and offered it to her first. She took a sip, trying to ignore Ben’s darkening eyes on her, then handed it back. He took a gulp, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. Ben was all male. Always had been, and the results were intoxicating. “Wouldn’t refuse company for a little while though.”

      “Then you have it. I should be exhausted, but I don’t think I could sleep if I tried.” She took a hand off Logan just long enough to swipe her hair away from her face.

      “Might be shock. We’ve had a day neither of us is likely to ever forget.” Flames cast shadows over the angles and lines of his face, making him look like Spartan warrior in their primitive setting.

      A bitter laugh escaped her lips. “Isn’t that the truth. Like being stuck in another one of Mr. Carson’s economics classes.” In their college days, they’d matched up their schedules as closely as they could to spend more time together—even if it meant settling for the crankiest professors who piled on essays and doled out exams each Friday. They’d each ended up with enough credit hours to each get a minor in economics—and they’d also built a relationship that she’d thought would last long after all those boring lessons had been forgotten.

      Ben threw his head back and laughed, and something brightened inside her at the ability to provoke that joyful sound. “He was awful, and yet we took his classes over and over again so we could ogle each other.”

      “The other students knew to steer clear, but we didn’t care at the time.” She shouldn’t have brought up the memory, because now her mind had travelled back to Berkeley. In her mind, she was walking under the mint-colored archway of Sather Gate, hand neatly tucked inside Ben’s, as they embarked on a day of classes. They used to find it funny that two Alaskans had ventured over three thousand miles and found each other on a campus with thirty thousand other students. Maybe they’d stuck out like sore thumbs, both pasty pale from long winters amongst the sun-kissed bodies clad in bohemian shirts and shorts. She had always thought it was fate.

      “We were too stupid in l—” Ben choked off the words, and her heart bounded into her throat. He’d been about to say they were too stupid in love to care about the classes they chose. He’d only uttered those precious words once during their courtship, on an otherwise ordinary night after they’d made love and she’d been snuggled close against his chest. She’d been on the edge of sleep, content as Ben caressed her hair. He must have thought she was asleep because he’d whispered, “I love you,” so quietly the sound was almost lost. “Too stupid in love to care about a tyrant of a teacher who assigned endless quantities of homework,” he said hoarsely.

      The tension in the air thickened, his eyes sealed on hers. She focused on steadying her breathing. In through the nose and out through the mouth. When their relationship had fallen apart, she’d spent endless hours wondering if he’d accidentally uttered those words for no better reason than because he was caught up in the afterglow of sex. Had wondered if maybe her larger-than-life feelings for him had been one-sided. But Ben had just casually admitted that they’d been in love. Whether it was their perilous situation or his time in the SEALS, Ben had grown and evolved enough to face his emotions in a way he never had before. He’d offered her a sincere apology on the plane, which was something that took guts. And he brought up past feelings, which was so completely un-Ben.

      “Your arms must feel like jelly at this point,” he said motioning to Logan.

      Her arms did ache from holding the boy for the better part of the day, and he was sleeping soundly now. “Yeah, they kind of do.”

      “Let me take him then,” Ben said and lifted him out of her arms. He laid Logan gently on the padded floor and draped a thick red sweater over him. When he turned back to her, he narrowed his eyes. “You’re shivering.” Ben shrugged out of his heavy coat, crouched down, and wrapped it around her shoulders, helping her slide her arms though the sleeves. She held her breath as he found the zipper at the bottom of the material and pulled it up to her chin. “That’s better,” he murmured and shifted next to her, so their outer thighs were touching.

      “W-what about you?” She tried to stop her teeth from chattering, but the cold had seeped through her skin.

      “I run hot, plus I’ve got this sweater. It’s much thicker than what you’ve got on under your coat.” He smirked a little, but there was warmth in his eyes.

      “You’re sweet to try and make me feel like I’m not a huge wimp.” She sent him a shy smile, even as the little heat she possessed rushed to her cheeks.

      “A wimp?” He raised his brows and shook his head from left to right. “No way. Today, you were incredibly brave. Resilient.”

      She glanced down at her hands folded in her lap. “Earlier, I was thinking how Logan and I could’ve boarded that flight with anyone.” Gathering her strength, she looked him right in the eyes. “I’m glad it was you, Ben.”

      “Bet you weren’t so glad when we first boarded.” His cocky grin made her heart speed up.

      “Not in the slightest.”

      They both laughed, and for one breath, then two their gazes locked as the fire crackled in front of them.  His stare dropped to her lips and quickly came back up. There was a swirling sensation in her stomach, as she recognized the attraction in his eyes.

      “But, really,” she said picking up on their conversation before something physical happened between them, “You took charge as the plane was going down, and again when we landed. You recognized there was still danger and brought us here.”

      “You did the hard part—keeping Logan calm, soothing him when he was upset.”

      “I guess that makes us a good team.” The moment the words left her lips, she cringed. They weren’t a team—not by choice, anyway. They were thrown together by an unfortunate circumstance and were making the best of it.

      “So long as it turns out better than the three-legged race we tried to win at the school’s spring carnival,” he chuckled.

      “We, in no way, were even close to winning.” She joined his laugh, remembering how they’d fallen into a heap in the middle of the field and had struggled to get back up.

      “Who knew there’d be a huge gopher hole in the middle of the grass?” He smiled widely, his face instantly brightening at the memory.

      “That hole was probably our saving grace. We weren’t doing so hot to begin with.” A gust of wind whooshed past the rocks, and she shuddered. She’d never complain about the heat of summer again. Trying to look on the bright side—and distract herself from the cold—she noted that although it was below freezing, the night’s sky was glorious, like crushed crystal thrown onto pitch black velvet. There was a gap in the rocks where two boulders stacked against each other, leaving the sky visible from inside their temporary hideaway.

      “You’re still cold.” There was concern in Ben’s eyes. “Maybe if we get a little closer, I can help warm you. Would that be okay?” He searched her face, waiting for an answer.

      She swallowed hard, but nodded. “Okay.” The word had barely left fled her lips when he scooped her up as though she was feather-light, placed her on his lap, and wrapped his arms tightly around her. With the glittering stars overhead, the warm crackling fire in front of them, and the safety of Ben’s arms wrapped around her, she began to let some of the day’s tension melt away. Looking out at the sky made her feel so small, but also so much more connected to the man sitting beside her. Sitting close, chatting like this, felt like old times—and look where that led. Heartbreak. She didn’t want these stirrings rising up in her chest. Feelings she’d locked down long ago resurfacing.

      “A little warmer now?” His breath tickled her ear and a long, liquid pull travelled to her lower belly.

      “Mm-hmm.” Was all she could manage, and even that sounded strained and husky.

      “Meg,” Ben whispered against her hair.

      She angled her head so she could see him, and instantly recognized the mistake. His eyes had darkened, and he leaned closer, closer, until their lips brushed. The kiss was chaste, but it didn’t stop her blood from heating.

      “We should say goodnight,” he said pulling his face away from hers slowly while still holding her steady on his lap.  “It’s going to be an early morning.” He gave her shoulder a quick squeeze as if the poignant kiss from just a moment ago had already been forgotten. Part of her was glad he’d played the intense moment off as a quick goodnight kiss because she wasn’t at all comfortable with what that kiss could mean otherwise. In fact, the moment was best left forgotten.
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      Mark Slocum choked down on the throttle of his snowmobile, pushing the machine harder through the rough terrain. He needed to see the result of his plan. Needed to see some sign of the boy’s remains—or at the very least, the charred and destroyed plane—with his own eyes. Maybe then he’d stop hearing the sickening crack as Billy’s sled careened over a sharp angle in the ski slope. Feeling the weight of his eight-year-old’s limp body, heavy in his arms as he rushed through the doors of the emergency room. His boy was still breathing when he was wheeled away on the stark white stretcher and into the operating room.

      That’s where they’d murdered his son. The wealthy anaesthesiologist and surgeon. He’d never forget the sound of his wife, Marie’s, keening wail when the hospital staff told them Billy had died during surgery. Mark had vowed then and there, he’d take something from the people responsible for Billy’s death. The surgeon had no family of his own, so he paid with his life one evening when he went for a drive in his Lamborghini. The kill was unsatisfying, but Mark’s plan for the anaesthesiologist was much better. By killing the man’s only son, he could watch him suffer as Mark had suffered—watch his life fall apart.

      Mark threw his weight to the left, dodging a towering evergreen. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure his nineteen-year-old son Carl made it through the turn. Pride swelled inside his chest. His eldest was ruthless. Carl was right behind him, keeping up with the break-neck pace, the vengeance gleaming from his eyes through the small slit in his black face mask. The plan had come together like fate, as if a divine being was giving its blessing to take the boy’s life. Mark had broken into the anaesthesiologist’s house and placed a bug, then learned the doctor and his family would be traveling to Fairbanks for a medical convention. They booked their flight at the same airport where Carl worked as a janitor, and his son was able to aid him from the inside.

      Originally, he had meant to kill the whole family, but the boy—Logan—had fallen ill before the conference and stayed behind for a few days to recover. It was then Mark realized that the anaesthesiologist and his wife weren’t meant to die, but to writhe in agony when he took down the flight that carried their son and his nanny when they set off to join them in Fairbanks. Everything had gone according to plan. Now, all that was left was for Mark to see and bask in the fruit of his labors—even if he didn’t have time to bask for long. With the inclement weather, they had a small window of time to confirm the kill. Carl had discovered the rescue teams would begin their search at first light and left work complaining of the stomach flu.

      As they got closer to the coordinates of the crash, Mark’s heart pounded like a war drum. He’d waited and plotted this moment for years. Those doctors had taken everything from him—not just his son, but his marriage, too, since his wife had left him shortly after they buried Billy. He’d lost his capacity to love, and could feel nothing but for pain. Carl had transformed from a happy-go-lucky boy to a sullen shell after his brother’s death, and for a parent, that was like having your soul shredded twice. Now the anaesthesiologist—born to a wealthy family with a silver spoon in his mouth, an empire at his fingertips before he was out of diapers, a man who had received the very best education and learned the tools to ultimately kill Mark’s son—would have a taste of devastation. The poor and the rich shared the same capacity to bleed—and by God, Doctor Charles Hamilton would fall to his fucking knees and haemorrhage. Each morning he’d wake, and he’d sit up with a gasp as reality slammed into his chest—that his son died because he’d taken another child’s life.

      Mark eased off the throttle and raised up his right hand so Carl would slow behind him. They’d have to take it by foot from here. If someone had, by some miracle, survived the crash, they’d have to be stealthy. He’d been a soldier and knew all the tricks of the trade. He would still be in the army if his lying son-of-a-bitch of a commander hadn’t reported him for lack of anger management amongst his peer and superiors. Abhorrent. It was the country’s loss, and when he discovered the commander had been killed in an overseas explosion, he’d celebrated with a cold beer for breakfast.

      Mark killed the engine and swung his right leg off the machine. “We need to hike up,” he ground out, taking two flashlights from their pack and handing one off to his son. Dusk had fallen and before long their path would be shrouded in a blanket of blackness.

      “Agreed,” his son’s merciless whisper swam with blood lust. “And if the boy’s not dead?”

      “Then I’ll strangle him with my bare hands, and you can watch the life drain from his eyes.”

      “I’d enjoy that very much.” Carl tucked the flashlight underneath his arm and fished a new pack of smokes from his front pocket, slapped the carton against the heel of his hand a few times, and unwrapped the clear plastic.

      His son put a butt between his lips, offered him one—which Mark accepted—and lit it before his own. Mark inhaled a sharp breath, padding his lungs with the harsh bite of cheap tobacco. He craved nicotine more than his next breath, it was his constant companion, along with his son. Together, they trudged through the snow in the direction of the crash, stopping only to bury their cigarette filters in the snow. No one would ever find them in the dead of winter, and by spring no one would be searching for evidence anymore. It was another half mile hike before they saw the wreckage, but his mouth pooled with saliva at the crumpled, smouldering metal. No way had anyone survived the impact. He walked ahead of his son, frown deepening at the ajar emergency exit door. The hinges groaned as he flung the entrance open wider, and he held his breath as he stomped into the cabin.  Carl slammed the door shut behind him, and they stood hip to hip, staring in disbelief at their surroundings.

      “What the fu—” Carl started to say, but was cut off by Mark’s hate-induced roar of anger. The plane rattled with it.

      “That little bitch nanny must have survived and taken him into the forest.” He stalked to the cockpit, his whole body humming with rage, and kicked the door in. The pilot was dead, his neck twisted at a ninety-degree angle, the flight attendant was cold and stiff beside him. They deserved to die too. It had been fate. He took a step back and bumped into his son.

      “Out of my way,” he screamed, spit flying from his lips. Carl lifted both hands and retreated. “Spread out. Search the area surrounding the plane. Fifteen minutes, then meet me back here.”

      Mark went in the opposite direction of his son, stamping across the hard ground, chest heaving with effort and anguish. His sternum tightened with each step as he stalked over to the nearest tree, shed his protective gloves along with the heavy flashlight that dropped into the snow, and pounded his fists into the trunk, sending shards of bark flying through the air. He welcomed the sting as wood sliced into his flesh, and then the warmth of the blood that trickled over his knuckles. He wiped the back of his hands over against his jacket. It wouldn’t do to leave a trail of blood at the scene of the crime. With each passing minute that ticked by with no trace of the boy or his nanny, his anger expanded, hot as molten lava bubbling up inside his chest. He stumbled, dizzy with blinding, white-hot hate. The boy must die! There could be no justice for Billy, for his broken family, if the doctor who killed him still had a son of his own.

      If it had been Logan Hamilton on the operating table instead of Billy Slocum, no expense would’ve been spared to save him. Mark had done his research. Logan’s parents lived a lavish lifestyle thanks to generations of wealth combined with their lucrative careers in medicine. A rotten taste filled his mouth, nearly choking him. It was bad enough they’d taken his baby, but they went on living in their mansion, traveling on luxury vacations, enjoying all the finest things in life. Doctor Hamilton hadn’t lost any sleep over his son’s death. Billy had just been an underprivileged kid born to a poor family. Something easily disposed of—out of sight, out of mind.

      “Dad, there’s no trace of them.” Carl rounded the plane and stopped next to him.

      “I know.” His growl rippled through the air. How had they survived? Which way had they gone?

      “What’ll we do now?” Carl whined, and Mark wanted to belt him for it.

      The air stirred, ruffling the tree branches. All was silent except for the wind hissing over the godforsaken terrain.

      “We hunt.”
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      Ben took one last look at Megan and Logan sleeping soundly and slipped out of their shelter. Stars still flickered against the indigo sky, but he could make out the faint pink glow of dawn between the black trees that shadowed the horizon. He’d remained vigilant throughout the night, keeping watch for threats and tending the fire in case the wind shifted. It had been past midnight when a low rumble cutting through the forest prickled his ears, and he’d looked out to see twin sets of headlights bobbing deep in the woods. Spotting two snowmobiles in the dead of night made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. It was unlikely for tourists to be visiting the park during the winter months, let alone be riding through the forest after dark given that this area was notorious for wildlife like grizzly bears and wolves. His gut was telling him something was wrong, so he’d follow the instinct.

      Using the glow of stars to guide him, he circled back to the crash site. The mile hike wasn’t wasted when he discovered two sets of snowmobile tracks leading up to the plane, followed by two broad sets of footprints. The pattern of the prints told him someone had entered the plane, then scoped out the surrounding area by foot. They couldn’t possibly be rescue workers, and no one else had any reason to come out here…except for the bomber. Someone had purposely found the crash site to confirm their kill, and now they’d know that Logan and Megan had survived—or at least made it far enough away from the plane to hide out.

      Moving briskly, Ben circled back to their campsite. His mind should be solely focused on the people pursuing them, but all he could think of was having his hands against Megan’s soft and subtle curves last night, or the way they’d laughed together like old times. He’d been foolish to kiss those supple lips of hers because now the softness of them was branded into his mind all over again—not that he’d ever really forgotten. He shuffled closer to Megan and Logan’s sleeping forms, not wanted to track snow close to them.

      “Meg, wake up.” She was still wearing his coat over her own, but he’d unpacked the waterproof jacket he wore fishing. Megan’s eyelids fluttered, her thick lashes caressing her high cheekbones. Even in the middle of a crisis situation, she made his blood dance with heat.

      She yawned, stretched, then bolted upright. Sleep must’ve taken her to a faraway place because as she glanced around their surroundings, the peaceful look she’d worn moments ago was replaced by strain and recognition. If only he had some indication of how imminent the danger was, he’d huddle close to her by the fire and share his plans.

      “I nearly forgot we were the survivors of a plane crash, camping out in the middle of the forest.” Megan quickly swiped her fingers through her sleep-rumpled hair. She always looked as pretty makeup free, hair a tangled mess, as she did in a form-hugging dress, hair blown out and her face all dolled up. He stifled the urge to reach out and touch her. The stirring in his chest was only lust caused by forced proximity and their life or death scenario. Wasn’t it? On the plane, they’d both agreed they were better off on their own, that their lives had taken separate directions that they were proud of, but last night cuddled by the fire he began to consider what life might’ve been like for them if he hadn’t been a coward. No, not a coward. Someone who had an intimate knowledge of where love led—straight to pain and abandonment. Shadows from his past were enough motivation to take a step back.

      “Yeah, it hit me like a train this morning, too. We need to talk for a couple minutes while Logan’s still snoozing,” he said, glancing over the boy resting his stubborn chin atop his favorite stuffed spider.

      “What are you smirking at?” Megan tilted her head to the left and smiled lightly.

      “The song you sang on the airplane.” He couldn’t help but crack a grin, something he’d done more in the past twenty-four hours than the past eight years. Now wasn’t the time to think about why, or if it had to do with seeing Megan again. Of, course it did. Maybe he shouldn’t kid himself—Meg lit something inside him with her sweet and smart personality—but that didn’t mean he needed to leave himself vulnerable. He didn’t want to be hurt by someone he cared for. Enough pain already laid in his past.

      She blushed, reminding him of the pink glow of dawn slowly rising over the mountains. “Enough about my singing,” she chuckled. “Tell me what we need to talk about.”

      “Last night, I heard engines. Sounded like they were headed for the crash site.” He knelt down and began the process of snuffing out the fire. With danger unfurling its jagged fingers against their backs, they needed to get moving. And fast. “While you were still sleeping, I went back to the campsite. Sure enough, I found snowmobile tracks. Twin sets of prints.”

      Megan tensed, then blew out a breath. “And you don’t think it’s the rescue crew?”

      “I don’t.” Snow had blown into the shallow shelter, and with gloved hands, he piled what he could on top of the fire. Steam hissed through the snow, and he turned to Megan. “I have an idea where we can find a more secure shelter—one with a phone.”

      “We’d miss the helicopter,” she pointed out. “They’re bound to come straight to the plane, expecting to find us here.”

      “You’re right. But with two hitmen on our trail, I won’t put your life or Logan’s in the hands of a rescue crew that might not come in time.” An indescribable emotion flashed over her face, softening those glorious eyes. Gratitude? Uncertainty? He couldn’t place it, but the urge to protect her flared inside him.

      “How far?” she asked. Meg was already gathering their bags and checking supplies.

      “We can hike to the park’s Wilderness Center. It’s the closest source of civilization, although I’m not sure how much we’ll be able to find at this time of year.” The hissing coming from the fire had stopped, and using a stick, he mixed the ashes with more snow. The last thing he wanted to do was set the park on fire. “I’ve been camping and fishing in this park for years. If my calculations are right, the crash site is about twenty miles Southwest from the center, based on our flight plan—near the Usibelli area. Route 3 runs North to South, so we’ll eventually run into the center.”

      Megan nodded. “I’ll wake up Logan. I need to give him a drink, get something in his belly before we start hiking.”

      Ben was closest to their pack of supplies, so he reached in for a juice box. It was ice cold but not frozen due to its proximity to the fire. “Here,” he said handing her the drink and a bag of pretzels. His skin brushed against hers as she reached to take the items out of his hand. Tingles spread up his arms, leaving goosebumps in their path. She lifted her chin, exposing the vulnerable skin of her neck and warmth flooded him. Did she feel it too? This insane rush of electricity pulsing through the air every time they got close? By the way her pupils dilated, darkening her eyes, he would have to say yes. The primary objective was to get out of the wilderness physically unscathed. He’d do well to stay focused on that, and remember the importance of preserving his emotions. Once they got to safety, they’d certainly never see each other again, so what did these feelings right now matter?

      Instead of making him feel better, the thought just made him feel worse.

      Twenty minutes later, they’d left their makeshift camp. Logan had woken up looking for his mother and father and asked if today was the day he’d get to see them. Megan carefully explained that they were still on their adventure, but he’d see them real soon. She was a wonderful caretaker, would someday be a wonderful mother. Ben’s jaw tightened. He didn’t want to go there. Didn’t want to imagine another man’s hands on her supple skin, caressing her rounded belly and the baby they’d made together. It must be a powerful feeling, to rest your hands on your partner and feel the life you created move between them. He shook the thoughts away. There was no happy-ever-after for him. It was only an illusion that eventually ripped you out of a fairy tale and dropped you into the jaws of a nightmare. How he’d craved the love of a mother and father figure. Even the time he’d come closest to finding a lasting home, his foster mom had lied about loving him like a son, and his adoptive father had been disgusted by the sight of him. A constant reminder that they were unable to have children of their own, and he had to settle for Ben to appease his wife.

      A gust of wind pressed at the front of his jacket, and he glanced down at his compass, something he was grateful to have slipped in his luggage the day of the flight. Ben adjusted their course according to the dials. Hopefully, it was the only piece of equipment he needed to get them to safety and not the gun strapped in its holster. If anyone threatened them, though, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill. He kept glancing over his shoulder and listening to the sounds around them for anything out of place. Their pace was slow. Too slow.

      “Meg, why don’t you let me carry Logan for a while?” There was hesitation in her eyes. Her guarded expression shouldn’t sting, but it did all the same. Sure, he was gruff and not great with kids but he could sure as hell carry Logan without inciting a meltdown. Maybe.

      “I’m okay. Really.” The look in her eyes said “drop it,” and he understood why. Logan had clung to her like Velcro since the crash, and she was obviously worried about upsetting him more.

      He took a breath. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to like piggyback rides would you, Logan?” he said in a soft tone. Big brown eyes peered at Ben cautiously. “Bet you could see the whole forest from up on my shoulders,” he added, trying to pursued him.

      The little boy sucked in his bottom lip. “Animals?”

      “Sure, there’s tons of wildlife out here. And I bet you’d be able to see more from higher up.”

      “Okay,” Logan smiled shyly. It was the first time Ben had seen his impish grin since the crash. To be the one that put it there made him feel as tall as one of the soaring evergreens packed around them. He turned to Meg and lifted Logan out of her hands and onto his shoulders. When he started walking, Logan let out an excited whoop. Ben smiled and took a deep, satisfied breath.

      With Logan on his shoulders, they were able to move at a faster clip. The more distance they were able to put between themselves and the crash site, the better.

      “If it were summer, we’d have so much plant life to look at, Logan. We might even be able to find some wild blueberries. I bet the animals out here like blueberries just as much as you do. Keep your eyes open for tracks, and we can try to figure out the animal they came from, okay?” Meg said.

      “I’m gonna find a big bear.” There was an undertone of excitement in his voice, and Ben could tell he was looking all around by how much the boy was shifting on his shoulders. Meg seemed to slide something educational into everything she did with Logan. Heck, she’d even made the plane crash an enriching experience.

      “Meggie, look! What’s dat one?” Unable to see where Logan was pointing, Ben followed Meg’s eyes to the left.

      “Nice work, eagle eyes.” She hovered over the fresh footprints in the snow. “I’m not sure what those are though. Maybe I could take a picture, and we can compare the tracks to ones we find online when we get home.”

      “Actually, those are lynx tracks. The print gets that puffy look from the animal’s thick fur, and you typically can’t spot the heal-pad in the snow, so you just have those four oval paw marks.” He smirked when Megan’s eyes widened.

      “I had no idea you knew so much about the wildlife here. What else can you tell us? A lynx is a wildcat right?”

      “Yeah, a large one. They’re similar to a bobcat but have long fur on the tips of their ears, and a black-tipped tail.” He shouldn’t be so proud of being able to explain some simple facts, but when he saw the impressed look on Megan’s face, he felt as though he’d just successfully completed a covert mission.

      “Ben,” Logan tugged softly at his hair. “Look. Shhhh.”

      He narrowed his gaze, and sure enough, there was an arctic hare off to their right. Sensing them, the rabbit stood up on its hind legs.

      “He hears us coming, so he’s trying to get a better look around. That white coat of fur helps him blend into the snow and keeps him safe.”

      “I’m going to get a white coat too,” Logan said and wrapped both arms around Ben’s neck and rested the top of his chin on the top of Ben’s head. Ben’s heart expanded at the simple gesture of acceptance. For the next couple of hours, Meg and Logan would point out different trees, tracks, and the occasional bird and he’d share what he knew. He was getting surprisingly comfortable with Logan, and each time Ben knew the answer to one of their questions the kid would clap in delight. They may be running for their lives, but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t enjoying the day. There was something about the pair of them that was just so appealing. He was beginning to form a bond with Logan. He could relate to how the kid felt right now, lost and without his parents to comfort him. It felt good to be able to cheer the boy up and catch his interest with nature facts. He offered his hand to Megan as they scaled over a rocky patch of land, but even when the trail smoothed out, they stayed connected.

      Was he setting himself up for emotional turmoil by forming a bond with Megan and Logan, knowing he’d be losing both of them? Probably, but the problem was, he was enjoying it. He found himself saying and doing things to make them both laugh just to hear the sound resonating in the icy air. As he walked alongside Meg, hand-in-hand, he pictured their college days. He couldn’t get enough of her. Every waking moment he’d wanted to be beside her, inside her.

      But it wasn’t just the physical with Meg, although the chemistry between them had been unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He was happy just being near her sunny aura that lit him up with hope for the future. Domestic activities like cuddling on the couch to watch a movie—something he’d never done with anyone before—suddenly seemed more natural than breathing. For someone who had always craved the love of family, it had felt like Megan was rapidly filling that endless void. The thought of someone else he cared for leaving him had knocked the wind right out of his lungs, and so he’d left first. As that memory replayed—the look in her eyes when he told her it was over, the way it had felt to turn away, knowing he might never see her again—he felt a sharp ache in his heart, and with his free hand, he rubbed his sternum.

      At the time, leaving had seemed like the right thing to do. Leave before he could get left. But now, as they walked along chatting and playing their wildlife question and answer, he wasn’t so sure. Maybe he’d done a disservice to himself and to Meg, grouping her with the likes of his foster mom. Hadn’t she shown her devotion over and over again? Maybe she wasn’t the type who would end a relationship because a better opportunity presented itself.

      And maybe, it was all just wishful thinking.
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      Megan’s calves ached from trudging through the snow, but it was so nice to have Ben carrying Logan. Even nicer to watch a bond beginning to form between them. It gave her a little thrill to see him, a rugged SEAL, softening toward the child she loved. To Logan’s delight, Ben continued to identify animal tracks and types of trees, and he proved to be an endless source of facts about the Alaskan Range. His knowledge of the life around them astounded her, but the way he shared the information in a kid-friendly manner was even more surprising. All these years, the one comfort she’d had about Ben leaving her was that staying with him might have meant giving up her dream of one day having a family. After what he’d been through in the foster care system, she’d worried that he might not want children of his own. But the affection in his voice was audible as he spoke to Logan. She could see now that he would be a wonderful father. One who protected the people he loved and made learning an adventure. One who spent time hiking, fishing, and sharing the wonders of the world instead of hovering over a cell phone screen. The realization was bittersweet. Sweet because one day she hoped Ben would banish all the darkness from his past by showing his own child what love really was, and bitter because it wouldn’t be with her. Even though they’d shared laughs and memories fireside, he’d quickly changed the kiss they shared to a platonic good-night peck. If that didn’t say uninterested, she didn’t know what did.

      “We should be on the lookout for a place to stop.”  The only thing that had pushed her this far was the knowledge that someone who wanted to harm them was on their tails.

      “Just another fifteen to twenty minutes—or before that if we can find a suitable shelter, okay?” Ben paused and brushed back a piece of hair that had strayed from her winter cap. The gesture warmed her heart, but also scared her. Was she beginning to have feelings for him again? Had she ever really stopped? They needed to band together now for survival, but after it was all over he’d be going back to his life as a SEAL.

      She cleared her throat and put one foot in front of the other in the snow. “All right. Logan, are you okay? Not too cold?” A few miles back they’d stopped, and she’d bundled one of the in-flight blankets around his shoulders, but she still worried. Ben squeezed her shoulder as if reading her mind.

      “No. Go, Benny, go!” They both chuckled as Logan bounced back and forth urging Ben forward.

      “Now my name ends in a Y, too.” Ben smirked, but the pleasure in his voice was audible.

      “I think you have a new buddy.” It was so nice to see Ben getting comfortable with Logan.

      “I won’t push too much harder. Promise.” His eyes were suddenly gentle as he gazed down at her. A lump formed in her throat and all she could do was swallow it down and keep moving. She’d do well to remember that he’d left her without a backward glance once. Yes, he was a protector. Yes, she could trust him to keep them safe. But he wasn’t one to stick around. When they reached safety, he’d leave her behind again.

      The wind had died down the last hour of their trek, but the cold was numbing. With each inhale of breath, ice clawed down her throat and burned her nose, and with each exhale she could feel what little warmth she had left leaving her body. She stole a glance at Ben, who looked completely comfortable in the elements. The only indication he showed of the frigid temperatures was the white plumes exiting his mouth as his breath collided with the air. Having Logan on his shoulders, listening to them chatting companionly, softened him. Oh, he still looked every bit the warrior with hulking shoulders and a frame that spoke to sinewy muscles beneath the layers of fabric, but the hard look in his eyes had faded.

      He tilted his head to grin up at Logan, and Megan’s eyes locked onto the two-inch scar down his chin. Where had he gotten that? Were there more hidden beneath his clothes? Scars that could never be seen with the naked eye?

      A structure off to her left caught her eye. “What’s that?” Ben narrowed his eyes, and looked in the direction of her pointer finger. “Right up there,” she added when he didn’t immediately see it. Hope bloomed inside her. The triangular outline might be a trick of the eyes, maybe a low hanging branch, or it could be the roof of a small cabin.

      “Let’s take a closer look,” Ben said. They changed their direction, and the thought of resting out of the elements fuelled her forward. “Might be an old mining shack.”

      “A whining shack?” Logan groaned and Ben’s rich laugh broke through the air.

      “Not whining. Mining.” There was a smile on his face as he explained what he meant to Logan. “In the early nineteen hundreds, the gold rush drove explorers to Alaska in hopes of getting rich. They built cabins, mined for gold, and lived off of the land. If we’re lucky, there’s a sturdy structure up ahead that we can call home for a few hours.”

      A rustic, stacked log shack came into view and she let out a loud whoop. If the roof wasn’t half rotted with lots of holes or the floor boards splitting up, they’d be sleeping inside tonight. Might possibly be warm and well-sheltered. She raised her arms in triumph, not caring how silly her happy dance appeared. She couldn’t contain it if she tried. Then Megan wrapped her arms around Ben’s waist beyond thrilled, but when he halted in place she quickly took a step back.

      “I guess I’m a little bit excited to see some sign of civilization.”

      “Just a little?” he teased, and lowered Logan off of his shoulders. “By your reaction, anyone would think we’d stumbled across a luxury resort and spa.”

      Logan tucked his gloved hand inside of hers. “It might as well be.” Her cheeks warmed as she looked up at Ben and her knees suddenly felt like they wouldn’t hold her much longer. “Thank you for knowing the right direction to take us in. Your decisions led us here.” She could’ve sworn his shoulders straightened with the praise.

      “You were the one who saw the cabin in the first place,” he said brushing of her gratitude with a shrug.  “Wait here. I’m going to make sure the shelter looks secure and abandoned before we find a way to get inside for the night. Yeah?”

      “Okay, yeah,” she agreed. As he walked away, her eyes remained glued to his masculine form and assertive gait. She couldn’t deny the liquid pull low in her stomach when he was near. Maybe she was weak for replaying the lovemaking of their earlier years in her mind, but she’d never forgotten a single, incredible detail.

      “All clear,” Ben said as he doubled back to them. Logan’s face lit up with a big smile, dimples indenting his cheeks. He let go of her hand, shuffled forward, then hugged one of Ben’s legs. His eyes widened, and for a moment, Ben froze in place for a moment, but he quickly recovered.

      “Now we’re in for a real adventure,” he said and dropped into a crouch so he was eye-level with Logan. “Staying in the cabin of a goldminer. Do you think the person who built the shack found treasure?”

      Logan shrieked out a resounding yes and Ben lifted him up and tossed him in the air, catching him easily. Laughter bubbled out of the boy, and something expanded in her chest.

      “Do you think they left tweasure for us?” Logan asked as they walked toward the cabin.

      “We can pretend they did. We’ll make a fire, and it will be just like we’re a group of stampeders, the people who made the long trek to the Yukon to find fortune.”

      She just had to pause as they walked toward the cabin, they made such a picture, the big SEAL and the small boy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I guess playing gold miner is tiring work,” she said as she came to join Ben by the fire. Logan had conked out after having something to eat and pretending their trio was on a fantastic journey looking for treasure. Little did the boy know that he had his own pot of gold sitting in a trust fund. But maybe money wasn’t as much fun when you didn’t get to dig through the dirt for it. That seemed to be Logan’s perspective, anyway.

      “His eyes were as wide as dinner plates talking about what he’d buy with his share. An island of lollipops.” Ben laughed and shook his head.

      “His very own dragon.” She grinned and sat with him by the fire, the old, roughly cut floor boards creaking with every movement.

      “Don’t forget the bagel shop and cream cheese factory.” Ben smiled back at her, and for a moment she had an overwhelming urge to reach out and touch his face.

      “Now that might not be such a stretch—if when he gets older he wants to deviate away from the family tradition of medicine.” The flames swayed, a medley of gold, crimson, and blue, in the rustic hearth.

      “Would his parents give him a hard time for not following in their footsteps?” Ben’s brows knit together, and his smile faded.

      Did he really care about Logan’s future? Was he worried that the little boy would feel forced in one direction instead of having the chance to follow his own path? His question indicated that he cared for Logan and that warmed her, but also made the nerves in her stomach tangle.

      An image flashed in her mind. One where she was holding a newborn baby to her breast with Ben smiling lovingly down at them. They were sitting here talking about Logan like two parents might, but that was no excuse for sitting here and picturing the child they might’ve had together.

      “If Logan decided he wanted to join a traveling circus, they’d pay for acrobat training and do everything they could to be at every performance. They’re great parents, and they adore him—all they really want is for him to be happy. When I think of someone trying to harm them…”

      “I know, Sweetheart. I know.” His tone was low, soothing. “Don’t think about it. Not tonight.”

      She sighed, the breath whistling out of her lungs, and gazed into the fire. “You’re right. Tonight, we’re lucky. We’re sleeping inside by a warm fire with a roof over our heads.”

      “Meg.” The desire in Ben’s voice sent a shiver down her back, and she looked away from the fire to look at him.

      His steel eyes were pinned on hers, lips slightly parted. He looked strong and capable, not to mention a little dangerous with that scar down his chin as a reminder that he was a badass SEAL. One who could handle any danger that life threw at him. One who would protect her and Logan.

      “You shouldn’t be so goddamn beautiful after a plane wreck and two days in the wilderness, but all I’ve been able to think about is kissing you. Feeling you against me.” Ben touched the side of her face, caressed her bottom lip with her thumb, and inched closer.

      This kiss was just a whisper at first, a brush of lips. She sighed—couldn’t help herself. How many times had she fantasized about his clever mouth? He dipped his tongue against hers and when a primal growl rumbled in the back of his throat, heat ripped through her. Wanting—no, needing—to touch him, she gripped the bottom of his sweater and inched her hands up until she found bare skin.. Ben fisted his hands in her hair, tilting her head back so he could kiss her more deeply.

      “Come here.” His voice was thick with passion as he dragged her onto his lap where the proof of his attraction pressed against her hip. Ben rubbed his hands up and down her sides, and she arched toward him, encouraging his touch to move higher toward her aching breasts. He did just that, encircling her engorged tips with his thumbs. When he broke the kiss, she nearly gasped in frustration, until he lifted her shirt and replaced his thumbs with his mouth. He sucked and tortured the peak of her left breast through the thin material of her bra before moving to the next, expending equal attention. Her breath was coming in quick pants, and though she wanted him to continue more than she wanted anything in the world at that moment, she placed her hands on his shoulders. Ben immediately stopped and looked up at her.

      “That feels like heaven.” She shot a glance over her shoulder. “But I don’t want Logan waking to see something he shouldn’t.”

      “Damn. You’re right.” He lowered her shirt reluctantly, then pulled her in close and rested his chin on the top of her head. “But this isn’t over by a long shot.” He kissed the top of her head, a gentle gesture that made her throat tight.

      Ben wasn’t the boy she’d fallen in love with. He was still charming and engaging, but now he was more stable, more responsible. She thought he’d never be able to commit to anything, but he’d proven her wrong with his career. Still, there was no place in his life for her, not long-term at least. She was a coward, using Logan as a barrier between them. Would it be enough to shield her heart from a repeat performance of her college years?
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      Ben snuggled closer to Megan, loving the feeling of her silky hair against his cheek. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but he’d woken with his arms around her waist, and her back pressed against his chest. The moment they’d shared earlier was intense, passionate. With his hands molded to her subtle curves and her taste—so sweet, so Megan—on his tongue the need for her roared to life inside him. If only his lust for her could be sated with one night together, he might ask her if she wanted to take things further. He knew better though. If he made love with her, the craving would only intensify.

      Laying with her in his arms and the smoky scent of the fire crackling in the cabin, everything around them was peaceful. He stilled, then shot up to a sitting position. Too much smoke. He whirled toward the hearth, ready to extinguish the blaze, but the fire was perfectly contained. His eyes watered as he struggled to locate the source of the smoke. Opening the door might feed the fire more oxygen, but it would also let the smoke dissipate, and create an easy escape route if he couldn’t get the fire contained. In four quick steps he paced across the room to the exit, gripped the door latch, and gave it a quick yank. Then another. The door didn’t budge, and warning bells sounded in his brain.

      “Meg, the cabin’s on fire.” With agility akin to a trained soldier, she pounced to her feet and rushed to Logan’s side without a second thought. Ben stopped wasting time on the door –someone had intentionally jammed it and if he didn’t think fast they’d burn up like tinder. There was a boarded-up window at the back of the cabin and Ben rushes over to it. “Door won’t budge. Our best shot is trying to climb through here.”

      Ben grabbed onto the hastily nailed plywood, yanking it until the boards broke. That snap of wood was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. It meant they weren’t going to die of smoke inhalation—or worse, burn to death—in this mining shack.

      “Logan, we’re going to get you out of here,” Megan said with surprising calm.

      “I’m going to help you out first, so you can catch Logan on the other side,” Ben told Megan. He tore down the last wooden barrier, made a fist and smashed through the remnants of glass.

      “That’s good enough. We don’t have much time.” Megan passed Logan into his arms, and the little boy clung to his shirt sobbing. Ignoring the shards of glass and splintered wood, and without waiting for his assistance, Megan hastily dragged herself through the window. “My feet are on the ground. Get Logan out,” she screamed.

      He could barely make out the outline of her hands reaching up for Logan, but she was right, they didn’t have time to spare. Ben carefully lifted the boy through the rough opening, and felt his weight shift and lift off his hands when Megan took hold of him. Ben looked back at the cabin, then at the window. There wasn’t time to salvage their supplies. A deafening crack sounded above his head, and he pushed up and out through the window. Sharp bits of glass or slivers of wood raked against his gut. None of it mattered. Megan was on the ground with Logan, and both were alive and unharmed. A sound like gun shots rang out in the air, and Ben didn’t wait to see if it was the crackling of the fire or an actual weapon. He just threw himself on top of Logan and Megan and covered both of them the best he could.

      “We have to make a run for it. I’ll carry Logan, it will be faster.”  A distinct crack sounded over their heads—this time, there was no mistaking it as anything but a bullet exploding from the barrel of a gun. He wrapped his fingers around Meg’s upper arm and they both ducked down and ran for cover as the pops of gunfire followed them. They tripped and stumbled through the dark, moving fast, breathing hard. These bastards were going to pay. After seeing two snowmobiles—and now, hearing two guns firing—he was sure there were two people tracking them.

      If it were just him, he’d circle behind them and attack, but he had a woman and child to think of. Poor little Logan was clinging to him, screaming in terror. Once they got far enough away, they could stop for a few seconds and calm him, but amidst the barrage of gunfire, there was no way he was slowing down. Adrenaline fuelled every muscle in his body. He’d run for hours if that’s what it took to protect Meg and Logan. He was still holding Megan’s arm. She was in damn good shape to run this fast and this long through rough terrain in the dark. He made a mental note to ask her about it once they were out of danger. When the sound of shots died off, they slowed to a jog.

      “Do you think we’re out of range?” Meg panted. The night was so dark, he could barely see her.

      “For now. But they’re at an advantage. They have snowmobiles with lights, and with snow this deep it would be hard to miss our tracks. We’ve got to keep moving.” Thankfully, they’d all fallen asleep in their heavy jackets, even with the fire going it had still been frigid in the drafty shack.

      “Oh, trust me, I’m not slowing down. I need to make sure Logan’s okay though.”

      She must’ve reached out and rubbed his back, because the little guy made a slight whimper.

      “You’re so brave, Bud. I won’t let anything happen to you. I know it’s cold, I know it’s scary to be out here, but me and Ben will keep you safe,” she said in a determined voice.

      Hearing her refer to them together made something shift inside his heart. Like they were on the same team. Two caretakers working together to protect the innocent life of a child. Logan should never have been in danger tonight though. Ben should have been on his guard rather than letting himself get distracted. The kiss he’d shared with Meg, touching her supple, irresistible breasts, holding her close after they’d bundled up for the night like he used to have the luxury of doing nearly every weekend, had made him lose focus. He’d fallen asleep, despite knowing full well that danger lurked outside their doorstep. Meg had a way of cutting through all his defences and when they were together the world somehow seemed right, no matter what was going down. Tonight, had been no different. Even though he’d known they were being tracked, even though they had been sitting on dirty floor boards rationing potato chips, the aura of joy Meg reflected had made him feel safer than he should’ve. He was a highly trained SEAL and he’d let someone sneak up on him. He could make excuses all night long, but the fact was they’d almost been burned to death in their sleep because he hadn’t been alert. It wouldn’t happen again. There was too much at stake. The lives of civilians—of two people he cared about.  The thought of losing Megan or Logan clawed a hole in his gut. He’d promised to protect them, and dammit, he’d failed. For as long as he lived he’d never forget the terror of this night. If one of them had been hit by a stray bullet, he wouldn’t have been able to live with the knowledge that their injury or death was on his hands.

      They slowed their pace, and Logan fell asleep—or passed out from fright—in his arms.

      “I’m sorry.” For once during this fiasco, he was grateful for the cover of darkness. He didn’t want her to see the guilt etched on his face.

      “For what?” she whispered back. In the distance, a wolf howled, a lonely, forlorn sound that made him feel sorry for the creature.

      “I told you I’d keep you safe. I didn’t.”  His voice was grave, and for a moment he feared she wouldn’t answer him. That maybe she was as angry with him as he was with himself.

      “Don’t put that on yourself. You got us out of there. You did keep us safe.”

      If only.

      He focused on the fall of her footsteps and the sound of her breath. She was alive. She was unharmed. “They never should’ve had the chance to sneak up on us like that, because I never should’ve dozed off.” A fresh wave of guilt crashed over him, and he clenched his jaw.

      “You’re right,” she said, voice stern.

      His stomach dropped like a stone, but he knew he deserved worse than what she was about to dish out.

      “You should be some faceless, emotionless robot who lives to serve and protect twenty-four hours a day without ever taking a break. Come on, Ben. We’re both the adults in this situation and that means we share the responsibility of our safety. I could’ve stayed awake to keep watch, but I didn’t. For the first time in days, I felt safe. Safe being held in your arms.”

      He’d felt safe holding her, too. Whole. And that scared the ever-living shit out of him. They kept moving, listening for any signs of danger that might be lurking.

      Meg had no idea how strong she was. Her ability to react under pressure tonight impressed him. She’d held her own, climbing out the window like an alley cat, catching and shielding Logan with her body once they were all on the ground, and having the stamina to pound through the snow in the pitch black for hours. She’d been strong after the crash too, right up until they found out someone was trying to kill Logan, and hell, that was almost enough to get him.

      She was so willing to face danger head on to protect Logan, no matter how hard it got. He’d never seen love look like this. Based on his childhood, he’d always believed that love crumbled under pressure. Could he have been wrong? Was there really something more out there—even for someone like him? He didn’t know if his birth mother was alive or dead. Didn’t know if she felt any sort of attachment toward him when he was born. Maybe he had biological grandparents out there, but they certainly hadn’t gone out of their way to locate him. Logan wasn’t even Megan’s child, and yet she showed that little boy more love than Ben could ever remember receiving in his whole life. Maybe he’d been wrong about leaving her the first time, but it was something he’d never know now. He’d missed his chance and besides, his job was his life and it wasn’t conducive to having a family. He needed to stay in mission mode and not let any emotions threatening to shove their way to the forefront, get a foothold. He needed to stick to what he knew best—being a SEAL. Fewer people would get hurt that way.
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      Megan kept moving through the snow. She was tired and sore from everything she’d been through, but the fear of someone harming Logan or Ben was akin to a thousand hands on her back pushing her forward. How she could be thinking about her feelings for Ben at a time when their lives were in imminent danger was completely beyond her. She’d taken a risk telling Ben she felt safe in his arms, but she’d lost hope of him returning the sentiment five minutes ago. The only sounds were their labored breaths, the crunch of sticks and snow, and the occasional eerie howl of a wolf. She was far more terrified of the gunman who might be chasing them than she was of a wolf.

      “When I first smelled smoke, I was thinking how nice it was to have you in my arms,” Ben said in a hushed tone.

      Megan’s breath hitched. Ben wasn’t typically this transparent and she could usually sense what he was feeling long before he said it—if he ever did. “You were?” she asked trying to keep her voice steady. Sharing what was in his heart had always been hard for Ben. The fact that he was giving her a glimpse into his feelings was a rare gift.

      “Yeah.” His voice was somber. He certainly didn’t sound like he was happy about having her wrapped up against him, but she understood. Facing these resurfacing feelings and the new ones that were developing was uncomfortable, and had the potential to hurt them both.  He cleared his throat and continued in a strained voice. “With the fire burning, it seemed warm and peaceful at first. It took me a second to register that it was the cabin that was on fire and not just the logs in the hearth.”

      The sound of his footsteps stopped, and she halted in her tracks. The weight of his hand pressed against the top of her shoulder.

      “You always fit so nice there.” He let out a deep, soul quaking breath that had all her senses heightened for danger of a different kind. The kind that reduced strong women to hollow shells when they reached out for their lover only to find the bed cold and empty. “Now the bastards chasing us will have to answer for ruining the first peaceful moment I’ve had in months along with trying to repeatedly kill us.”

      She didn’t trust herself to respond, so she started moving again. Didn’t want to tell him that he’d not only stirred up desire when they kissed, but had also resurrected emotions she thought she’d shuttered away for good. Didn’t she know from experience that he was the love ‘em and leave ‘em type?  He’d shown commitment to the SEALS and even Logan, but could he show a commitment to her as well? Don’t be naïve. It simply wasn’t smart to trust him with her heart after he’d so badly crushed it the first time. If they were in a less harrowing situation, would the attraction growing between her and Ben still exist?

      Maybe it was easier to think of the problems she was currently facing with the man she once loved, than to think of all they’d been through since boarding the flight to Fairbanks. She was doing her best to stay strong, and as much as she didn’t want to admit it, being with Ben soothed her. She was clinging to the intuitive knowledge that if anyone could get them out of this situation it was him, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t do her part to help. Now more than ever, she was grateful for the time and effort she’d put into Tae Kwon Do. It helped her stay in shape, and would give her the tools she needed if they encountered the people out to harm them.

      She tilted her head up to the sky. The brilliant stars were fading and a pale-yellow strip outlined the horizon. Soon their path would be lit by the five hours or so of sunlight afforded to Alaska during the winter months. Maybe they’d get lucky and find a shelter where they could regroup, or better yet a rescue team to pull them to safety.

      “So, you’re going to have to tell me what kind of crazy fitness routine you keep. You’ve made it further than a lot of seasoned infantrymen would.” It was light enough now that she could see the smirk he flashed at her, and her stomach somersaulted.

      “Tae Kwon Do.” She really didn’t want to get into the reason why she started. The more they reminisced about the past and the more she learned about the man Ben had become, the more he snuck back into her heart.

      He raised a brow. “That doesn’t seem like an activity you’d choose out of the blue.”

      “No,” A sigh escaped her lips. She should’ve just told him something non-descript like running. Now she’d hopped down a rabbit hole. “It wasn’t.”

      “But you don’t want to elaborate.” For a moment the only sound was the crunch of snow beneath their feet. “I know a lot has passed between us, but you should know when I left you were never far from my mind.” The out-of-the blue emotional revelation was so unexpected that she almost tripped. Regaining her footing, they walked another few steps before he asked, “What happened to make you want to learn?”

      So that was the reason he’d made the confession—it was a trade- off, sharing his feelings so she’d open up in turn. A gust of wind swirled the snow along their path and sent an icy tingle over her face. Fine, then—she’d talk. Maybe it would be a distraction from her aching legs.

      “I left the marketing firm later than usual one night. It was only my second week working there, and I was already swamped with media plans for clients.”  She stole a glance at Ben, watched as his lips thinned. “It was dark, but a fairly populated area so I wasn’t concerned. I’ll never be so nonchalant about safety again.”

      Ben sucked in a breath and for the second time stopped her in her tracks. “Someone hurt you.” His voice carried so many emotions—anger, pain, regret.

      “Not in the way you might think. Just bumps and bruises. He came up from behind, put a knife to my throat, and pushed me into an alley. Scared me to death, but in retrospect I was lucky. Only my wallet was taken, and once he’d gotten it, he pushed me to the ground and fled.”

      “I’m sorry that happened to you. Sorry I wasn’t there to protect you.” He ran his free hand down the length of her arm. “But I’m so damn proud you decided to learn how to fight back.” He planted a kiss on her forehead and the combination of his words and the tenderness of his action made warmth bloom in her chest.

      “It took four years to get my black belt, but it was well worth it to feel like I can take care of myself.” Maybe it was a little like bragging, but she was proud of what she’d accomplished.

      Ben whistled through his teeth. “Impressive.” His hand was still on her back as they walked. “I mean it. You’re stronger than you even know.”

      There was a hum overhead, and she looked up toward the sky. “It’s a helicopter! Hey! Hey!” She ran forward waving her arms. Relief washed through her. It’s over. We’re going to be okay. The tree branches swayed under the whoosh of the chopper’s blades and it was so close she could see the sun glint off the smooth aluminum bottom. She couldn’t wait to get Logan warmed up and checked out by a doctor. Between the plane crash and the fire, he’d endured a lot of trauma, and she wanted a medical professional to check him out from the tips of his toes to the top of his head.

      But instead of circling down to land, the helicopter kept charging forward. “Wait, where’s it going?” she yelled and turned to Ben who offered her a sympathetic glance. The chopper whizzed past and disappeared into the distance. She wanted to give into the heaviness in her limbs and slump to the ground. The adrenaline that had been keeping her going rushed out of her, leaving her zapped of energy. She swallowed back the tears that threatened to fall when Logan groggily lifted his head and rubbed his eyes.

      “The trees are so dense here,” Ben said. “It’s unlikely they saw us. We’ll find a place to stop real soon. Regroup. Yeah?” His tone was gentle and reassuring. Did he know she was about to break?

      All she could do was nod. If she opened her mouth to speak, she’d lose her grip on the last remaining threads of her self-control.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. I guess ‘real soon’ is ‘right now.’” She lifted her chin and followed Ben’s outstretched hand to see where he was pointing to a chalet-style cabin nestled in the distance.

      A smile broke over her face and for a moment they just grinned at each other stupidly. “That’s not like the cabin we stayed in last night.”

      “It sure isn’t.” Ben’s grin widened and they all made their way toward the vacationer’s dream house.
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      “I can’t believe our luck.” Megan said to Ben when they stepped inside the spacious main level. It hadn’t taken Ben long to locate a spare key hidden in the shed behind the house. After all they’d been through, the scene in front of her didn’t seem real. Glossy log accent beams framed the open kitchen, dining area, and living room. Appliances—a real six-stove burner, microwave, and oven—framed the L shaped kitchen.

      Logan bounced excitedly at their feet. “A house! A real one!”

      “And look, a landline.” Megan rushed through the foyer and into the kitchen. She held her breath and picked up the receiver and the dial tone was the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard in her life. “It works. I’m going to call your mom and dad.” She caressed Logan’s cheek and picked up the receiver. Logan let out a screech of delight and ran in circles around her legs.

      “I’ve got a bar of cell service. You call Logan’s parents and I’ll get in touch with the police. And Meg, stress that speed is critical. We still don’t know who we’re up against.” He walked toward the living room, as she punched in the numbers she’d memorized in case they ever were in an emergency.

      “Hello?” Susan’s weary voice sounded on the other line.

      “It’s Megan. I have Logan. We’re safe.” There was a gasp then a clatter, and she heard Logan’s mother yelling Charles, Charles.

      “Oh, thank God. Thank you, Megan. Where are you? Are either of you hurt?”

      “No. Here, talk to Logan and hear for yourself, but please be quick—there’s something we need to discuss.” She handed the phone to Logan who started rattling on about their adventure.  Ben, who had since ended his phone call, came to stand by her side as she took the phone back from Logan.

      “We’ll go explore the cabin,” Ben told her and hoisted Logan into his arms. She mouthed thank you behind Logan’s back before they turned to walk away, then told Charles and Susan everything that had happened from the time the plane crashed to the letter revealing the plot to kill their son to how they were now being tracked.

      “Susan,” Megan heard Charles say in a voice edged with sadness. “Do you remember the little boy I told you about? The one who was in the sledding accident last year?”

      “Yes, so terribly sad. And the father had to be removed from the premises he was so heartbroken,” Susan responded.

      “Heartbroken and filled with rage.” Charles’s voice was sad and tired. She couldn’t imagine what they’d been through since the plane crash.

      “I think Ben needs to hear this.” Her heart thumped in her chest. Up until this moment, part of her couldn’t believe that someone would truly want to kill Logan. But her boss’s voice made it clear how real the threat truly was. She and Ben both needed to know who they were protecting Susan and Charles son from.

      Ben had given Logan something to play with and he quickly crossed the room to pick up the phone stationed in an adjacent study.

      When she heard the click of another receiver, she started speaking quickly. “Charles, Susan, say hello to Ben. He was another survivor on the flight. By some strange and crazy coincidence, I knew from my college days. He’s a SEAL, and has helped us through.” After brief thanks and pleasantries were exchanged, Ben began to talk.

      “You have an idea who might be after us? Can you give a description or a name I can relay to the police?” Ben had gone into SEAL mode, gathering the necessary information to continue to protect them.

      “The last name was Slocum. Michael—no, Mark was the boy’s father. He was stocky, solid. Just under six feet, perhaps. Dark hair, dark eyes. I recall seeing tattoos but I’m not sure what of. Snakes and birds? Or maybe it was flowers? I’m sorry, I can’t seem to picture them right now.”

      “That’s okay. It’s enough for now. We’re going to get Logan home safe.”
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      Megan kissed Logan’s forehead and quietly backed out of the bedroom on the second floor. They’d found the pantry stocked with canned goods and they were able to make Logan some Spaghetti-O’s. It was so nice to finally give Logan a bath in the deep soaking tub located in the master bedroom. She had found fresh sheets in the linen closest, and Ben had made up the full-size bed in the second room. Despite hiking through rough terrain for most of the night and day before, her limbs were lighter than they had been in days. They’d had several phone calls with the police department and learned that a helicopter would be sent out at first light. With the snow falling outside there was no choice but to sit tight and wait it out until daylight.

      She trailed her hand down the smooth wooden rail of the staircase and sniffed the air. The fragrance of garlic and tomato sauce peppered the way. Her stomach growled loudly—they’d been living off airplane snacks for the past few days and she was starving.

      “What did you find?’ Megan asked as she rounded the kitchen island and saw tomato sauce bubbling on the stove. Beside it was a second pot of water boiling with penne. She could’ve cried from happiness.

      “A second pantry in the cellar, one with some red wine.” His eyes twinkled and he gave her a lopsided smile. “And a second freezer. Not much in it, but…” He made a sweeping gesture with his arm and stood back to let her peek into the oven. “Garlic bread.”

      She let out a long sigh of pleasure. “I’m going to eat an embarrassing amount and complain about the stomach ache later. The wine is icing on the cake.”

      He chuckled and turned away from the stove. Pots and pans hung over the island, and he reached to take down the strainer. The definition in his muscles was evident through his thin long-sleeved shirt, his biceps bunching as he brought down the steel colander. Moisture flooded her mouth. Not just because of the delicious aromas in the kitchen, but because every cell and neuron in her body was screaming at her to touch him. They had more space to be alone tonight, and a large inviting bed. No, don’t even go there. Tomorrow they’d be parting ways for good, and it would be hard enough to watch him walk away after the do or die situation they’d faced together. No matter how her body was trying to convince her heart otherwise, sleeping with Ben would only make another goodbye that much harder.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      Megan looked toward the sound of his voice, unsure of how long she’d been locked in her own thoughts. He was standing at the sink, gazing at her over his shoulder. Ben wasn’t the type of man who made you think of hearth and home, he was too rugged and a little too dangerous looking for that, but standing before her as he prepared them dinner, she could picture them having more nights like this far too clearly. Sharing a meal, discussing their days, then curling up close to binge watch a television show before bedtime. Oh, how she wanted that. It threw her to realize that she couldn’t picture any man but Ben in her happily-ever-after scenarios. Everyone she’d casually dated since he walked away had paled in comparison. Her heart never raced around another the way it did when she was with Ben, her knees never turned to jelly when anyone else kissed her, and the butterflies that soared through her stomach were reserved for him alone. She took a deep breath and realized Ben was staring at her with a concerned expression on his face.

      “Just that I’m so grateful we found this place. That we’re only half a day at most from being rescued and putting this behind us. Soon Logan will be back in his parents’ arms where he should be.” His expression darkened and he busied himself plating up their dinner. Had she upset him? Did he also feel pained at the thought of leaving her? It’s all wishful thinking.

      “Let’s eat,” he said, bringing two heaping plates of pasta to the kitchen table. He placed one dish in front of her before sitting down at his own seat on the opposite side of the table. Ben had already uncorked the bottle of wine to let it breathe, and he poured them each a glass before picking up his fork. With no concern for manners, she sunk her teeth into the bread, crusty on the outside and soft and warm inside. The rich taste of butter and garlic filled her mouth and she barely swallowed the first bite before taking another. She glanced up briefly, slightly relieved that Ben was plowing through his own dinner at the same rapid pace. Once the worst of her hunger was sated, she leaned back in her chair and took a sip of the wine, letting the tart liquid play over her tongue.

      “Might be three days of rationing chips and pretzels, but this is the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” Ben said before forking up more noodles.

      She laughed and followed his lead, spearing more penne and popping it into her mouth. “You’re not alone in that sentiment,” she said after she’d finished chewing. “This is Michelin star-caliber good.”

      He let out a full bellied laugh. “We’re going to have to write a thank you to the home owners.”

      She gasped and covered her mouth. “Oh my gosh. We’re complete criminals—breaking in, using their supplies, drinking their wine, and eating their stuff. I was so hungry and scared I didn’t stop to think about it. Maybe we could ask Charles and Susan to track them down and apologize.”

      “We could, but I’m pretty sure the authorities will be connecting with them soon. They’ll understand. But I plan to send them some cash as a thank you.” Ben’s chair scraped against the floor as he pushed his chair back. “You let me grab a shower earlier, now it’s your turn to relax. Finish your dinner, I’m going to run you a bath.” She started to protest but he lifted a hand to stop her. “Then after, if you’re feeling up to it, I found a pack of cards in the living room.”

      “Go Fish?” She smiled as memories of their competitive game nights popped into her head.

      “Of course. Is there anything else?” He chuckled and disappeared through the doorway.

      After she’d brought the dishes to the sink, she climbed the stairs to the second floor. She rounded the corner just as Ben was exiting the master bedroom.

      “I’m going to do a quick perimeter check. You take your time. Relax.” He put both hands on her shoulders and kissed her forehead before walking away like the simple, affectionate touch was the most natural gesture in the world. If only things weren’t so complicated. She’d tried not to think of the eerie twist of fate that had brought them together. Was this life’s way of giving them a second chance? She shook her head, and walked to the bathroom. Believing she and Ben were destined to be together would only set her up for heartache.

      She opened the door, and touched the hand to the base of her neck. Ben had found bubble bath somewhere, and the room was fragrant with the scents of lavender and vanilla. He’d laid out a towel for her, and a face cloth. Megan undressed and dipped a toe into the blissfully hot water. She sank down until the fizzy water touched the tip of her chin. She would’ve been happy with a quick shower, but this was heavenly. For a few minutes, she just let herself soak, feeling the stress and tension of the past few days melt away. Finally deciding she really did want to feel clean again, Megan ran the bar of soap over her skin, washed her hair, and towelled off. On the bed, Ben had laid out grey sweatshirt and pants, much like he had found for himself in one of the dressers earlier that night. She whispered a silent thank you to the home owner and pulled on the clean clothes. She was swimming in them, but they were cozy.

      “Hey, that’s a good look on you.” Ben said when she joined him in the living room. He was spread out on the couch with one elbow propped on the arm rest and the other on the back of the couch.

      “Thanks for digging them out for me,” she said holding up her arms and spinning in a circle. He smiled at her, and something tender softened his gaze. She cleared her throat and sat beside him. “Everything look secure outside?”

      “Yeah. All good. I’m satisfied there’s no one nearby.” He split the deck of cards, taking half in each hand, and leafing through them to shuffle the stack.

      “So, do you think we’re safe for tonight?” she asked as he dealt her seven cards.

      “I’m hoping we lost them. The snow should’ve covered our tracks.” He fanned out his cards in his left hand.  “I’ve checked all the windows, and the deadbolts on the doors are locked. The only place safer would be inside of the rescue helicopter.”

      She did feel secure in the modernized chalet, but she wasn’t ready to relax. Not until the people responsible for bringing down their plane and attempting to murder Logan were behind bars.

      “Ladies first.” Ben grinned and her stomach flip-flopped. He was so handsome. So male.

      “Ben,” she returned his smile over the top of her cards. “Do you have any Queens?”

      “Go fish,” he said and smirked.

      “Oh, don’t you go getting all cocky—we’ve barely started the game,” she teased and chose the top card from the deck on the coffee table.

      “I guess we should determine the stakes.” He wiggled his brows and she couldn’t stop the laugh from escaping her lips.

      “Stakes, huh? What do you propose?” Her pulse sped up as she waited for his response.

      “Winner gets to ask the loser a question. Loser has to answer honestly.” His tone was low and serious, but returned to its normal cadence moments later when he asked for her threes.

      They played for a half an hour until she finally let out a whoop of victory.

      “Double or nothing.” Ben said tossing down his cards.

      “No way am I risking my rare win.” She grouped the cards together and slid them back into the box.

      “Okay then. One question.” She looked at Ben for a moment. Oh, there were a thousand questions she wanted to ask him, but she was scared of the answers. Did you love me? Do you regret leaving what we shared?

      In the end she played it safe. “Your scar.” She ran her thumb down the jagged white line over his chin.

      “We were on a mission in Kuwait. I can’t get into the details for security reasons, but there was a little boy running down the street. One we suspected was booby trapped. I ran to him and tripped the IED. We were both safe in the end. Well, except for my ugly-as-sin chin.”

      “It’s not ugly. Not in the least. I think it’s an outward sign of your good heart. That you’d be willing to risk your life for those who are defenceless.” The story shifted something inside her. Did Ben know how much good was inside him? She knew he’d been hurt by a turbulent childhood, but he deserved love, and what was more, he had the capacity to give it in return.

      Their eyes locked and the air around them shimmered with electricity. She dropped her eyes to his lips, then to his chin, and dropped a soft kiss over the scar. Ben drew in a quick breath. It pleased her immensely that she could make this hard-military man gasp in surprise. He placed his hands on her hips and lowered his head so their lips touched. There was a reason she shouldn’t be starting something physical with Ben, but at the moment the thought completely escaped her.
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      Ben couldn’t control the groan of pleasure that escaped his lips. Megan was in his arms, losing her inhibitions as the kiss got more heated. Since they’d arrived at the cabin, he’d been warring between the elemental need to have her one last time and long-honed instinct of self-preservation telling him to keep his distance. Then she’d told him his scar was an outward sign of his kind heart and touched her petal-soft lips to the jagged line. She was beautiful, inside and out. He was drawn to her inner spirit as much as he was to her physical appearance. Being with her gave him a sense of peace and calm like he’d never known before. He appreciated it even more now than he had when they were younger—and he wanted her more now than he’d ever wanted anything before.

      He ran his fingers over the exposed column of her neck, down her arms, and up her sides. He couldn’t stop touching her. Couldn’t get enough of her. He explored her mouth with his tongue, loving the taste of red wine and something sweet that was entirely her own.

      “Meg.” He pushed her back gently, and the sight of her plump lips and lust-filled eyes undid him. “Come up to the bedroom with me. Let me love you.”

      She nodded, and he slipped one arm behind her knees and the other around her shoulders, cradling her as he stood.

      “Tell me what you want, sweetheart. I need you to be sure.” He was already walking toward the stairs, but if she told him to stop, he wouldn’t take another step—even though he was sincerely hoping she didn’t.

      “I want tonight,” she said, searching his face as though she was trying to memorize his every feature. “I want you, Ben. Need you.” The way she purred his name sent a shot of lust chasing through his veins. She wanted him. He was a far cry from the abandoned and soul-sick boy he once was, but hearing someone he cared about to say they needed him was like winning the lottery. He stared down at her heart-shaped face, those glorious hazel eyes fixed on his. If he could choose any woman in the world to be with, it would be Megan, even if it couldn’t last. Even if he could let himself believe that hers wasn’t a love that would fade or dissipate when things got hard, they still couldn’t make things work between them. His job was just too dangerous. He’d hate thinking about her worrying and wondering when he was off on a covert mission. Or worse, what if he died and left her grieving? No, his lifestyle wouldn’t be fair to Meg. And if he was with her, he wouldn’t be able to focus on his work, which was the thing that had given his life meaning over the past several years. If Meg were his woman, he’d want to spend every waking hour with her. Make her breakfast before she headed off to work, then meet her at home at the end of their day. They’d share dinner and make love or play cards like they had tonight. How could he keep his head on a mission if he was thinking about all of that?

      “Second thoughts?” Her warm breath tickled his ear.

      “Hell no. Tonight, you’re mine.” He took the stairs up to the master bedroom two at a time and quietly crept past the second bedroom where Logan was sleeping soundly. They’d both snuck beneath his armor, and it was going to hurt when they said goodbye tomorrow, but at least he’d have tonight to remember. He walked through the open door and laid Megan down gently on the plush duvet that covered the bed.

      “You have no idea how many nights I dreamed of this. Of you.” He climbed into bed and laid on his side next to her and caressed her hair. “You’ve travelled to every war-torn country with me,” he murmured. With a rescue team slated to arrive early in the morning, now more than ever she needed to know what she meant to him. “You’ve been my strength. My reason for fighting.”

      Her eyes misted, and she closed them for a moment. He pressed his lips to her eyelids, then the tip of her nose before reaching her lips. She parted them instantly, sweeping her tongue against his. “You’ve ruined me for other men. No one has ever come close,” she whispered, lips still parted against his.

      His heart shifted and expanded upon hearing her words. She’d still cared about him even after he’d run away from their relationship. Maybe he wasn’t so good with words, but he planned to show her just how much she meant, had always meant to him. He positioned himself over her, savoring her taste as he kissed his way down the delicate curve of her neck, hardening more and more with each little gasp and sigh.

      “Let’s get you out of this sweater.” He quickly slipped the baggy article of clothing over her head and sucked in a hard breath. She was every bit as exquisite, if not more so, than he remembered. He just stared for a moment, taking in the peaked coral tips of her rounded breasts and compact curves. Ben swept his tongue over one of the delicate points and she moaned and arched against him. The blood rushed to his pelvis in a throbbing current. You only have tonight. Take it slow, he reminded himself. He circled her nipple, rolling it gently with his tongue before lavishing attention on the next. She dipped her hands under the elastic waist of his sweatpants and ran her thumbs over the indentation of his hips.

      “Ben, I need…” she sighed, voice drunk with pleasure.

      He gently suckled and licked until she was arching her hips against his steel length. “I want to taste you. Want to know how wet you are for me.” He dragged down her pants and paused. Hidden beneath her panty line was a butterfly tattoo on her right side.

      “You got a tattoo.” He ran the tips of his fingers over the pretty black and pink wings. “When?”

      “The summer of senior year,” she said quietly. That was shortly after he’d enlisted, and he could tell by the tone of her voice that the butterfly had meaning to her. Was it a symbol of something that had to do with him? He was humbled to have this moment with her after all that had passed between them.

      “I’m so sorry about everything, Meg. I don’t deserve you. Definitely don’t deserve the heaven you’re offering. The tattoo is beautiful, so uniquely you.” He kissed the artwork on her hip then tossed her pants to the side and softly parted her legs. He inhaled her scent and dragged his tongue up her glistening center, teasing the sensitive bundle of nerves at the top. He savored the taste of her, taking his time doing exactly what he knew drove her completely crazy. Her hands fisted in his hair and her thighs trembled when the first orgasm hit. It was heaven and hell to hear his name ripping from her lips, knowing it might be the last time.

      “Now, Ben. Please,” she panted and pumped one hand over his swollen shaft, positioning it at her center. He stilled, and frantically opened the drawer of the night stand to retrieve the box of condoms he’d found earlier. It might have been presumptuous, but he didn’t want to take chances when it came to Meg, and that meant being prepared to protect her during sex too, if she wanted him. Thank Christ she did, because he was holding onto his last thread of sanity. Ben tore open the wrapper and rolled it down before repositioning himself between her thighs. He eased in slowly, making sure she was comfortable before he started rocking inside her. Every stroke was ecstasy, each movement tormented bliss. He’d never forget what she looked like the moment pleasure stole over her face, head tilted back, glossy hair fanned out over the white pillowcase, dark lashes fluttering against her cheeks. Three words, ones he’d never uttered to another human being crossed his mind as he found his own release, but it wasn’t just the orgasm that had I love you hovering unspoken on his lips.  He’d let her back into his heart, and in doing so, he had let himself become vulnerable. But for the first time, he didn’t care. Even if it meant taking a chance, he wanted her in his life—as much of her as he could have. He rolled onto his back, holding Megan snug against him, so she was resting on his chest.

      After several minutes had passed and their breathing returned to normal, Ben propped himself up on his elbows so he could look at Meg.

      “What does it stand for? Your ink.” He traced his fingers over the colorful wings.

      “How do you know it stands for something?” She tilted her head to the side and stared at him with soulful eyes.

      “Once you told me you wanted to get a tattoo, but you were scared of the needle. You said if you ever did get any ink, it would have to be something meaningful.”

      “You remember that?” Her jaw dropped open slightly.

      He cringed at the disbelief laced in her voice. Clearly, he had done a piss poor job of showing her his emotions, how much she meant to him. “Yeah, sweetheart. I remember all of it.”

      “It’s a symbol of freedom and internal beauty,” she said slowly, mulling over the words. “A reminder of what life should be—open to possibilities. It was at a time when I needed a reminder of that. When I was scared because I wasn’t sure where my journey would take me.” She bit her bottom lip and looked away.

      Putting two fingers under her chin, he lifted her face to meet her eyes. “You got it after I enlisted.” He searched her face, already knowing the answer before she spoke.

      “I did.” She sighed.

      “Look at me, Meg,” he asked softly. “I hate that I caused you pain. That I left you adrift, unsure of where your future might take you. I’m glad you were empowered to get your tattoo, even if it was to celebrate your freedom from me.” He smirked, trying to lighten the mood, and Meg offered him a slight smile. It was a start. “My leaving had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with all the shit going on in my head. I never want you to doubt your beauty—internal or external—or your worthiness to be loved.”

      Her eyes shimmered, and she blinked a few times, then snuggled further into the crook of his arm. After a few minutes, her breathing deepened, and she tightened her hold against his waist, holding him close as she slept.

      Contentment washed over him. He’d never expected to see the woman who stole his heart again, let alone make love to her. Every sensation had rocked him to the core, and to the very depths of his soul, he wanted Meg for his own. His woman. But what if she realized she was way out of his league or decided she couldn’t forgive him for their past? What if she left? It’s what he’d expected her to do the first time they dated and why he left in the first place. This time, he’d witnessed the lengths she’d go to trying to protect someone important to her, but could he ever really be important to her again? Meg would do anything for Logan, but Logan was easy to love—Ben wasn’t, as his past could vividly demonstrate. People he loved always left, and there was no reason she’d be any different.

      He’d learned a lot of things as a SEAL, but he still didn’t know how to build a strong, lasting relationship—the kind of relationship Megan should have. She deserved so much more than what he could give her.
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      Megan’s eyes fluttered open. She was tucked tightly into Ben’s side, one arm tossed around his waist, and his was around her shoulder. The fantastic sex had left her content and exhausted, and after the stress of the past few days, she wasn’t surprised she’d fallen asleep. Ben’s steady breathing told her he’d probably dropped off too. Uncertain of what would happen when he woke up, she cherished the quiet moment, memorizing every detail of what they had shared, how his body felt under her hands, and the look in his eyes when she told her she’d always been special to him. Had she ever felt so warm and safe? So thoroughly satisfied?

      When they used to be intimate, sometimes he’d withdraw afterward. At first, she’d thought that he didn’t enjoy himself, that she’d done something wrong, but later when he’d told her bits and pieces of his upbringing, she had understood that he was fighting his own insecurities. The demons from his past. She’d done her best to make him feel loved and appreciated, but it hadn’t been enough. If she couldn’t convince him to trust her back then, would this time would be any different?

      It might, she realized. Ben had done a lot of growing up in the past few years. Maybe his time with the SEALS had solidified the fact that there were people who would have your back no matter what the circumstance was. If he could accept that his teammates were behind him one hundred percent, maybe he could let someone else into his life too and actually expect them to stick. Maybe he could see that he deserved someone who would be there to greet him when he returned from missions, who he could grow a family with, and plan for a bright future.

      Maybe…

      “Hey, sweetheart. What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours?” Ben stroked her hair, and she leaned into his touch. She’d never get enough of him, and tomorrow when they separated it was going to hurt like hell.

      “Reminiscing a bit. Thinking about how loose and wonderful you made me feel. So much so that I dozed off.” She traced a small scar over his hip, then smoothed her hand over his chest before tucking it under her chin. The rise and fall of his chest rocked her gently as he drew in a breath.

      “Keep touching me like that, and I’ll be ready again in no time,” he ground out. When she glanced down, she could already see him hardening just from her slight touch. His words gave her hope, even though they were only referencing the physical. If he wanted to be inside her again, that meant he hadn’t blocked her out completely. Maybe it was wrong of her to expect him to throw up his walls after they’d been intimate. He was a man now, not a confused college senior.

      She glanced at the bedside clock, and her eyes widened. It had only been half an hour since they’d made love and fallen asleep. “That should be impossible,” she giggled.

      “I don’t need much recovery time, sweetheart.” He continued to run his fingers through her hair. “But you need rest. I estimate we travelled ten miles last night. Close those eyes, the helicopter will be here before you know it and this will all be over.”

      There was a pang in her heart. This would all be over. Of course, she wanted to be out of this dangerous situation, but leaving on the helicopter also meant that she and Ben would go back to their own lives. He'd been acting so caring toward her, she nearly forgot that they were forced together by the plane crash. Ben gently slid his arm out from under her and sat up. The bed sheet slipped off when he shifted to retrieve one of the bottled waters on the nightstand, took a few gulps, and turned to pass it to her. Suddenly self-conscious, she sat up and pulled the comforter over her breasts. She took a small sip of water, needing the relief from the sudden dryness clenching her throat. He stayed on the edge of the bed for a moment with his back to her. Maybe he didn’t realize it yet, but he was beginning to withdraw from what they had just shared. She’d always had a sixth sense when it came to other’s emotions, especially those she cared about. Ben’s shoulders were slightly slumped, and he stared straight ahead as though he was warring with some intense internal struggle.

      “Are you going to get some rest?” she asked, wishing she didn’t have to find a roundabout way to ask him if he was going to stay in bed with her.

      “I need to do a perimeter check. Wouldn’t want anything or anyone to interfere with our flight to safety in the morning.”

      She fought the urge to huff out a breath. It sounded like an excuse—but, of course, he was right. They needed to make sure the area remained a safe landing place for their rescuers. Still, it hurt that he was pulling away from her.

      “I have to clean up, and then go check on Logan. Be safe.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed and dropped her feet to the cold wood floor.

      “Okay. I’ll see you in a few,” Ben said with no real emotion.

      Picking up the borrowed clothes strewn across the room, she hurried to the master bathroom and closed the door behind her. With her back against the door, she could finally let her schooled expression crumple. A heaviness stole over her limbs, and it was hard to swallow down the lump in her throat. She was hurt that Ben had withdrawn from her so quickly, but maybe he had the right idea. She knew better than to think they’d be able to build a real relationship after this, but part of her had still hoped they might have a future. Stupid.

      Ben might be great when they were faced with danger in the middle of nowhere, but how could she trust that he’d stick around once they were safe? She couldn’t. The answer left a gnawing ache in her gut. Withdrawing herself might be the best way to protect herself. Not that she could fully shield her heart from Ben at this point—because without a doubt, it was already beating for him and him alone. Maybe it had never stopped. But she didn’t need to let him see that she was hurting. She still had her pride, even if she didn’t have anything else.

      She slipped on her pants, tying the strings as tightly as she could so they didn’t slide down her hips, then dragged the sweatshirt over her head. Looking in the mirror was the last thing she should do, but she couldn’t help herself.

      As expected, the woman who looked back at her wore a heartsick expression, looked a little too thin, and had dark circles beneath her eyes. She splashed warm water on her face, sighed, and returned to the master bedroom. She’d walk straight through to the main hallway before she could say or do something ridiculous like beg Ben to stay with her. She didn’t need to control herself though, because Ben had already left the room. She padded down the hall, paying particular attention to keeping her step light. The door to Logan’s room creaked as she opened it, and she froze in her tracks. She didn’t want to wake the poor thing after all he’d been through.

      From the glow of the tableside lamp, she could see the face she’d grown to love looking peaceful in sleep. Once she had dreamed of having a family with Ben, but now she knew those hopes would never come to fruition. Sure, she was still young—women successfully had children later on in life, too—but would she ever be able to picture that with another man? Ben was her once-in-a-lifetime, and as much as it killed her inside, she clearly wasn’t his. She shook off the melancholy thoughts and watched Logan sleep for a few more minutes.

      Quitting her job at the marketing firm had been smart not only from a financial standpoint, as Logan’s parents paid her a generous salary and gave her the sweet little carriage house on their estate to stay in, but also from an emotional perspective. She loved her job just as she loved the sleeping child in front of her. Taking care of him was fulfilling in a way that her marketing job had never been. Logan could be a handful, but it never felt as though she was working. Being part of his life, witnessing each milestone alongside his parents, and being honored with the responsibility to care for him, was a joy. She closed the door gently and went back to the bedroom. She was emotionally drained after making love with Ben, and she was ready to drift into a dreamless sleep.

      Ben was in the bedroom, looking as though he was about to film a seductive commercial for mattresses or something. It should be illegal for a man to look so good.

      “I almost lost hope of you coming back.” Ben patted the bed beside him where she’d fallen asleep beside him earlier.

      She wasn’t about to admit she was putting distance between them, hiding in Logan’s bedroom for a few minutes hoping Ben would fall asleep before she returned so she could sneak into bed without having to talk to him again. She changed the subject and slipped back into the bed, avoiding his gaze. “How was the perimeter check? Anything we should be concerned about?”

      “No. All clear.” He touched the ends of her hair, surprising her. Ben kept confusing her; his actions and words just didn’t add up. One moment he was tenderly touching her and the next he was crossing his arms over his chest. “We should be able to rest easy tonight.”

      “After the fire last night, I think it might be a long time before I sleep soundly, but I appreciate you being on the lookout.”

      “You and Logan deserve to be protected. I won’t rest easy either until you’re both safe on the chopper.”

      He shifted closer and draped his arm around her shoulder. Again, confusing as hell. “I’m glad we got to spend this time together, Meg.”

      She was testing the waters, but she needed to understand how he was feeling—and if, as she suspected, he was looking for a way out, she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing she wanted more. “Making love to you was the closure I needed on all of our unfinished business.” Saying the words out loud made her want to sob against the pillowcase. “Now I know for sure that we shared was nothing more than chemistry—something we could both get out of our systems with a night together. We both have our own lives now, and I’m thrilled that yours worked out the way you wanted it to.” Was that hurt that flashed in his eyes? Anger?

      “There’s far more than chemistry going on here, Meg. Things have always been…complicated between us.” He looked at her with intense eyes, the space between them shimmering with unspoken emotion. No, this was not going to happen. She would not give in to his charms. He had done the leaving the first time, and she would be a complete fool to give him a second opportunity to hurt her again. Unfortunately, she feared it was too late to protect herself from getting hurt. The damage had been done. As much as she wanted to be with him, Ben was married to his job. There was no more space for her in his world now as there was then. After tomorrow, when the helicopter arrived to take them back to civilization, he’d be back out of her life. Ben gave her a quick hug and a peck on the temple before falling asleep. Once he was out cold, she rolled over toward the edge of the mattress, putting some physical distance between them. She was more comfortable turning away from her feelings rather than letting him find out the truth.
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      Mark Slocum took a long drag from the cigarette positioned between his lips, then flicked the ash carelessly to the side of the cavern that he and his son were holed up in. The past twenty-four hours had been shit. The boy and his nanny should’ve been easy to burn to ash in that ancient matchstick mining shack, but a man with them—one that Mark and Carl hadn’t expected—had helped them escape. They’d found a third set of tracks earlier that day, had chalked them up to a survivor they hadn’t known about, but had assumed that the mystery third person wouldn’t present much of an obstacle to their goal. As Mark watched the flames devour the building, glee like he’d never experienced rose up within him.

      This was more than vengeance for his son—this was the pleasure he only found in causing death. He’d experienced it while hunting. Tracking something weaker than him, closing in on his prey…the rush as he released the trigger on his weapon, watching the blood seep out of the animal and soak the ground. But hunting people was a whole new thrill. Maybe he’d turned into a monster, but he had the doctor and anaesthesiologist who killed his son to blame for that. Just another black mark on their list of sins. As the flames rose higher, a loud crack had ricocheted through the air. The next thing he knew, two figures were sprinting across the open field. The man carried the boy and held the woman’s hand as they ran. A few of their shots had almost hit their mark, but Mark and Carl been caught off guard and hadn’t been in the best position to shoot.

      His son had been too cautious while gathering information, too worried about drawing attention by asking a lot of questions. When Mark had taken him to task for it, Carl had whined that with his criminal background, he’d been lucky to get a job anywhere near an airport. His son didn’t want to lose his job, and that angered Mark. What could be more important to Carl than getting revenge for his little brother? He’d been proud when Carl had pinpointed the Hamilton boy’s flight, but he could see now that his son has done a half-assed job.

      “You should’ve checked the roster. Researched each name to see who was on the flight and if they might pose a threat to our operation. That man knew what he was doing. Might even be military.” Mark took another drag off his butt and leaned back, welcoming the sharp bite of rock against his back. He enjoyed experiencing pain, just as he relished in inflicting it on others. Saliva pooled in his mouth as he fantasized about killing the worthless nanny and the boy. He wanted to eliminate the man too, for interfering with his plans and for protecting what was his to destroy, but it might be better to let the man and the nanny live. Then they, too, could suffer the loss of Logan just like the boy’s despicable parents.

      “We wouldn’t have even known the kid was on the flight if it weren’t for me,” Carl choked out, voice bitter and unsure.

      Mark merely had to raise one brow and stare at his son over the filter of his cigarette. Carl shrunk back and hung his head.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” he promised, though his voice was still sullen. “We’ll get the kid.” Something flashed in his son’s eyes. Was it anger at his father or at himself for not being thorough with his research? Either way, Carl had a way to go to prove himself. His oldest wasn’t the smartest boy, but what he lacked in intelligence he made up for in brawn. Mark wondered if he should have found a better partner—or just done everything himself—but it was too late now to change up the operation. He had to hold out hope that their operation wasn’t foiled, or he’d explode with rage. There was no telling what he’d end up doing when one of his outbursts overtook his sense of logic. It was one of the reasons his wife left—he’d smacked Marie when she’d told him he was crazy, that he was making it difficult for her to heal from the tragic loss of their child. It wasn’t his fault—it was the doctors for shattering his world.

      There was a tickle in his throat and the hacking cough he’d become prone to choked him. He motioned to Carl with impatient fingers and his son passed him water. After a few more seconds of the rib-rattling cough, he was able to catch his breath. It wouldn’t do to die in the middle of a mission. Especially when they were so close to their final goal. From their cave, he could see a warm glow shining through the downstairs window. If they had completed their mission last night, it would’ve been them who found this house and had a warm place to sleep. Again, his son’s fault. He let out a long, low sigh that sputtered to an end with a cough. There was a gnawing ache in his stomach. One that reminded him they’d skipped breakfast and lunch. He wasn’t about to let them stop for a break after what had happened. It wouldn’t kill them to be hungry for a day or so. When he was a boy, he’d gone without more times that he could recall. The one meal he could count on had been school lunch, but when summer vacation came, he was on his own. It made him angry to picture Logan content with a perpetually full belly. He was a child who would never know the pain of an empty stomach. Would never fret over where his next meal would come from.

      Pushing the thought to the corners of his mind, Mark dug through his survival pack and pulled out an MRE. He’d gotten used to the taste of the prepacked meals during his short stint in the military. Though Carl didn’t deserve supper, he tossed one of the packets to his son. He could still be generous when it suited him. Besides, they’d both need to keep up their strength if they were going to eliminate one of the flight passengers by daybreak.

      “What if the rescue team comes before we can intercept the targets?” his son asked as he tore into the MRE.

      “Even if they struck gold and found a landline in the house, the weather is too bad to fly.” He took the fork off of the food packet, opened it carefully, and began to eat the flavorless pork and rice.

      “We should catch them off guard in the middle of the night.” Carl followed his father’s lead and began to eat.

      “That’s what we tried to do yesterday. It won’t work again—they’ll be expecting that kind of attack.” He shook his head. If only his son thought of all the different angles of a plan before throwing ideas out. “We need to split them up—they’re stronger as a group of three.”

      “How could we lure them out in the middle of a snowstorm? We need to ration the rest of our fuel for the snowmobiles, so we can’t start another blaze. Maybe I could make a commotion outside the house.”

      Mark’s patience began to fizzle. Listening to his son drone on about lazy plans that would never work was trying to say the least. “And what? Pretend to be a lost tourist in the dead of winter? Ask if they want to willingly open the door to us when they know they’re being hunted?” He fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Not going to work.”

      “You’ve got a better idea?” Carl bit out and immediately silenced himself. “Maybe we could pretend to be a neighbor. Say that we live a few miles east,” he said after a few moments.

      He threw his head back and let out a roaring, derisive laugh. “And what, ask if we can borrow some fucking sugar to bake a pie?”

      “No,” Carl said oblivious to his father’s bitter sarcasm. “We could say we saw the lights on and wanted to check to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Would you get your head out of your ass before I have to knock some sense into you?” Mark ground out.

      “I’m just trying to brainstorm.”

      “Brainstorm? Real men don’t brainstorm, they strategize and plot. People like the Hamilton’s brainstorm from their corner offices—plotting how to sap the money from hard working folks like us to pay for their fancy vacations and cars.” He watched his son closely over the fire. Hadn’t he raised his son to be strong and tough? “You having second thoughts? Too scared to kill some snot-nosed toddler?”

      “No.” Carl raised his fist, and drove it down, wincing when his flesh connected with the solid floor.

      Mark was comforted slightly by the menace in his son’s voice. He knew he’d raised his son to be strong. Marie had always doted on them, kissed the smallest cuts and scrapes, served cookies on the patio, sang to them. She didn’t like them doing anything remotely dangerous, so when he brought home the sled, he’d been surprised that she didn’t object—much.

      You should’ve never gotten him that sled.

      Marie’s shrill scream echoed in his head, and his chest tightened. No, he wasn’t responsible for his son’s death. The doctors were. They hadn’t taken the proper precautions, because his son was just another poor kid who had no chance at a future. Doctors were corrupt, all of them taking kickbacks from big pharma to prescribe unnecessary drugs to put more money in their own pockets. Clearly, that was working well for the Hamilton’s.

      “Prove it.” Mark crossed his legs at the ankles and lazily flicked his thumb over his lighter.

      “I’m always trying to prove myself, but nothing is ever good enough. It’s like you wish I were the one on that sled instead of—”

      “Watch yourself, boy.” The words were barely a whisper and twice as threatening as the roar that wanted to break from his lips. “I’ve had enough pissing and moaning from you. Action. That’s what I want. Let’s get this done and get home.” He drew in a breath and released a plume of smoke from his nostrils. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Fine. What’s the plan?” Carl mumbled, wiping the blood from his knuckles.

      “We need to either convince them they’re safe enough to let their guard down or separate them. Together, they were able to escape us but get the man out of the picture? The nanny and the boy will be sitting ducks waiting to be poached.”  He leaned in and rubbed his hands together over the fire. A painful tingle began to prickle at his fingertips. It was bitterly cold, and once his frigid skin began to thaw, it was though he was holding his hands inside the blaze. Every discomfort, every moment he spent bickering with the only son he had left would be worth it when he was able to kill Dr. Hamilton’s golden boy. Maybe then he’d sleep at night without being haunted by the image of the stark white stretcher surrounded by medical staff being rushed back to the operating room.

      Sometimes he wondered if revenge on the doctors would be enough to squelch his pain. Only time would tell, but there were nurses present in the room who could also pay with their lives or the lives of their families if he needed more revenge. He had been kind to let them live this long when they’d let his son die.

      “Dad? Are you even listening to me?”

      “What?” he demanded as he was dragged from his thoughts. Being interrupted, even when he was just mulling over an idea, was one of his most significant pet peeves.

      “I asked how we separate them.” Carl didn’t contain his eye roll and snagged a butt from the carton next to his leg.

      “Well, we can start by taking a little walk,” he smirked.
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      Ben turned and glanced at the bedside clock. The large, blinding red number told him it was barely six o’clock in the morning, but he hadn’t slept. He’d stayed up, keeping vigil to ensure nothing happened to the people he cared for. When Megan had rolled to her side of the bed, leaving miles of mattress between them, it had been like someone squeezing his heart inside a vise. It was such a small thing, but the sense of rejection had gone deep, confirming every doubt and fear. He’d never be the right man for Megan even if he wanted to be. He was awful with emotion, something vital to Meg and her well-being.

      He dared to glance over his shoulder where she was still sleeping soundly. Her long, dark hair popped against the red flannel sheets, and even with the baggy borrowed clothing, he could still feel her curves against his palms. He itched to reach out and pull her into his chest, but wouldn’t that only make leaving her harder? Besides, now that she’d gotten him out of her system, who’s to say she’d let him touch her? It would truly break his heart if he reached for her and she pushed him away.

      He had to focus on keeping Megan and Logan safe, so they could go back to their normal, civilian lives without him. If last night was any indication, Meg had come to her senses and remembered what a scumbag he was for leaving her in college. He sighed and swung his bare legs down to the floor. He’d go hunt down some coffee, see what was in the deep freezer, and do a patrol.

      Ben pulled on his jeans along with a thick cable knit sweater. It was weird wearing someone else’s clothes, but not having to smell like smoke and sweat was worth it. He owed the homeowner bigtime—and he’d be sure to compensate them for their unplanned hospitality and the inconvenience of their depleted provisions. With one last look at Meg still sleeping peacefully, he paced out to the hallway.

      “Benny! I got to sleep the whole night—in a bed.”

      Ben stopped short and stared down at the child in front of him. It was the first time he’d seen Logan’s full-fledged smile since the plane had gone down. His round cheeks were deeply indented by two dimples, and his grin revealed two shiny rows of gapped teeth. The sweater they’d unearthed for him—the smallest they could find— hung down to his knees and Ben could barely see the tips of Logan’s fingers even though the sleeves were rolled several times.

      “It was nice, wasn’t it?” He realized he was smiling back, and not just returning the expression to be polite, but really grinning like a fool. “What you say we go dig up some breakfast, then you can wake Meg up when it’s done. Yeah?’

      Logan reached up and took his hand as though it was the most ordinary action in the world. “Yeah. I’m gonna make Meggy a big breakfast for a surprise. You’ll show me how, right?” he asked and looked up at Ben with unfiltered admiration.

      The kid’s complete trust was humbling. Out in the wilderness, Logan had brought to mind a younger version of himself. One who was abandoned and scared of what the future might hold. Now Ben could only see the excitement of a child on a grand adventure, and that was exactly how it should be. Still, he’d never forget the moment he’d forged a bond with this child, the moment he’d offered to give him a piggyback ride. In addition to Meg, he’d gotten too attached to Logan. It was going to hurt to let them both go, but it was what he needed to do. They walked down the stairs, slowly so Logan wouldn’t trip, and went to have a look at the freezer. He hadn’t seen anything in particular that stood out the night before, but at the time he hadn’t been looking for breakfast items. Logan was beyond delighted when they found a box of microwavable pancakes and a new bottle of syrup in the pantry. For what seemed like the thousandth time, Ben thanked the homeowners under his breath.

      “Lots of syrup for Meggy. She looooves sugar.” Logan extended the loves part, ensuring his point hit home.

      He definitely could recall Megan’s love for all sweets and confections. On weekends, they’d visit the ice cream shop, even in winter, and Meg would take to the topping bar with wide eyes bigger than her stomach. He smiled at the memory.

      “What is it that I love?”

      Ben turned to where Meg was standing in the doorway, arms nonchalantly crossed over her chest. Like Logan, the sweater she wore was rolled at the sleeves, and the hem was far too long for her, but she looked cozy. He wanted to go up to her and plant a kiss on her lips, but he had a feeling that the move would be swiftly rejected.

      “Logan and I were just deciding the best way to prepare your breakfast.”

      For the next few minutes, Ben kept himself busy stacking pancakes, pouring syrup, and setting down bottled waters on the table. Meg had primarily ignored him since she’d walked into the room. She was shutting him out, just like everyone he’d cared about before her had. The open space suddenly seemed too small, his throat too tight. He yanked on his jacket and boots, mumbled an explanation about doing a perimeter check, and escaped outside without giving her a chance to reply. If only it were his SEAL instinct, driving him to get out of the house and assess the threats around them, but he knew better. He was following intuition, but it was the one that told him to flee with faced with an emotional situation he didn’t know how to handle. He released a breath. The intensity of their lovemaking the night before had shaken him, but it was Meg’s cool demeanour this morning that had him falling back into his old habits. He was running scared.

      He wasn’t going to go far. Certainly, he wouldn’t abandon Meg or Logan. But he’d take the distance he could get to avoid facing rejection. He clenched his teeth and swore when he spotted a pair of footprints circling around the side of the property. Damnit. He’d let his guard down, something he was doing more frequently around Megan, and now someone was out there waiting to get the jump on them again. He never should’ve let his heart and emotions interfere with his job. He needed to return to doing what he knew best—being a SEAL. He needed to get back into control, and that meant being proactive.

      Trouble tended to find him the moment he relaxed and allowed himself to feel safe. What a dumbass. He’d gotten so caught up with Megan, he hadn’t even completed a full night-time perimeter check. They didn’t get hurt, but they could’ve. Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out his cell phone, saying a silent thanks to the homeowners for storing charges, and called the authorities. When he hung up the phone, his face was grim. It was still too windy to fly in this weather, so it was up to him to protect Logan and Megan for as long as it took for a rescue helicopter to come.

      His training told him to stick close to the house, to stay cautious and play it smart, but a bigger part of him was aching for a fight. He couldn’t punch his emotions to knock them into line, but if he got his hands on the bomber, he could let out all the hurt and confusion that were driving him crazy. He’d have to leave Megan and Logan for a little while, but he wouldn’t go far. If the threat were within a few miles, he’d eliminate it and return with the peace of mind that no one was getting harmed on his watch.

      Ben strode through the snow and opened the door to the house. A blast of warm air enveloped him like a thick blanket. He’d like nothing more than to have a few more pancakes and another cup of coffee and sit with Megan on his lap while Logan played, relaxed and utterly carefree, oblivious that there was still a threat to their safety.

      Megan was still sitting at the table with Logan and looked up at him. He couldn’t read her expression, but her eyes were filled with emotion. Was it regret for what they shared? His chest tightened. Keep them safe. Get this over with. “I’m widening my perimeter check. Lock the door. I’ll be back soon.” He turned abruptly and shut the door behind him, unable to prolong the painful interaction. The space between them had been filled with too many heavy feelings. Loss, for instance. Once they boarded the helicopters, they’d be out of each other’s lives in a few hours.

      He picked up on the tracks and began following the trail. If he were lucky, they’d lead to where the men hunkered down for the night.

      The forest was quiet, the only noise was an occasional crunch of snow under his feet, but he’d learned to travel virtually undetected in many different settings. He followed the sloppy tracks, trying his best to keep his mind off Megan and what the future might bring. Last night he was more honest with her than he had been with another person, aside from his brothers in arms, for a long time. What had he done wrong to make her so cold and withdrawn? Meg was always intensely aware of others’ emotions, maybe she’d sensed his hesitations and fears when he didn’t register that he had them. If he was honest with himself, he’d left her warm in bed to do a perimeter check after they’d made love, because the emotions coursing inside him threatened to overwhelm him. How could he care for another person so much, and carry the knowledge that he might never see her again once they were rescued?

      She had the power to shatter his heart, crush it to pieces with the snap of a finger, and leave it irrevocably damaged. If he told her how he truly felt, Ben would be totally vulnerable—a feeling he couldn’t stand after his upbringing. And yet despite all of his reservations, as he moved inside her, three words had echoed in his head. Words that he’d never spoken before in his life. What would it be like to know she was his woman? To never doubt her love or loyalty?

      The leader of their team was married to a woman named Beth. Her devotion to Lance unmistakable, as his was to her. When they were on a mission, he’d talk about her all the time. She was one of them. Family. God, how he wanted to have someone to come home to. What he wouldn’t give to fall asleep next to Meg every night. To hear stories of her adventures with the adorable kid he’d fallen for too. Was it too much to hope for? Could someone ever break the cycle and love him long-term?

      The sound of bare branches rustling in the wind brought him to attention, and he scanned the bank of the frozen river. The footprints ended right where he was standing. A trickle of unease, cold as ice, penetrated him. If the footprints stopped at the river, someone was purposely hiding their tracks, but why, when they’d been left so carelessly by the house? The bomber wouldn’t be oblivious enough to make his presence known and then evaporate into thin air unless he was luring someone away.

      Shit. He prayed he was wrong, but he knew in his heart he’d fallen right into a trap and had left Logan and Meg vulnerable.

      He had been so caught up in his own head, he hadn’t even considered the idea that the tracks were bait, meant to lure him away. While he’d been distracted, working through the possible scenarios in his head, he’d wandered much further than he’d intended.

      In the distance there was a rumble. It was getting louder, but it sounded like it was off to the side where the cabin was located—and it didn’t sound like a helicopter. He drew in a sharp breath and started to run. What the hell was wrong with him? He should’ve picked up on the fact that he was being separated from the group so the fuckers could apprehend Meg and Logan without his interference. All he could do as he stumbled through the forest was hope Meg had locked the door like he asked, and stayed put inside.

      I’m coming for you, Sweetheart.
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      Megan sat with Logan as he scarfed down his third pancake, and despite her frustration toward Ben, her heart swelled. It felt good to watch the little boy she loved with her whole heart fill his belly. It had been gut-wrenching over the past few days to hear his stomach grumble when the chips and cookies just weren’t enough. She wanted to get him home, watch his parents surround him with love, and tuck him into his own cozy bed. But until then, she was glad she could give him a good breakfast, and see his happy smile ramp back up to full beam.

      “When is Benny comin’ back?” Logan looked up at her, a maple syrup mustache surrounding his chapped lips. They’d done their best to shelter him from the elements, but it was difficult mid-winter. She made a mental note to check the bathroom for something that might help.

      “Soon.” She offered her brightest smile, even though inside, she was hollow. She didn’t need a crystal ball to tell her why Ben had left the house. He regretted sleeping with her, and couldn’t face his actions when he woke up this morning beside her. The extreme situation might’ve made him think he had feelings for her when in reality, he didn’t. His rejection stung, and a little voice in her mind whispered, Told you so. She clenched her jaw. What was it about her that made Ben want to shut her out of his life and run?

      Logan gasped, dragging her out of her thoughts. “I hear a twain.” His smile widened, and she grinned back.

      “I’m not sure about a train, but maybe a helicopter.” She was racing toward the front door, heart bumping inside her chest. Finally, their rescue had arrived. They had survived, and now they could go home. After unlocking the door, she grasped the doorknob and twisted it, but instead of flinging the door open, the dense wood was shoved back directly at her, slamming her against the wall. Her head took a hard hit, and stars danced in her line of sight. Her soul trembled at the sight of a burly man in fatigues who used the opening to shove his way into the house, stalking toward the kitchen table where Logan sat slack-jawed and silent. Ignoring the pounding in her head, she regained her footing, cursing herself with every movement. How stupid could she be? She hadn’t even hesitated to unlock the door, practically inviting the man who wanted to harm them into the safe haven they’d discovered. Logan’s high-pitched scream tore through the house, and she drew in a sharp breath.

      Logan was backed up against the wall, and with each menacing step the man took, the little boy cowered until he slid down the plaster and hugged his knees against his chest. The sight of his terror, filled Megan with a fury like nothing she’d ever known before. No one would harm Logan while she was still breathing. No one. She let out a scream—more of a battle cry—and ignored the sharp pain in her head as she ran toward the man. He turned to face her, slashing out with a steel knife. Megan put all her strength into a jumping front kick and her foot connected with his chin with a satisfying crack. Her opponent stumbled back but didn’t go down. Still, it gave her time to regain her footing. She rushed at him again, except this time he faked a move to his left, and when she shielded her side, his colossal fist came around in a right hook, slugging her in the temple.

      She fought with everything she had to stay awake, stay moving, fight her way back to the little boy who was screaming her name…but none of it was enough as unconsciousness rose up and swallowed her whole.
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      Megan groaned and rolled to her side. Her stomach lurched with the movement, and her head throbbed. She sat up slowly, trying to recall how she had ended up on the kitchen floor. When the memory of the attacker walking toward Logan came to mind, she jumped to her feet. The room swayed and pain, bright and blinding, assaulted her. She gripped a kitchen chair and took a few steadying breaths before surveying the room. There was no one here but her. Using the countertops and walls for support, she paced to the open front door in time to see a man riding off with a small bundle in his lap.

      She couldn’t have blacked out for more than a minute, but it was long enough for everything to fall apart.

      Logan cried out when he noticed her, but the sound faded into the vast air. She sobbed out a breath and ran forward on shaky legs. Something tripped her, and she landed roughly in the snow as the machines disappeared into the distance.

      The shriek that tore from her lips was unrecognizable. Her heart was in her throat as she pounded the snow bank with her fists. They’d taken him! The movement sent a bolt of blinding pain careening through her head. Stars flickered in her vision and then everything went black.

      “Meg, Meg! Come on, sweetheart. Wake up. Look at me!” Megan lifted her head, which felt utterly numb from being in contact with the snow for who knew how long. Ben was kneeling beside her, both hands on her shoulders.

      “They took Logan,” she groaned.

      “We’ll get him back, but first we need to get you inside. Do you think you can move? Does your spine hurt?” His brows drew together, and a frown line burrowed deep on his forehead.

      “Screw my spine, Ben. Did you hear me?” Her control was slipping, and desperation threaded through her voice. “Logan. Was. Taken,” she panted. “We need to get to him. By some miracle, they didn’t kill him right off the bat, but I’m not going to waste another second.”

      “I know, but we have to be smart about—”

      She pushed his hand away. “Smart,” she said bitterly. “Like it was smart to leave us vulnerable while you…what? Ran away from your feelings?”

      “I found footprints. I thought I could track them back to wherever they were hiding, and I decided to try to get to them before they got to us.” His jaw clenched tightly.

      “You should’ve let me know you were going beyond the scope of a ten-minute perimeter check.” She barely recognized the harsh voice ripping from her throat. Of course, she was responsible for Logan’s abduction, too. She’d unlocked the damn door, but she was also angry that Ben let them down. That he allowed his personal feelings to negate his promise to ensure their safety.

      “Shit. Meg…I know I screwed up.” He released her and raked both hands through his hair. “But we need to get inside, check your vitals, contact the authorities, and strategize a plan.”

      She stared at him in disbelief. “The man had a knife! He was pointing it at Logan. We can’t just mull around waiting.”

      “And we can’t run into this blindly,” he shot back.

      “Yeah? Tell that to a scared-out-of-his-mind toddler.” She took a step back, out of Ben’s reach. “I’m going after him.”

      “Damnit, Meg. You’re going to get yourself killed. How much use will you be to Logan then?” He took a step toward her, then another, and she was afraid he was going to throw her over his shoulder and march her right into the house.

      “I can be a distraction until you’re done with your strategizing.” She turned on her heel and began walking in the direction of the tracks. A hand gripped her arm, and she turned sharply to face Ben head on.

      “Listen to me,” he said, his voice filled with authority. “I agree we’re going to need to follow the tracks before a rescue team might be able to step in, but if we go off now, without letting anyone else know about it, and we die, Logan won’t have a single chance of being found.” His words were steady, a stark contrast to his intense stare.

      She hated that his words made sense.

      “And you were right,” Ben continued. “Part of me was running from my feelings when I followed those tracks today. With a birth mom who left me to fend for myself at the ripe age of two and shitty foster parents who constantly bickered about throwing me back into the system, feelings just aren’t my forte.” He let out a long breath and continued. “I grew up believing you can’t trust love. That’s why I mess up with relationships. Not only that, but being with a SEAL isn’t exactly an easy lifestyle. Staying detached always seemed safest for everyone involved—but I couldn’t stay detached from you, and I didn’t know how to handle it. I’m sorry I didn’t protect you and Logan. Sorry I failed.”

      Megan schooled her features. Ben had never told her much about his childhood, and she ached for the abandoned little boy he once was. She lowered her gaze to the snow, and her chin quivered. Maybe Ben shouldn’t have let his feelings cloud his judgment, but she had no right to put all the blame on his shoulders. “No one can control everything. We need to stick together for Logan’s sake.”

      Ben opened his mouth as if to speak, closed it again, and cleared his throat. “Do you think you can walk?”

      “Yeah.” Stars burst behind her eyelids as she took the first step. Not like she’d ever admit that to Ben, because he’d never let her go after Logan if he learned how badly her temples throbbed. The walk to the house was slow, but she made it there without help. Once inside, Ben phoned the authorities as he wore down the kitchen tile with seemingly endless pacing. Watching him, she could see how much he cared for Logan too. It had been wrong of her to make him feel completely at fault.

      She just couldn’t stand the fact that she was losing him for the second time. Forcing herself to be useful so they could leave immediately once Ben was off the phone, she started packing a backpack with water and added some first aid supplies she’d discovered in the closet. By Ben’s tense tone, she assumed help was still delayed due to the weather, and they were going to be on their own for a while longer. Megan walked into the kitchen and stashed some non-perishables in the knapsack.

      Ben was just ending the call, and Megan paused, one hand still on the cabinet handle.

      “The skies are still too unpredictable.  The police think it’s best if we stay here.” His words were terse, and she could tell he wasn’t thrilled by the news.

      “And is that what you want?” she said in a quiet voice that might as well have been a scream.

      “Hell no. I’m going after him. I can’t sit by and wait for sunshine and clear skies.” He walked over to her and smoothed his hand down the back of her head. She savored the simple touch. Any could be their last. “It would give me peace of mind to know you’re here, out of harm’s way.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I can’t wait for sunshine and clear skies any better than you.”

      “If you have a concussion, you need to take it easy,” he said, peering inside the open knapsack. “Thank you for packing supplies,” he murmured.

      She wished she could dismiss him as some chauvinist who thought her place was packing care packages instead of going out and fighting, but that wasn’t him at all. Although Ben would stand and protect anyone who needed it without question, he’d never been sexist about women in military or even serving in combat zones. He valued the perspective of women and knew they could be just as lethal on the battlefield as their male counterparts. In college, he’d written a paper on female roles in the armed forces, and she’d helped him by reviewing it. No, his concern had nothing to do with the fact that she was female, and everything to do with that fact that he cared for her, even if he was unwilling to admit it.

      Once upon a time, she believed her love could heal his wounded heart. That was before he told her about his family, before she understood how deeply rooted his issues were. She was foolish to think she could be enough to fill up that empty space inside his heart.

      Ben wasn’t ready to love or to let himself be loved. Maybe he never would be. Ben had decided being a SEAL was all he could commit to. She wasn’t enough to change his mind or to chase away his demons, he needed to do that for himself.

      She couldn’t blame him for being who he was—and now wasn’t the time to nurse her wounded heart. Ben might never be the lover and husband she’d hoped he could be…but he was still her partner when it came to taking care of Logan, just as he had been since he’d talked her through how to handle a plane crash. She could trust that Ben would do everything in his power to get Logan out of danger, and she would do everything she could to help.

      In this, if in nothing else, they were united.
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      “Charles and Susan need to hear this from me. They need to know we’re going after Logan now.” Megan paced, trying to work off some of the anxiety that was clutching at her chest. Her fingers tingled, and her throat was tight. She’d only had one panic attack in her life, following the mugging incident, but now her skin was crawling, and a wave of heat was working its way up her back and around her neck.

      “Breathe,” Ben crossed the room and put both hands on her shoulders. “You’re going to make yourself sick—sicker than you already are after that blow to the head. If you were to stay here while I go after Logan, you could inform the police of what happened when they arrive.”

      “There’s no way I’m staying behind.” She needed to get to Logan and see with her own eyes that he was still unharmed. After planting a bomb inside an aircraft, it made no sense that Slocum would decide not to kill Logan. “I keep wondering why they didn’t harm him, and what they have planned for him that could be worse.” She bit her bottom lip, tasted blood. She wasn’t naïve. Some monsters would delight in torturing an innocent child.

      “Maybe when push came to shove, he couldn’t go through with it. It’s one thing to talk about taking revenge—but it’s another to kill a scared, crying kid who’s standing in front of you.” Ben ran his hands up and down her arms.

      If only she could lean into his embrace and take the comfort he was trying to offer. Instead, she froze and took a step back. She couldn’t let herself lean on Ben—not when he wouldn’t be there at her side for much longer.  “I’m going to call Logan’s parents.” She lifted the phone to her ear, then turned her back to him. The phone rang once, then twice, and her stomach hardened into a painful knot. For a moment, she expected the call to go to voicemail, but then she heard Susan’s voice on the line.

      “Oh, Megan, I’m so sorry the rescue team has been delayed again.” Susan’s voice broke. “Please know Charles and I are doing everything in our power to get them to come, but so far it’s been fruitless. There’s no sum of money they’d accept. They say there are protocols and—”

      “There’s something I need to tell you.” Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh, as she gathered her composure.

      “Oh, God. What is it? Meg, tell me.” Her voice hardened, and Megan choked down the lump in her throat.

      “Mark Slocum has Logan,” she said softly, and the knife in her chest twisted when Susan’s ragged sobs echoed on the other end of the line. “I’m so sorry. I thought the noise outside was the helicopter…I opened the door.” She whispered the last words, still in complete disbelief that she’d been so stupid. If she hadn’t unlatched the lock, maybe the door would have been enough of an obstacle for Ben to have time to circle back and take control of the situation.

      Ben sidled up to her, rested a comforting hand on her shoulder, and whispered in her ear. “Do you want me to talk her down?”

      All she could do was nod. She passed over the phone and hugged her arms around her waist. She’d thought she was helpless after the plane crashed when she couldn’t provide Logan enough food to eat. That was nothing. Nothing compared to this feeling of helplessness. This raw wound growing each moment they stayed in this house. What was happening to Logan? Were they hurting him? An image of his little chin wobbling very nearly broke her.

      “Come here,” Ben’s steady voice penetrated her awful, racing thoughts. He sat next to her, then lifted her onto his lap. There was nothing sexual about his embrace. He was acting as a human fortress to shelter her as she sobbed, and she leaned into him. She’d regret it later, but right now she’d accept anything that would help her pull herself together so they could do what needed to be done. They had to find Logan at all costs. She was unsure how much time had passed, but when she finally caught her breath, she was exhausted and fell limply against Ben’s chest.

      “We’re going to get through this. Logan is going to get through this,” he said with such conviction in his voice, she actually believed him.

      She nodded. “There’s no alternative I’ll accept.”

      “You know I’ll do anything in my power to give Logan the best possible outcome.” He was smoothing his hand over her back in circular motions.

      “What did you tell Susan?” She’d never unhear the pain in the strong woman’s voice upon telling her a madman had her son.

      “That we were going after him. Me and you. That we’d pinpoint their location, and connect with the authorities if we need backup.”

      Relief flooded her. Ben had finally accepted that she was going with him no matter what he said. It meant they could leave more quickly with that argument out of the way. “Let’s go.”

      Ben stood up with her still in his arms as though she weighed nothing and set her gently on the floor. “Put on as many layers as you can, Meg. We need to prepare for the unpredictable.”

      As soon as they had pulled on the snow gear they had found the night before, they were out the door, following the tail the snowmobiles had left behind. They moved a quick clip, stopping every so often to take stock of their surroundings. The wind was still turbulent, and it made each step more difficult, but they pushed through. They’d travelled a few miles when they came upon one of the snowmobiles left in the middle of the tail.

      “The engine’s still warm.” Ben whipped his head around, surprise evident on his face.

      “And look, those are Logan’s footprints. He tried to run.” Her gaze followed the small prints embedded in the snow. The larger prints beside his and the abrupt stop told her Logan had been apprehended, but it also meant he was still alive when the snowmobile broke down.

      “This is the break we needed.” He held out his hand to her, and she took it. Picking up their pace, they continued forward. “Two grown men and a child, paired with the deep snow, is going to be a big burden on their last machine. They’re not going to get very far, or be able to go very fast.”

      “And they’ve been tracking us since the start. Unless they have an easily accessible cabin stocked with supplies, they have to run out of gas at some point.” Her breath was coming in hard pants as they half walked, half jogged through the snow drifts.

      “Exactly. And if luck’s on our side they’re running in the opposite direction of their safe house, trying to get to civilization just as we were so they can get a car or catch a plane and disappear. We’re not going to let them.” The way he suddenly looked at her with such hope made her stomach flip-flop. She was sure now that Ben cared for both her and Logan. Maybe it was her sixth sense for recognizing other’s emotions, or perhaps it was the expression on his face or the way he squeezed her hand every so often as they trekked over the frozen tundra, but she knew that Ben had the ability to love. He just had to believe in himself and his worth, first. Everyone had let Ben down in his childhood, so it made sense that it was difficult for him to trust care and affection when it was offered, but that didn’t mean he never would be able to. Even if he didn’t end up with her, Megan hoped Ben found someone he could finally count on to stay by his side.

      The thought of him with another woman was painful, but she cared about him enough that she wanted him to find joy.

      Ben halted, and she looked in the direction of the tracks, which curved in toward a rocky hillside, much like the one they’d spent their first night in after the plane crash in. Outside was the second snowmobile.

      “Got them.” Ben gave her hand a light tug, and they circled around to the rocks, nearly fifty feet from the cave opening. It was still very windy, so it was unlikely they’d be heard from this distance.

      “Do you have any cell service?” she asked, crouching down to give her burning calves a little rest. They’d been hiking for two hours, and her head hurt terribly—along with the rest of her.

      “Just one bar, but I can try. First, I want to see what we’re dealing with.

      “Me too. I need to see that Logan’s okay.” She pushed to her feet, using the stones behind her for balance. Ben silently agreed, and they crept closer toward the opening. As they neared, the scent of fire burning permeated the air, and she could detect a faint glow from the cave they were hunkered down in.

      “What the hell, Dad?” They both stopped in their tracks and exchanged a glance. “You were supposed to end the kid, not abduct him!”

      Megan followed Ben’s lead and crouched down in the snow to listen. Relief crashed over her—the captor’s son had just confirmed that Logan was still alive. She could only hope the conversation would reveal why Mark Slocum had made the decision not to harm him, and how long Slocum and his son planned to keep Logan alive.

      “I couldn’t go through with it.”

      Ben was looking through a space between two of the rocks and motioned for her to take a look as well. The heat from the fire seeped out of the crack, warming her face. Thank goodness these men were protecting Logan from the elements. Inside, there were two stocky figures, both with their backs turned from the cavern’s entrance. Off to the side, she saw Logan. He was sitting with his legs crossed, intently focused on a cell phone in his lap. He had headphones on. They must’ve given him some kind of game to play to keep him distracted.

      “Why not just keep him? Make him our own to replace what we’ve lost? It will hurt the doctor just the same, not knowing if he’s alive or dead. Might even be worse.” The man she recognized as the one who’d burst into the house spoke. That must be Mark Slocum.

      “How are we going to get out of here? Our last machine just ran out of gas, and now you’re talking about adding another person into the mix?” The younger one of the two clearly wasn’t happy with the arrangement to let Logan live.

      “We stay here overnight, and in the morning, we can finish the hike to the interstate, thumb a ride, ditch the driver, and make ourselves scarce until the search blows over. Then we’ll start making arrangements to take him out of the country.”

      With one last look at Logan, Megan let Ben lead her away from the rocks. When they were out of earshot, he took his phone out of his coat pocket and made the call. She listened intently as he relayed everything they’d seen and heard and listed off all of the weapons he could identify in plain sight. The optimistic look on his face gave her hope, and when he hung up the phone and turned to her, there was a smile on his face.

      “The rescue team had a small window of low wind, and they went for it. They just landed at our last location. We know Logan is safe for the time being, and the Slocum’s are not going anywhere tonight. With all the weapons they have at their disposal, it would be more dangerous to attempt to extract Logan from the situation now. The team wants us to meet them back at the cabin, and from there, we’ll stage our rescue mission.”

      Even though she wanted Logan in her arms without any further delay, she knew Ben was right. What would the men do if they realized they’d been discovered? They might kill Logan out of desperation. If something happened to him because she insisted they try to save him now, she’d never forgive herself.  She had to put her trust in Ben one more time.
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      Megan walked next to him, keeping up with his pace. For as long as he lived, Ben would never forget the disappointment in her eyes when she finally came to and looked up at him after Logan had been taken, just as he’d always remember the untameable fear that raced through his veins when he first caught a glimpse of her lying face down in the snow. His first thought was that she’d been shot and killed. Even though her injuries weren’t permanent, he still knew he’d never forgive himself for putting her in harm’s way—mainly because when he’d left Megan in hopes of apprehending Slocum, he’d been trying his best to forget she existed. Because of his poor decisions and clouded judgment, he’d let Megan get hurt, and Logan abducted. To see him sitting alive and well inside a warm cave, looking content as he played a game, was the biggest relief Ben could imagine. If Logan had been huddled against a wall, scared out of his mind, there was no way Ben could’ve left him there to circle back with the rescue team.

      Megan had put her anger toward him aside so they could work together to find Logan. He glanced over at her, windblown and scowling. She was more beautiful to him than ever. She had no idea how incredibly resilient she was. Her strength added a new dimension to their relationship that he didn’t remember it having before. It wasn’t as though she’d been dependant on him for anything back when they were in college, but he’d always tried to keep her happy, care for her because he’d believed that if he hadn’t, she would’ve bolted. He was always preoccupied with being enough to keep her, that he hadn’t allowed her to show him the incredible independent spirit she possessed.

      “What are you looking at?” Megan stopped and rested her hands on her hips. She was breathing hard, and an indigo bruise was spreading over her cheek like spilled ink.

      “You’re incredible, Meg. All we’ve been through this week—physically, mentally—you’ve tackled it all without blinking an eye.” When she scoffed at him, he put his hand on her shoulder. “I’m serious. I couldn’t be prouder of you, and I’m sorry if I ever treated you as anything other than the tough, capable woman you are.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Her voice was wary, her eyes searching his very soul.

      He took a deep breath, letting the frost-tipped air claw through his nostrils and down his throat. Now wasn’t the time to tell her what he was feeling. He wasn’t ready…might never be. Instead, he fell back on his crutch, a cocky smile that could hide just about any emotion. “Because I’m going to do this.”

      In one quick motion, he looped one arm around her waist and the other behind her knees and lifted.

      She began to protest, but then with an exhausted sigh, she quieted. She melted into his arms and rested her head against his chest. He felt ten feet tall.

      “Rest, sweetheart. We’re almost back to the cabin.” As he walked, he relished the feeling of her body in his arms, the scent of her hair, the rise and fall of her chest. They’d been put up against incredible obstacles, and yet they’d pulled through. Not only that, but they’d forged a stronger bond. Was it strong enough keep them together even after they’d been rescued?

      He’d already broken her heart, and his, when he left. If they tried for something now and it failed, his heart would be shattered completely. Was it worth trying, knowing the odds were against them? Being in a relationship with a SEAL would be hard, not to mention lonely at times. He’d have to leave without telling her where he was going and for how long. He could quickly get hurt or killed. It was a risk his team accepted every time they were assigned a new mission. He looked down at her, memorizing the way her lashes rested against the top of her cheek, the curve of her lips, the lines of her face. Maybe if there were a different way for him to make a living he’d consider telling Meg everything he wanted, but right now it felt wrong to even bring it up.

      He could see the cabin up ahead, with a helicopter and two bush planes parked out front. The lights inside were on, emanating a warm glow. His chest felt lighter than it had since the wreck. Meg needed medical attention for the concussion he was sure she’d endured, and now he would feel safe leaving her at the cabin. She’d be surrounded by people who were able to care for her, and he could do what needed to be done to save the little boy who’d stolen his heart with the flash of two deep dimples. He was a hundred yards or so from the cabin when two paramedics raced out the front door and met him halfway.

      “Benjamin Steele, I’m Lorraine Wilson, and this is John Walsh, We’re the paramedics on site.” They continued to close the distance to the cabin as they spoke. He appreciated that they didn’t try to take Megan out of his arms, where she was sleeping soundly. “Does she have any physical injuries?” the woman asked.

      “Possible concussion and she might still be slightly dehydrated. We were rationing out supplies before we stumbled on this place.”

      “Talk about a good find. You both did an incredible job out there, especially in the middle of winter. We’re going to get you both checked out, then get you home.” The younger paramedic, John, opened the front door of the cabin and stood back so Ben could enter first.

      “Oh, my God!” There was an instantaneous shriek from across the room. “Megan!”

      Megan jolted in his arms and looked up. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re back at the cabin,” he said as a couple that had to be Logan’s parents surrounded her.

      “Are you hurt?” Susan placed a hand on each of Megan’s cheeks and kissed her forehead.

      “No, I’m okay.” She wiggled in his arms, then looked up at him. “I can stand up now. I’m sorry I dozed off.”

      He gently set her down, making sure she had her footing before stepping back. Charles and Susan enveloped her in a long hug, peppering her with praise and soothing words. Feeling like an intruder on a private moment, Ben took a step back. This was an extension of Megan’s family and a harsh reminder that he was no longer part of her world. The time he spent with her in college was by far the happiest times of his life, which only increased his urgency to end it before she could. Now that the rescue had arrived, he’d have to say goodbye to again.

      “We couldn’t wait any longer. We finally found a pilot willing to charter our flight minutes before we received a call from the authorities that they could finally move forward with the rescue,” Susan said. “And you.” She motioned to Ben, and he momentarily froze as she released Megan and came toward him. “You’re an incredible young man. Thank you for helping my baby and our darling Megan.”

      Susan hugged him. Bewildered over how to respond, he awkwardly patted her back. Then he looked up, and Charles was at his side, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you,” he said.

      Ben cleared his throat, looking for an escape. How could they be thanking him? He’d allowed Logan to be taken by the one man they were trying to protect him from. Megan had been assaulted as she tried to protect Logan—a second infraction on his part because he hadn’t been able to prevent it. If he had stayed put in the cabin and faced the feelings he was having for Megan, they’d be loading up the chopper to go home instead of strategizing Logan’s rescue.

      “Excuse me. I need to tell the authorities what we know.” He retreated from the emotional reunion and sought out the rescue team. There were a dozen people currently staging scenarios in the living room.

      They looked up when he entered, and a middle-aged man with grey hair stood to greet him. “I’m Officer Rowe. We’ve been speaking over the phone.”

      He recognized the man’s gravelly voice and met his firm handshake.

      “As I mentioned on the phone,” Ben explained, “Slocum and his son are holding Logan in a cave approximately five miles east. We should be able to approach from the left side of the cavern undetected and catch them off guard.” Ben tensed when Officer Rowe’s brow furrowed.

      “We appreciate all you’ve done thus far, but my team will handle it from here.”

      “Part of my job as a SEAL is tactical rescue missions. Let me help you. Logan knows me, trusts me. He’s been through enough already. The rescue is going to be traumatic for him. I’ll be able to lessen that.”

      Rowe hesitated but finally gave him a curt nod. “All right, this is what we’re planning,” The others made space for him around the coffee table, and they began to stage their rescue mission.
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        * * *

      

      Once the team had come to an agreeable idea, Ben sought out Megan. He was all right leaving this time knowing she was in good hands and fully protected. The problem wasn’t about her protection, though. He was burying himself in the mission again, running from his feelings, and leaving her. But this time, there was another reason he was so adamant that the team accept him into the rescue. It wasn’t just about the mission, or about his overwhelming feelings for Meg—it was about Logan. He’d come to love the little boy and needed to be there for him. He couldn’t sit by and wait to see if the rescue mission was successful—he had to go and ensure it succeeded.

      He found Megan sitting around the kitchen table with Logan’s parents. She was holding hands with Susan, and both women looked as though they’d been crying. He couldn’t blame them. Couldn’t image the angst Logan’s parents were feeling at the moment.

      “We’re gearing up,” he announced to no one in particular.

      “You’re going with them?” she asked, face unreadable.

      “Logan knows me—I convinced them it would be less upsetting for him if I was there. I’m going to make sure he gets back here safe.” They stared at each other for one heartbeat, then two. The kitchen chair scraped against the floor as Megan stood up and moved toward him.

      “I owe you an apology,” she said softly. “This morning, I was so angry, but it wasn’t just at you. I was upset with myself. I thought the snowmobile’s engine was the sound of the rescue team, and I unlocked the door.” She gave a self-deprecating scoff. “Ben, I practically invited him in.”

      “He would’ve gotten in whether you opened the door or not, and maybe with firepower that could’ve harmed you or Logan. It’s impossible to predict how things would’ve turned out, so don’t you dare put this on your shoulders. Slocum’s responsible for his own actions. He’s the one who planted the bombs. He’s the one who nearly burned us alive in the cabin, and he’s the one who kidnapped Logan. So, don’t for one second blame yourself.”

      “I…” She choked on her words, and tears filled her eyes. Then Meg rose up on her tippy toes and surprised him with a gentle kiss. “For luck,” she said and stepped back.

      He was touched by her show of affection. “Eat something, go climb into the big bed upstairs, rest. We’ll be back with Logan soon.” And with one final gaze at the woman who had stolen his heart for the second time, he went to get his Colt.
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      Ben touched his lips for the fiftieth time as he trudged through the snow with the rescue team. The place where Megan had last placed her lips. It had been such a simple gesture, but to him, it was anything but. Her capacity to forgive floored him. When they reconnected on the flight to Fairbanks, she should have cussed him out, but instead, she was kind, albeit with a bit of caution. He’d watched her put her life on the line over and over to get them through the exhausting situations thrown at them. She’d gone without when she’d thought he wasn’t watching, so Logan could have extra food and water.

      So, when she’d whispered that her kiss was for good luck, the response in his head was You’re my luck, my shooting star, my wish. Of course, he couldn’t say those things though, because he instantly thought back to Jason’s harsh words.

      Justine doesn’t love you. She needs a distraction because she can’t have kids of her own. You’ll never really be ours, and I for one, can’t wait until she realizes it too. Hell, your biological mom didn’t even want you, why would we?

      Ben blistered at the memory. He rarely thought of Justine and Jason now, or his biological mother who had left him, but their impact was always there, lingering beneath the surface of all his insecurities, negative thoughts, and self-doubts. All of his worst qualities came from people he should’ve been able to count on. Jason’s complete disregard for him and endlessly cruel taunting would’ve been enough to screw him up for life, but then when he found out Jason was right—that Justine was happy to leave him behind when something better came along? The experience had torn his last shred of hope for the chance of having a normal life. His last hope of finding a family to call his own.

      Megan used to talk about the family they’d someday have. And sometimes, he would get so caught up in the dream that he couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like. Exchanging meaningful vows with her, and making a home together. Megan’s belly rounding with their growing child. Dinner eaten around the kitchen table each night with the people he loved. He’d never wanted anything more in his entire life than he wanted those dreams to come true, and because of that, they also scared him to death. When he realized that what he was fantasizing about was all an illusion, it would feel as though Jason was back from the dead, whispering taunts in his ear.

      Damn. He had to get out of his own head. Why was he dwelling on this? He already knew he was damaged. Used. Incapable of giving Megan what she needed. His chest tightened so painfully, he nearly stopped in his tracks. The thought of another man with her nearly choked him. He wanted her to be happy, though, and he wasn’t sure the person who could put a smile on her face long term was him.

      “Steele,” Rowe said from behind him. “Is that the embankment you mentioned earlier? The one that leads directly to the rock formation?”

      He was starting to think of Rowe like his commander. They shared similar qualities and a dry tone that was nearly impossible to imagine doing anything other than delegating duties. Nope, Rowe was definitely not a sing-in-the-shower type of guy.

      “That’s right. This is the last leg of the trail. When we were up here earlier, Slocum and his son were seated around the fire, while Logan was in a back corner. The space was small, so it wouldn’t be a stretch to think they’re in a similar formation. They’re also backed into a wall. If we go in firing, there’s nowhere for them to hide, although they appeared to have one hell of an arsenal at their disposal. Still, I’m not comfortable taking any risks where Logan’s concerned, so no shots unless they’ll hit their mark with one hundred percent certainty.”

      “I’m glad your girlfriend caught us before we headed out the door. Her idea was smart and just might lure the men away from Logan. Once they’re outside of the cave, we’ll subdue them and extract Logan.”

      Ben didn’t bother to tell Rowe that he wasn’t involved with Megan or that it was complicated. Pride welled up in his chest at the idea she’d presented to them just as they were about to leave the house. She was smart, compassionate, and gorgeous. It was unbelievable that someone hadn’t already come along and swept her off of her feet. Maybe that was the universe telling him to make his move. He couldn’t expect her to continue staying single for long.

      Their rescue party formed a line along the outskirts of the craggy hill and slowly crept forward, pausing every so often to listen for voices from inside the cave. The wind had died down, so if they could hear Slocum and his son inside, the men might be able to hear them sneaking up. If the Slocum’s knew they were right outside their hideout, they could quickly throw a hand grenade or start shooting rounds to take them out. Once the rescue team got close enough, Rowe signalled to the officer who was ducked behind a tree directly across from the cave. The man nodded back, to let him know he was in position and waiting for the final go ahead. Ben crept forward silently, inching his way toward the lip of the cave. He wanted to ensure the men were still inside with Logan, check to see if anything were going on that would cause them surprises.

      Once he was close enough, their voices were audible enough for him to determined their locations, but he’d need to get a closer look to pinpoint where Logan was and if he was still unharmed. If anything happened to that boy, Slocum would wish it was him who was dead. Confident that the men were facing away from his position, Ben looked inside. Logan was sitting hugging his knees, staring off into the distance, but he seemed to be physically unharmed.

      “You should’ve brought the nanny along. We could’ve had some fun.” Carl’s voice held a twisted sort of excitement as he spoke to his father. Ben’s stomach turned, and he wanted to barge inside right then and there. Anyone who would force themselves on a woman needed to be taken down hard, and put where he couldn’t hurt anyone again. Ben didn’t tolerate those who disparaged and hurt women and children, overseas or on American soil. The fact that Meg was his only made the comment more infuriating, and he fought to get a handle on his emotions before he did something that could get them all killed.

      “Shut your mouth,” the older man said. “We both know you’re a virgin. Wouldn’t know what to do with it even if you could find a woman who’d hold still long enough.” Slocum sounded annoyed and at the end of his rope. As the son babbled on stupidly about their situation, Ben started to see why. The multiple failures, the bummed snowmobile, and the frigid weather were making them bicker. If they had more time, and if Logan wasn’t in their possession, they might kill one another and do the rescue team a favor.

      “At least I’m not a soft old man. I’d take what I wanted, then kill the bitch. Or break her in so she’d know who was boss. She’d never question me. Just get on her knees and take it,” the son spat out.

      He wanted to teach that fucker a lesson, but then the sound of flesh hitting flesh echoed through the air, proving that the boy’s father had gotten there first. Ben could only hope that the fight would end in them both taking damage. Mark Slocum might be a crazy bastard, one who would murder in the name of grief, but his son got off on the thought of hurting others. If they didn’t stop him today, how many innocent victims would be tortured at his hands?

      “I didn’t raise you to be some pussy who had to resort to rape,” Slocum growled. “I don’t know where I went wrong with you, but things will be different with Logan.”

      Ben hurried back to the rest of the rescue team. With Slocum already pitting his biological son against the son he’d just abducted, he was concerned for Logan’s safety. He relayed what he heard, and Rowe signalled in the direction of the tree across from the rocks.

      “Logan? Logan, where are you?” Megan’s voice rang through the air, desperate, weepy, and intentionally weak. “Please, Logan. Logan!”

      The audio Meg had had the foresight to record on the officer’s phone played on a loop with just enough time in between the phrases to make it believable. Then, they waited.

      “What a stupid bitch,” the son scoffed. “You clearly want her for your own. I’ll stay here with the kid.”

      “Like hell. I wasn’t born yesterday. You’re threatened by a toddler. If I leave the two of you alone, you’ll wring his neck before I get back with the hostage. We both go. Logan’s not going anywhere, are ya?” Logan must’ve shaken his head or softly said no, because Mark replied, “That’s a good boy. And if you don’t behave, I’ll cut your nanny’s tongue right out of her throat and serve it for dinner.”

      Ben barred his teeth and growled under his breath. Logan was going to need years of therapy after this shitty experience. He wanted the gratification that slamming his fist into each of the Slocum men’s faces would bring, but his job was keeping Logan safe, and there was nothing more important than that. There was some rustling from inside the cabin, then after a moment, the father and son appeared at the edge of the cave and walked out like cattle to the slaughter.

      The team swarmed, using their tasers to subdue the men. Ben would be lying if he said he didn’t get any pleasure from seeing them writhe on the ground. The Slocum’s had gone into this revenge quest content with the fact that they could be killing men, women, and children mid-flight, and they didn’t give a shit. Not only that but they had succeeded in murdering the pilot and the flight attendant. They weren’t just faceless entities, they were real people with hobbies and interests, maybe even families. The two Slocum men had made their bed, he just hoped it was constructed of nails.

      Ben slipped around the rocks. In the corner, Logan was shaking like a small tree branch mid-hurricane, but the moment he saw Ben, he jumped up and raced into his arms. After all the kid had been through, he gave Ben one of his patented dimpled grins, and Ben’s heart completely melted. He blinked rapidly as tears burned behind his eyelids. He might be a tough-as-all-get-out SEAL, but for once, he wasn’t ashamed to show emotion. For a brief moment when the men exited the cave, Ben’s training kicked in, and he struggled with the urge to take the men out before they could harm someone else, but his love for Logan overruled even his training. He put Logan’s safety and welfare above all else, and he’d do it again in a heartbeat for the sweet kid who was currently clutching at his shirt like he was the last thread holding him above a jagged cliff.

      “You came to save me, Benny. That’s why I wasn’t scared, I knew you’d get me. Like when the pwane crashed, and the house burned down.”

      Ben took a deep breath to get a hold of his emotions and lifted Logan as he stood. “Listen, Champ, no matter where I am around the globe—if you’re in trouble, know I’ll always come for you.”

      “I know that,” Logan said and snuggled closer to his neck.

      “Oh yeah?” He couldn’t help himself from smiling, the kid was just too much.

      “Because I love you, and you love me, Uncle Benny.”

      And there was the kicker, Logan made him feel like honest-to-God family. Like he was someone who could be looked up to. Someone who wasn’t so damaged.

      Damn, it was going to be so very hard to say goodbye.
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      Megan had done as Ben suggested, upon Susan and Charles’s insistence. Susan made her a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and then begged her to try and get some rest. Reluctantly, she’d gone upstairs and lain in bed, but all she could think of was Ben and what they had shared the night before. When Ben left her eight years ago, she’d made a vow never to fall for someone as hard again—and here she was longing for the same man who’d broken her heart. She was a smart woman, and at this point she was coming to terms with the fact that Ben was it for her. She should’ve never worried about falling for someone as hard as she did Ben, because she’d never gotten over him in the first place.

      It had been a mistake to sleep with him, because it was like coming home and reliving the best part of her life all at once. He was an amazing, generous lover, always making sure she was completely sated before he found his own release. She thought back on those blissful moments, and the words he’d whispering in her ear. You’ve travelled to every war-torn country with me. You’ve been my strength. My reason for fighting. Had he meant it? Had he really thought of her during those early missions? She was as surprised by that as she was stunned that he remembered what she’d said about getting a tattoo. He really had listened to her, respected what she had to say. Ben had always made her feel safe and wanted—until he turned out to be the one who hurt her.

      The clock was ticking down until that would happen again. Any minute now, Ben would come back with Logan—and when that happened, Ben would go his separate way, and her heart would be broken for the second time. She was sure once the pain subsided she could be content with her life, have moments of happiness and joy, but she’d never be whole. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes, and she let them slide down her cheeks and onto the pillow beneath her. Maybe it was the trauma of their experience or the impending heartbreak, but suddenly the tears just wouldn’t stop flowing. She didn’t bother to swipe them away. She thought of Logan and how scared he must be, and how Ben was putting his life on the line to save him. She wanted nothing more than to hear the front door open and to have Logan come bursting in and look at her with those big brown eyes. She needed to see that Ben was safe and unharmed.

      Megan sat up and threw off the covers. She walked into the bathroom, ran the faucet, and splashed her face a few times. Trying to rest was a waste of time when she’d never fall asleep before the rescue party’s safe return. She padded down the hall and stairway to find Charles and Susan sitting right where she’d left them in the kitchen. Their eyes were glued to the front yard, waiting just as she was.

      “Honey,” Susan said. “I thought you were going to get some sleep.”

      “It’s impossible with Logan still out there.” She pulled out a chair and settled down. How long they sat in silence, listening to the sound of the kitchen clock ticking, she didn’t know. Then Charles cleared his throat and shifted in his seat.

      “And Ben?” Charles asked.

      “Charlie,” Susan said in a disapproving tome. “Megan’s been through a lot—she doesn’t need to tell us about her relationship with Ben…unless she wants to.” She offered Megan a sly smile and heat coursed up Megan’s cheeks and behind her ears.

      Charles chuckled at his wife. While Megan didn’t want to talk about her issues with Ben, she couldn’t help but appreciate the way the subject loosened some of the tension in the room. She gave a half-hearted laugh.

      “It’s complicated,” she said and clasped her hands together on the table.

      Charles took Susan’s hand and smiled. “Isn’t it always? Imagine my horror when I fell for my arch nemesis in med school. My only reprieve was the knowledge that we would go our separate ways once we chose our specialties. Then I realized I was in love with her, and there’d be no reprieve after all,” he laughed and Susan swatted his arm.

      “What Charles is trying to say is that you’re a wonderful woman who is kind and patient and caring and any man would be lucky to have you as a partner.”

      Megan offered Susan a weak smile. She wasn’t going to burst her bubble and tell her that Ben had already decided not to even try, because he didn’t believe that he was enough to keep her in his life forever.

      The minutes crawled by. Susan poured everyone a second cup of coffee, then a third, until they were all antsy with caffeine and fear. Megan had been glued to a spot by the window for the past half hour, as if the harder she stared the more likely they’d be to appear outside of it. The wind that had restarted when they returned to the cabin this morning had slowed, but the tree boughs were sloped with the weight of last night’s snow. She rubbed at her eyes when a grey blur clouded her line of sight, when it didn’t go away she ran to the front door.

      “They’re back,” she shrieked, and threw open the door. A stampede of stomping feet sounded behind her. Paramedics and Logan’s parents followed her outside just in time to see Ben coming through the woods with Logan in his arms. It was a sight she’d never forget.

      She started to sprint toward them, tears of joy for both Logan and Ben falling freely. They were safe, and appeared to be unharmed. When she was close enough, she flung out her arms and hugged them both. Ben wrapped his free arm around her. It felt so good to be in his embrace, so right. Her heart sighed and she took a step back. She needed to start shutting down her feelings towards Ben. She was already going to be crushed when they parted ways, why make it worse? She held out her arms for Logan, and hugged him with enough love for two people—Ben’s share and his. Behind her, the Hamilton’s cries of delight were audible, and she knew it was time to hand Logan over to his parents.

      Their reunion was a tearful one, and she stepped back to give them space for the intimate moment. Watching them left her feeling a little empty. Logan had his parents, but who did she have? She knew who she wanted, and he was standing next to her, but nothing had changed.

      Charles and Susan were rushing back to the house to get Logan out of the elements, leaving her behind with Ben.

      “Where’s the rest of the rescue team?” She glanced up at his chiselled face, covertly looking for any sign that he’d been injured and needed to be examined by one of the paramedics.

      “They were securing the Slocum’s, but we all agreed it was best to reunite Logan with his family as soon as possible. Plus, I didn’t want Logan to have to walk back near the two men who had abducted him.” He looked down at her, and emotion swam in his eyes.

      That’s what you want to see.

      “No one was hurt?” She was afraid to ask, but she needed to know. There had already been enough death, and her heart broke for the families of the pilot and the flight attendant.

      “Thanks to your plan to lure the Slocum men out of the cave, the take down was quick and easy. Everyone’s okay.” He lifted his hand and touched the side of her face. “Were you able to get any rest?”

      “You know I didn’t.” She smiled slightly, her skin still tingling where he touched. “I was too worried.”

      “It’s hard to believe it’s finally over. We’ve come a long way since the crash.” His voice was low, eyes intense, and a shiver rushed through her.

      She had a feeling he wasn’t just talking about their physical journey. She wanted nothing more than to step into Ben’s arms, to tell him how she felt, but self-preservation had her freezing in place.

      “What’s next? With the rescue I mean,” she added quickly when he looked as though he wanted to devour her right there in the snow. The chemistry between them was as strong as ever, but she couldn’t let anything happen—not unless he was willing to let it be the start of a real relationship. She didn’t mind that he was emotionally damaged, didn’t mind that he had a dangerous career. Of course, she’d worry and miss him when he was gone on long missions, but Ben’s career choice made no difference to her. What mattered was that he be willing to meet her in the middle. She couldn’t be the glue that constantly held their relationship together. She’d changed, and now realized that to make a relationship work, both parties had to work hard for the other. They couldn’t begin a normal relationship until Ben started making some compromises.

      “They’ll need two helicopters to get us back. I want you and the Hamilton’s to go in the first. I’ll take the second to ensure Slocum and his son stay in check.”

      Ben spoke of how they’d leave, but nothing in his tone or words told her that they’d be seeing each other again.

      “And after?” She took a leap of faith, needing to know where he stood. Did he want to ever see her again, or was the night they shared the curtain closing on their relationship forever? His features shifted, as though he was warring some internal battle. She let her hand fall to her sides, and felt her heart ice over. He’d looked the same way the last time he’d left her behind.

      “I’ll need to get back to base, debrief them on what happened.” He looked away from her, out into the distance.

      “You’re cutting your leave short then?” She was numb, both physically and emotionally. Maybe it was a blessing not to feel anything at all. She could hear her heart pounding in her chest, the shallow breaths coming from her lips, the wind’s icy fingers ripping through her hair.

      “Anything that impacts me, impacts my team. SEALS don’t keep secrets. Doing so could put others’ lives at risk. My team. Civilians. I have to go back.”

      “I understand,” she said dispassionately. “We should go inside.”

      “Meg, please. You mean so much—more than you think. I don’t want to leave on bad terms. I couldn’t handle it if you hated me.” He reached his hand out to touch her arm, but she moved out of his grasp.

      “I could never hate you,” she said quietly. I love you. “But if we’re going our separate ways, there’s nothing left to say. I don’t want to prolong the inevitable with what-ifs.” She sucked in a deep breath and began walking back to the cabin. She couldn’t hear footsteps behind her, but she wouldn’t look back at him either. She was trying so hard to be strong, not break down, or beg him to give their relationship another chance. Ben was an adult who needed to make his own decisions. If he didn’t feel that what they had was worth nurturing, then there was nothing she could or should do to convince him otherwise.
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      The Hamilton’s were seated on the couch with Logan protectively tucked between them. Ben smiled at how Susan and Charles cocooned the little boy with love and endearments. Every child deserved that kind of unquestionable love. Logan was animatedly telling them all about the adventure they’d had and how they’d escaped the bad guys, and how when he’d been caught, the bad guys had actually let him play games on their cell phones. His parents nodded and listened carefully, but he could see the unmasked horror in their eyes as he continued his stories. Logan had been through more than any child or adult ever should. Ben couldn’t deny how proud he was of the boy’s quiet strength. Whether it had been from the shock or courage didn’t matter. Not once had Logan whined or complained. The toddler had trusted him and Megan to keep him safe, and in doing so had allowed them to survive.

      Megan had chosen to sit in the lone armchair to the side of the couch, and by the rigid way she was holding herself, she’d chosen the spot so he wouldn’t be able to rest beside her. He’d hurt her. He hadn’t meant to, but he had all the same. It had been hard to tell her that he was going back to the base early, but he hadn’t lied. Everything the SEALs did as individuals impacted the way they acted as a team.

      It hadn’t been a lie, but it hadn’t been the complete truth, either. He told himself that he was going back a few days early to save on airfare, but he couldn’t bear to spend any more time around Meg and Logan.

      He was denying himself the opportunity to be with the woman he loved, and to stick around to watch Logan grow up, because they were better off without him. His job was dangerous as hell, and he wouldn’t let them become a target of another crime—this time, one that was aimed at him. How could he tell Megan that he was being called away on a mission but had no idea when he’d be home? That there was no way for her to contact him during that time period? The divorce rates in his line of work were astronomical—how could they possibly hope things would work out between his childhood baggage and Meg wanting a family? He would never want to ask her to raise their children alone when he was on long missions, but it was the reality of his career.

      He studied her face from across the room. She looked cold and stoic—nothing like the passionate woman he’d made love to the night before. Part of him wanted to carry her upstairs and tell her that he’d give up anything, as long as she’d be his. The other half knew that staying on this side of the room was the only way Meg could have the future he wanted for her. His heartbeat slowed, and his shoulders were heavy. Leaving Meg would be more hellish than even the worst, most gruelling missions he’d faced overseas.

      He was so lost in his own thoughts, he didn’t see Logan’s father walk toward him until Charles had his hand extended in front of Ben’s face.

      “What do you say to the man who saved your son?” he said, voice thick with emotion. “There are no words to express our gratitude. No words.” The doctor’s voice broke, and instead of taking Ben’s hand, he pulled him into a hard hug.

      “It was an honor, sir. Logan has braved this ordeal better than most adults would’ve. You’ve raised a strong, wonderful kid.”

      The man’s body shook against his, and Ben self-consciously patted Charles’ back. He understood the man’s tears and why he didn’t bother to restrain his show of emotion. When Logan had been taken, and when he thought Meg had been killed, Ben had been out of his mind with grief.

      Charles pulled back and quickly rubbed the tears off his cheeks. “This…event has made me realize how vulnerable I’ve let my family become. I’ve decided I need to hire private security for my family, but there’s only one person I can trust to do the job.”

      The weight of Charles’ hand pressed against Ben’s shoulder as he stood there in stunned silence. He’d been expecting the thanks, not that he wanted or needed to hear it, but the offer of employment had come straight out of left field. He looked over at Meg, whose eyes were glued to him, face completely unreadable. Was she scared he’d accept and that she’d have to see him day in and day out?

      “I know you’re a SEAL, and it would be hard to walk away from your team, but I’ll more than double your salary—and I’m willing to negotiate even higher. Paid vacations, health care, housing—I’ll offer it all.” Charles looked at him expectantly, and the whole room went silent. “I’d feel safer, and my family would feel safer with you in charge of security at our estate.”

      He could hear his pulse roaring in his ears as the room seemed to shrink. All eyes were on him, waiting for his response. Had silence ever been so deafening? If he accepted, he could be with Meg long-term, but she hadn’t said she wanted that. Employment with the Hamilton’s would be safer than being a SEAL while still giving him the chance to protect others that he loved about his work, and he’d get to spend time with Logan too. He was excited by the prospect of the opportunity, but then he thought of his team. They’d been through so much together. What about the duty to his country?

      Staying with the Hamilton’s also opened him up to heartache if Meg pushed him away. If things didn’t work out between them, would he be able to work alongside her? And what if he accepted and Meg felt as though she needed to quit because she didn’t want to be around him? For the past week, he’d been thinking of all the reasons him and Megan wouldn’t work, and one of the main issues was his job and the physical distance between them. Now Charles was dangling a different type of future in front of him, and it was thrilling and scary as hell. He took one breath, then another. The tension had sucked the oxygen right out of the room, and in his mind, he could suddenly hear Jason’s voice. No one loves you. You don’t belong. Eventually, I’ll rid myself of you. And then he could see Justine walking away from him without a backward glance.

      Before he could think on the offer any longer, the words were out of his lips. “My place is with the Navy. I could give you a couple names and the contact information of men from a security group in Anchorage that I would trust with my life. They’re former SEALs.”

      He couldn’t bring himself to look at Meg. It was a no-win situation. If she was happy he turned the position down, he’d wonder if she ever really cared for him. If she looked distraught, he would hurt for both of them and the future they would never have. “I’m going to check the status of the chopper.” And with those final words, he fled from the room.

      His worse fear was being left by someone he loved, but were Megan was concerned, he was the one who left—twice. As he rounded the corner toward the kitchen, the front door opened and the helicopter pilot stepped inside, stomping the snow off of her boots on the welcome mat.

      “I was just about to check in with you,” he said. “Do we have a time of departure?”

      “Good timing. I’m ready to take off. We want to get the boy to the hospital and have him checked out.”

      He nodded, unable to say another word. Any hope of a future with Megan was over. Had fate dropped her into his lap only to have him be too scared to reach out and grasp what was being offered?

      He shook his head and tried his best to lock down his emotions, as he circled back to the living room.

      “The pilot’s ready,” he said. His voice was hollow. Empty.

      Megan was the first to stand. Just when he thought she was about to walk right past him, she stopped a few feet from him. “I wish you the best, Ben,” she said not really meeting his gaze. What an asshole he was. Her eyes had been filled with pain. Pain he’d put there.

      “If you ever decide to reconsider, the offer will be open. Even if the head of security position is filled, we’d always be glad to have you. Thank you for giving me my son.” Charles gave him a brief half hug, and gave his wife and Logan room to say goodbye to him.

      “Uncle Benny, come with us. Pwease.” Logan reached out and wrapped his arms around Ben’s neck. He was suddenly choked up, but he forced himself to croak out a few strained sentences.

      “I can’t come with you, buddy, but I know you’ll be just fine without me. You’re the bravest kid I’ve ever met. Take care of Megan for me, yeah?” The words were in no way adequate for the emotions churning inside him.

      “I will. I love you,” Logan whispered against his ear.

      “You too, Bud. Now go catch that helicopter, okay?” The back of his eyelids burned, and there was a painful lump at the base of his throat.

      “Okay, Benny.” He ran off down the hall, and Susan gathered him into a hug.

      “I hope you’ll reconsider our offer someday.” She patted his cheek and turned on her heel. Overhead he could hear the whirl of the helicopter, taking his heart away with it. A ruckus in the front of the house prevented him from taking one last look through the window as the chopper took flight.

      The police had arrived with the Slocum’s, and Mark was manically ranting about his son and the botched operation.

      “That boy was mine!” he roared. “Hamilton took my son’s life. He should be begging me to take his own son in exchange.” The officers had him sit handcuffed with his back against the wall. Slocum’s son was quiet and withdrawn beside him. “Didn’t you hear me? They. Killed. My. Son. He’s the victim here. My family is the victim. They botched the operation—and they did it intentionally.” Mark raved on, lost in a haze of grief and delusion. He blamed everyone, anyone—anything but facing the truth about what actually had happened. A sledding accident gone terribly wrong.

      The man in front of him was someone who loved deeply enough to become deranged at the loss of a loved one. Maybe it was confirmation of how dangerous love could be, and how easily and senselessly it could hurt you. He looked at the man, feeling sorry for him for the first time since they discovered his plot. He was sobbing now, gasping for air through his tears, muttering “My son, my sweet son.”  Did he realize that by dragging his living son into his terror-laden plot for revenge that he’d squandered his time with him as well? If only the man had seen that he needed to be strong for his family, needed to help his wife and remaining son heal, maybe things would’ve ended differently.

      Now there was a dead pilot and stewardess, along with a young man who would be locked away for the rest of his life because of the influence of his unstable father. Would Ben have the same thirst for revenge if Megan or Logan was taken from him? The jolt inside told him he’d never recover from that kind of blow, but he also knew in his heart that he’d never plot revenge on an innocent, or take down an airplane with complete disregard for life.

      Watching Slocum was all the confirmation he needed of how dangerous love was. He didn’t want to end up like that—he’d had enough hurt in his life, and it was time to protect himself. He made the right decision to let Megan and the Hamilton’s go.
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      The Hamilton’s had checked them into a five-star hotel in Fairbanks, and all Megan wanted to do was find her room and flop boneless into bed.  She stopped at the front desk to get her room keys, thanking the attendant. Under different circumstances, she would’ve loved to enjoy the hotel with Logan. They had a large swimming pool and even an outdoor adventure area for children. But today, she passed under the lobby chandelier, dripping with a cascade of crystal, and made her way to the elevator without looking back. The hotel was quiet with only a few other guests mulling around the lobby. She didn’t feel like making small talk, so when the elevator doors closed with no other passengers in sight, she was relieved. Megan wasn’t herself right now, and it had nothing to do with being in a plane crash, hiking over frozen terrain, being fettered out of a cabin with fuel and fire, and being assaulted by a madman. Those things she could deal with. Losing Ben was far worse.

      Logan’s parents had taken him directly to the local hospital to get a once-over, and she was battling guilt over being thankful for a few quiet minutes alone. Charles and Susan had told her not to worry about a thing that night, just to rest and relax. As much as she loved Logan, she needed time alone right now. The elevator chimed when it reached the fifth floor, and she stepped out onto the plush carpet, noting the room number on the wall. When she reached her room, she scanned her card, and sighed with relief when a green dot flashed, allowing her access. If she had to go back down to the lobby, she wasn’t sure she’d make it.

      The soaring ceilings and glossy granite surfaces of the room barely registered. Her eyes were locked on one destination: the king size bed in the middle of the room. She collapsed face-down, and for the first time since they’d left the Denali National Park, she wept. She cried for all they’d been through, for the pilot and stewardess who had died as a result of senseless violence, for the families they had, and the joys they’d never experience. She cried for the boy who had died in the sledding accident and his family that had shattered as a result. She sobbed for the trauma Logan had faced, and for her broken heart.

      She’d heard every word Charles had said to Ben—offering him a job with a generous salary and benefits, along with a chance to explore and strengthen their relationship. She had been more than willing to welcome him into her life, even with his intense military career, but Charles had offered him an incredible opportunity. One he had turned down easily. She hoped she wasn’t the reason he had rejected the offer—out of some discomfort with the idea of being around her all the time. If she knew he’d be safe and away from the dangers of his current job, she’d quit just to have him out of harm’s way. Of course, she’d never leave Logan, but she could visit him during times when Ben wasn’t around.

      Her heart squeezed and a new wave of pain ricocheted through her ribcage. She was having a hard time accepting Ben’s rejection of the job offer, the rejection of her, but it was proof he hadn’t changed. Ben was still fearful of commitment. During the time they shared though, she’d seen another side of him. Like the way he crouched down when speaking to Logan, so they were at eye-level. He’d been so engaged with him as he walked through the woods with the toddler on his shoulders, pointing out the wildlife and spewing out facts like a walking edition of National Geographic.

      Ben had been responsible for keeping Logan calm, and for turning their harrowing predicament into an adventure. Then there was the image she’d never get out of her head. Ben emerging from the forest hugging Logan in his capable arms. Logan had looked up at him with such admiration in his eyes, and the relief and care on Ben’s face melted her heart. The love between them was clearly written on Ben’s face as he walked toward the house holding the boy as though he was the most precious gift in the world. Ben was capable of emotional attachment. He had such a capacity for tenderness—if only he’d let himself love the way she knew he could.

      She focused on her breathing, eventually calming her ragged emotions. Her pillow was soaked from her meltdown, so she flipped it over and snuggled into the dry side of the pillowcase. She’d been afraid sleep would never come—not with thoughts of Ben coursing through her mind—but the moment she shut her eyes, the physical and mental exhaustion of the past week caught up to her, and she was out in moments.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Hamilton’s cut their conference short and they returned home to the estate. The sunshine and stunning mountain views of the place she’d come to call home seemed to be missing something vital. Ben. She hadn’t heard from him—not that she was expecting to. If he was off on a mission he might not even be in the same country anymore. She’d held onto a little sliver of hope that he might change his mind and come back to her, but she knew it wasn’t likely. Rather than pinning her hopes on impossible dreams, it was time to pick up where she’d left off and get on with her life. She tried her best to return to a normal routine, waking early to use the home gym before showering and preparing Logan his favorite breakfast of cheesy scrambled eggs and toast. While she didn’t insist that Logan follow a strict schedule, she liked to incorporate reading, music, and art into his day. They usually completed a craft right before lunch, and then looked at stories before his afternoon nap.

      Nothing seemed to get her mind off Ben, and she rarely was able to go an hour without thinking of him. The second ending between them was much tougher than the first, because now she understood more about Ben, and this time, he’d had an even bigger effect on her than the man she’d met in college. Maybe it had been the intense situation, but he’d opened up to her more than ever as they’d fought their way through the untamed wilderness. Now that she was able to put herself in his shoes—a little boy who’d been abandoned by the people who were supposed to protect him—she could understand his hesitation to love, and let someone love him in return.

      “I want to make Benny a card for craft time.” Logan bounced excitedly on her lap, breaking her out of her thoughts. He’d been talking about his friend Benny nonstop since their safe arrival in Fairbanks. It was clear he was missing him terribly too. She always encouraged Logan to talk about his feelings, but she wished he’d been a little less verbal about this particular situation. It made it even harder for her to move past her broken heart when she found herself hearing about Ben nonstop throughout the day. Reluctantly, she pulled out paper, Crayons, glue, and a box of miscellaneous decorations. Despite her hurt feelings, she’d never keep Logan from Ben or vice versa. If Ben wanted to be part of Logan’s life and not hers, she’d be glad for them and deal with her own emotions. She’d never let the tension between her and Ben impact Logan in any way.

      With his art supplies in front of him, Logan focused intently on his work. He stuck out his tongue slightly as he colored, and then instructed her where to glue Ben’s superhero cape on the stick figure that he’d made.

      “Will you write a message for me?” he asked, still coloring the background of the drawing.

      “Of course, Buddy. What do you want to say?” She picked up a pen from the box of writing supplies and waited patiently.

      “Dear Benny,” he said as she wrote down the words on the inside of the card. “Thanks for saving me from the bad guys and being my friend. I love you, and hope you come home really soon.”

      A tear escaped form the corner of Megan’s eye at his heartfelt words and she quickly brushed it away before Logan could notice. Part of her wanted to add her own note to the card. She bit her bottom lip. The last thing she wanted to do was downplay Logan’s card in anyway, or worse, make Ben think that Megan put him up to it as an excuse to contact him. Maybe she was still hope for something that was never meant to be.

      At dinner that night, Logan raced off to get the card he made when it was time to clear the dishes. “Look at what I made,” he proudly exclaimed and pushed it across the table to his mother.

      Her eyes misted as Megan’s had. It seemed Ben had touched everyone’s heart in the family—because that’s exactly what the Hamilton’s had become to her—family. “Oh, it’s perfect, baby. I’m sure it’s going to brighten his day to hear from you.” Susan exchanged a glance with Charles. Megan wasn’t sure what it was about but she had a feeling when Charles stood up and motioned to Logan.

      “How about you and me get some ice cream and go watch a show in the parlor?”

      Logan let out a happy whoop and chased his dad into the kitchen, leaving her there with Susan.

      “Honey, are you okay? We’ve noticed that you’ve seemed…” Susan paused, “very down since what happened.”

      “I’m just adjusting to everything. I’ll be okay.” She hated that her voice wavered slightly, making her feel weak.

      “You know I think of you as a daughter. Love you as though you were mine. I know your heart is hurting for that young man, and I want nothing more than to drive down to his base and drag him back here, but I know that would both embarrass and upset you.” Susan took her hands from across the table, and gave them a quick squeeze. Tears stung Megan’s eyes. There was no pretending with Susan.

      “I told you how I dated him in college. It was as though, I don’t know, the universe was throwing us together again. I thought, stupidly, that maybe this time would be different. That we’d get the happy ever after I know we both deserve.” A tear slipped over her cheek and splashed down to the table.

      “Did you tell him how you feel? That you love him and want him in your life?” Her brows knit together in concern. Poor Susan had enough to worry about with her patients and Logan to be fretting over her too.

      “He left me the first time. It has to be him who comes to me, otherwise it feels too much like begging him to stay. If he wants to be with me, it has to be his decision, on his terms. I need to know he loves me, not that I’ve just finally wore him down. I need to know he’s one hundred percent committed to making this work.”

      Susan sighed, and patted Megan’s hands. “You’re a smart woman, who has so much to offer others. If that’s what your instincts are telling you, then listen.” She offered her a reassuring smile. “Would you like me to mail this for you?”

      Megan nodded. “Thank you.” She let go of Susan’s hands, stood up, and rounded the table. She gave Susan, who she was closer to than her own mother, a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Perhaps the card would serve as closure to whatever it was they had between them. For her it was love, but for him, it clearly wasn’t the same.
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      Ben entered his barracks and wiped the sweat from his brow. He’d just finished a five-mile run around the base with his teammates, part of their afternoon physical training. The envelope on the kitchen table had arrived in the mail yesterday, but had remained unopened. He hovered over it for a moment. Eventually, he reached out his hand and deliberated tearing back the seal. But thinking about opening it was as far as he got.

      The return address had the Hamilton’s information. The truth was he was afraid to open the envelope. Afraid that it was a letter from Megan, but even more afraid that she had no part in it. He didn’t deserve her forgiveness for the abrupt way they parted, but he found he needed it. Craved it. He exhaled, the breath leaving his lungs in a dramatic whoosh. He’d man up and open the letter after a shower.

      Stalking into the bathroom, Ben stripped off his clothes and cranked the shower on as hot as he could stand.  Even though he’d just had a vigorous workout, the steaming water was much needed after a week in frigid temperatures. It would’ve been nice to stand under the hard spray, but they had to meet with their commander to be briefed for their next mission at fifteen-hundred hours.

      It had been two weeks since he’d last seen Megan, and everyday apart from her was harder than the last. Usually there was a buzz of excitement in his blood as they prepped for a new mission, but this time the enthusiasm was missing. He wasn’t sure what to do about his feelings for Megan. Yes, he cared about his team, they were his family, but Megan, she was his heart and soul.

      The guys knew something was up, and they knew it was a woman. He’d mentioned Megan, and said things were complicated, but only because he didn’t expect any solid advice. The men on his team were almost all young and single, moving from one fling to the next. The thought of meaningless sex had never been less appealing. In fact, he couldn’t picture having sex with any other women. The only thoughts capable of arousing him involved Megan under him, over him. He’d never get bored being inside her—love changed their intimacy into something he’d never experienced before. They were connected on a soul-binding level, and when they came together in the bedroom, it was never anything less than pure bliss.

      Hollowness spread through his gut, and there was an ache in his chest. Was this the life he wanted for himself? Living alone in the barracks awaiting the next classified assignment where he could easily die overseas? Before the crash, the answer would’ve been a resounding yes, but after seeing Megan again, learning how strong she’d become, and admitting to himself that he’d never really gotten over her, his answer had changed. He loved his country, his brothers in arms, but what mattered most to him was Megan. She would always come before anything else. Could he be what she needed? The man she deserved?

      Ben finished his shower and yanked on his clothes. He needed to open whatever was in that envelope before he was briefed for their mission. He paced into the kitchen and tore open the seal, letting the contents drop onto the table. His pulse slowed as he looked down at the heart-shaped card. The construction paper was covered in glitter, a rainbow of pom-poms, glued on buttons—it was beautiful, and balm to his wounded soul. He instantly recognized the handwriting, even though he knew she’d written the message for Logan and not for herself. In college, Ben was constantly grateful for her copious notes that were easy to read.

      Thanks for saving me from the bad guys and being my friend. I love you, and hope you come home really soon.

      Tears welled up in his eyes. Home. Something he’d never had, offered by a little boy who had shown him that he was capable of love. He’d never received a gift more precious than this one, and he intended on tucking it away and keeping it forever, as a reminder of the moment he found the family he’d been waiting for. Logan had depicted him with what appeared to be a superhero cape. He let out a self-loathing snort—poor kid was way off. He was no superhero, wasn’t even brave enough to fight for Megan’s heart. Twice.

      He sighed and placed the card down on the table, picked up the envelope and opened it to make sure he didn’t miss anything. His heart beat faster when he saw another note tucked inside. He sucked in a long breath and unfolded the message. It was written in a feminine script, but it wasn’t Meg’s handwriting this time.

      Dear Ben:

      We’ll never be able to thank you enough for bringing our baby home to us and for keeping Megan safe as well. Please know no matter how many years pass by, you’re always welcome here. Charles is talking in my ear at the moment, asking me to mention our offer once more—please know that this is always an option if you find yourself contemplating a career change in the future. Thank you for serving our country, and thank you for your service to our family.

      All of our love,

      The Hamilton’s

      P.S. Perhaps a visit would put a smile back on Megan’s face.

      Ben stared down at the note. The post script had stolen the air right out of his lungs. He hated the thought of Megan’s sadness, especially because he was the one who hurt her. She wasn’t alone in her suffering. The past weeks had been hard on him too, and if he stayed on base permanently, he doubted the ache in his heart would subside. The only remedy for that was Megan. After walking away from her twice, would she forgive him another time? He had to prove to her that he was one hundred percent committed to nurturing their relationship, that he was all in when push came to shove.

      He reread the note a second, then a third time, soaking in the Hamilton’s words. It was the closest he’d ever come to an offer of a home. And not just a home, but a career and a whole life—complete with a family. He liked being a protector, but he’d rather be there to protect people he knows and loves. Balancing being a SEAL and being a family man was hard, and Megan deserved more than a part-time man in her life.

      He knew what he had to do. Ben left the barracks and when straight to the base, not stopping until he was outside his commanding officer’s open door. He raised his fist and knocked on the frame.

      Commander Randolph was in his forties, with a hint of grey on the sides of his temples. His dark brown eyes, nearly the same color as his skin, locked on Ben’s face. Randolph’s expression looked impassive, but Ben knew when he was being studied. The commander was just as sharp of mind as he was lethal, and Ben would never take for granted his good fortune that he’d been able to serve under such a strong leader.

      “Shut the door, Steele,” Randolph said and leaned back in his chair. His desk as immaculate, not a paper or pen astray. He hated clutter, wanted nothing in his office to distract him from giving his full attention to whoever came to talk to him. It was almost unsettling how he read his men with such ease. He hadn’t even asked why he’d come, but he seemed to sense it was something important.

      “Yes, sir.” The door clicked shut and he pulled out a chair when the commander motioned for him to sit.

      “What’s on your mind?” The commander waited patiently while he gathered his thoughts. It wasn’t as though this was a split-second decision—maybe on the surface it seemed that way, but after reuniting with Megan on the plane nothing was the same and nothing ever would be again until they were together.

      He tensed, then took a breath. “This will be my last mission, sir.” The words were hard to say, but as soon as they were out in the open, his shoulders felt lighter than they had in days. “I’ve decided to resign my commission. It’s been an honour to serve under you.”

      “You’d forfeit your pension?” he asked, neither looking surprised nor happy about the conversation. “You’ve got to make it to twenty years before that can go into effect. Still got a way to go.”

      “Yes, sir.” He didn’t need to tell him the Hamilton’s were offering him more money than he could ever dream of making as a SEAL. Funds he could put away for his own retirement and his future with Megan.

      “I know many of our SEALs leave for more lucrative positions in the private sector, but that’s not it, is it?” He raised one brow, while the other stayed in a perfectly straight line.

      “No, sir. I will start another job eventually, but it’s not the reason I’m leaving.” He forced himself to stop bouncing his knee. Had he ever felt so stir-crazy on base before, or was he just so excited to see Meg, he could hardly sit still?

      “I can’t say I’m shocked.” Randolph sat forward in his chair. “After we debriefed following the plane crash, I could tell your mind was elsewhere. You’re going after the woman you flew with?”

      “Wherever she is, that’s where I belong.” His voice held a conviction that he didn’t even know existed.

      “When you find your woman, you do what needs to be done.” A smile curved his cheek ever so slightly. “I met my wife June at the worst damn time. I had just finished BUD/S and me and the guys were celebrating the best way we knew how in some shithole bar off base. She was a cop, doing an underage drinking sting at the bar. We both had demanding careers, but somehow, we’ve made it work. I’ll set the wheels in motion.”

      “Thank you,” he said, relieved to have his commander’s blessing.

      “I’m taking you off the mission, Steele, and rotating in someone from another team. I can’t afford to risk the mission if your mind’s on other things.”

      Ben would be lying if he said he was disappointed. He couldn’t wait to make arrangements to get back to Anchorage. He had a lot of work to do to get Megan to trust that he wouldn’t leave her again, and he would enjoy every second he spent convincing her. He intended to lay his heart at her feet, whatever it took to make her see she was it for him.

      He nodded and stood up, but as he turned to leave, the commander cleared his throat. “The honour was mine, Steele. Now go get your woman.”

      Ben smiled, “Yes, sir.” He strode back into the hallway, and itched to sprint back to the barracks and begin gathering his things, but he had to wish his teammates, his brothers, a safe mission. As they filed into the briefing, he said his goodbyes. There were hugs and backslaps, a few cuss words thrown his way, but ultimately, his team was happy for him. It meant a lot to have their approval, too.

      Maybe it had been rash to resign before trying to win Meg’s heart, but he had to show her that he was all in. There were no other options. They were meant to be together, and he would spend every day for the rest of his life proving to her that she hadn’t made a mistake with him. He was going to be the man she deserved, the protector Logan needed, and hopefully someday, a father of some children his own. When it came to Megan, he hoped the third time was a charm, but he was committed to fighting for her heart, no matter how many obstacles were thrown in his path.
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      Megan sat with her legs crossed on the playroom floor and watched as Logan fit together the last piece of the puzzle they were working on, completing the dinosaur scene. She’d been trying so hard to be the nanny she was to Logan before the plane crash, but playing and laughing with a broken heart wasn’t easy.

      “Nice work, Bud. That was a piece of cake for you!” She raised her hand up to give him a high five, forcing a wide smile.

      “Cake sounds nice,” Logan said with an impish grin.

      “It sure does, but I think there might be a rule about eating cake before nine o’clock in the morning.” Thank goodness for Logan. He was a constant source of joy and entertainment. She started to put the puzzle away when the doorbell rang.

      “I’ll get it,” Susan called from the first floor. She’d taken some time off of work to be with Logan and to shorten Megan’s days. Of course, she had protested, but Susan was adamant that she only wanted to work half days for the time being. Logan was doing amazingly well, but he had some problems with nightmares and was a bit clingier than usual with his parents. It was helpful to have Susan there. Now that they’d gotten back into their usual routine, Megan was extremely grateful to have some additional time to herself at the end of the day. She’d go back to the carriage house, put on a pot of tea, and lose herself in a book—the only thing that could help take her mind off Ben.

      “Megan.” Susan appeared in the doorway, holding an envelope. “A courier just arrived and left this for you.” She extended the letter, and Megan’s heart began to drum faster in spite of herself. Every newly arrived letter or phone call or email always gave her a second of hope that it was Ben reaching out. But this was probably just another request to do a television interview about her experience with the plane crash. She pushed up from her squat and walked across the room.

      “Do you think it’s from Ben?” Susan said and handed her the letter.

      She glanced down, and her stomach somersaulted. The letter was addressed in his handwriting. “It is.” All she could do was hold the envelope in both hands, and stare down at his penmanship. Half of her wanted to tear the letter open then and there, and the other half was afraid to open the seal. There was no reason to think it was anything more than a final goodbye. Perhaps he was feeling some guilt over leaving her so stoically—twice—and now he wanted to formalize the end of things between them.

      “Take the rest of the day, honey.” Susan gave her a reassuring shoulder pat, and Megan nodded.

      There was no way her mind would be on anything other than the contents of this letter today. Whatever information the note held might make her cry and alarm Logan, so with a hug and a promise to start the next day with his favorite game, she grabbed her coat and briskly walked to her living quarters.  She unlocked the door of the charming cottage, which had always seemed more like a mini-mansion to her with three bedrooms and two bathrooms. She threw off her coat, sat at the kitchen table, and tore the seal open. The sight of his handwriting made her hands shake, but she bolstered her confidence and began to read.

      Meg,

      I’m staying at the Dancing Caribou in Anchorage. I know I don’t deserve it, but it would mean everything to me if you’d agree to talk. A car will be arriving at the Hamilton’s at six o’clock, and I’ll wait for you in the lobby.

      Ben

      She let the breath whoosh out of her lungs. There hadn’t been anything particularly revealing about his note—sure, he’d said it would mean everything to him if she agreed to talk, but that didn’t mean he was about to tell he loved her. Maybe it meant everything to him to say goodbye and have some closure. If that was what he wanted to say, did she really want to hear it? She’d already come to terms with Ben leaving, even though it hurt.  There were nine hours to agonize over if she should meet him or if she should stay put and nurse her battered emotions. She couldn’t tell him what was in her heart until she knew the reason they were meeting in the first place. Yes, she loved him with every cell, every molecule but a lasting relationship couldn’t be built on the feelings of one person. She needed him to meet her halfway. Was that what he was doing by coming to Anchorage?

      At six o’clock, Megan found herself waiting in front of the Hamilton’s house. A gust of wind combed through the hair that she meticulously straightened. She’d thrown the contents of her closet onto her bed, and in the end, decided on comfort. She was who she was, and that had never been a girl who enjoyed wearing uncomfortable heels and dresses. When the town car pulled up the circular drive, she held her breath as the driver got out and opened her door. She slid onto the heated leather seat and clasped her hands together in her lap. Even if it weren’t dark outside, she wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on the scenery. Her stomach was a jumble of knots, and she was slightly nauseous by the time they pulled up to the Dancing Caribou. She was surprised at Ben’s choice of accommodations, but maybe over the years, his tastes had changed from simple to a bit more lavish. The boutique hotel was positioned along the water, a luxury lodge that she’d only driven by a few times. The chalet-style building was a masterpiece of traditional logs and panoramic glass windows. The driver came around and opened the door, taking her hand to help her out. Usually, she would’ve felt uncomfortable having someone open her door and take her hand, but her knees were shaking to the point where she was grateful for the support. She thanked the driver and ascended the stairs, carefully placing one pink ballet flat in front of the other. When she reached the top, a bellman greeted her and opened the door, but his voice was static in her ears. Warmth enveloped her as the door was parted; the source was a roaring fire in a stacked stone hearth. She looked up at a dazzling chandelier, a blend of elegance and rustic nature made of wood and crystal.  Her eyes dropped to the lobby, and the oxygen evaporated from her lungs. Ben was staring at her with such intensity, she was afraid to move a muscle. He didn’t make her try but instead moved forward to meet her. It was as though time stood still, and the only thing happening around her was Ben slowly walking across the marble floor. He took both of her hands, and her soul nearly sighed. She needed to be strong, as much as she wanted to melt into his embrace.

      “Hi,” he said in a voice meant only for her.

      “Hey,” she answered as her insides quivered. He wore dark jeans and a grey sweater that brought out the silver in his eyes. The shirt wasn’t tight, but his sculpted muscles were apparent event through the thick material.

      “Thank you for coming. You have no idea what it means to me.” The severe expression didn’t leave his face, and he gave her hands a quick double squeeze before releasing them. “Will you come upstairs with me to talk, or would you rather stay in the lounge?”

      “Upstairs is fine,” she found herself saying, even though warning bells were going off in her mind. If he tried to kiss her, she wouldn’t be strong enough to refuse him. Her mind whirled with all the reasons he might want to talk to her as they rode the elevator up to the fourth floor in silence. The elevator chimed when they reached the floor, startling them both. They laughed it off and walked down the carpeted hallway, eventually entering the hotel room, a suite with a large king-size bed and cathedral ceilings. She drew in a long breath. Did Ben think he needed to shower her in luxury? She’d found him irresistible in a dirty miner’s cabin with no furniture. He was what she wanted—end of story. She’d take Ben anyway she could get him, including as a SEAL with all the demands that went along with his job. Meg opened her mouth to speak, but Ben was at her side, pressing his fingertips softly to her lips.

      “I need to tell you this before I lose the nerve.” He sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her down next to him. “I’m yours. Do you understand?”

      Her heart hammered in her chest, she was about to shake her head. If he wanted her, really wanted her he’d need to spell it out for her.

      “You’re it for me, Meg. From the first moment I met you on campus, to all those lonely nights out in the field, to when we reunited in the airport. It’s always been you.”

      She could hardly believe what she was hearing. It was hard for Ben to discuss his emotions, but he was laying it all on the line for her. “Why did you leave in the first place?” she blurted out. She needed to know. He’d alluded to why after Logan was taken by Slocum, but there had to be more.

      “Because, if you left me first, it would’ve broken me. You’re the first woman I ever loved, and you’ll be the last. I need you in my life, Meg. I love you, I want to protect you, to put trust in what we have and believe that you won’t break my heart and walk out of my life. I’ve been so scared of being left, that I did it to you twice, thinking you’d be better off without me—and that once you realized that, you’d leave me behind.”

      “Better off without you? Watching you walk away crushed me—this time and the last.” She met his unreadable stare. “Be sure, Ben. Because I’ll never let you walk away from me again.”

      “God, you’re adorable. From now on, where you go, I follow. Anywhere.” Before she could get another word in, Ben had captured her mouth. His tongue caressing and claiming hers. Heat pooled between her thighs, and she released an involuntary groan. Only Ben could elicit this type of visceral reaction from her, just his kiss had her soaked through. His lips suddenly left hers, and he laid his forehead against hers.

      “Know I didn’t invite you up here for sex—only to tell you that I’m never leaving again. Do you want me, sweetheart? We’ve been through a lot, and I’ll wait as long as it takes to be yours again—mind, heart, and body.”

      “Do I want you?” She chuckled at that. Her whole body was humming in anticipation for him. “More than I want my next breath.”

      He hissed between his teeth, lowered his mouth to hers, and kissed her like his life depended on it. She shuddered when his tongue trailed over her neck, down to her collarbone.

      “Lift your arms, Meg,” he said in a hoarse voice that sent heat straight to her core. “I need to see you.”

      She complied, lifting her arms. Her shirt, her bra, both came off in a flash. “Lay back, sweetheart. I’m going to taste every inch of you.”

      Her eyes nearly rolled back in her head as he plumped her breasts with both hands and alternated between sucking and swirling his tongue over her nipples. When she was practically begging for more, he kneeled back, unzipped each boot on her feet, and then yanked down her jeans. She heard him groan and caress her thighs, using light pressure to open her legs. “I can’t wait to taste you.” He lowered his head and lapped his tongue up her sex. “So fucking delicious. Mine.” She arched up, wanting more, wanting everything, and Ben delivered by focusing his tongue on her clit as he eased two fingers inside her. She couldn’t help but buck against him when his fingers relentlessly massaged her most sensitive spot, as he sucked and licked. She was coming in an instant as he relentlessly claimed her. The orgasm exploded through her, and she vaguely registered calling out his name. “More, Ben. I need you please.”

      “I want you bare. I don’t want any barriers between us, but the choice is yours—only if you’re completely comfortable with it. I’ll never make you do anything you don’t want to.”

      “I want to feel you. All of you,” she said without hesitation.

      “I’m not going to last long,” Ben warned her as he shoved down his pants, exposing his hard, engorged length. He picked her up, placing her on his lap with her legs wrapped around his waist, while he sat with his legs crossed.

      “So beautiful. All of you. Perfect,” he murmured as his thumbs circled over her nipples.

      She wiggled her hips against him, and he slowly entered her, allowing her body time to adjust to his length. Then they were rocking together, and he was buried so deep inside her that her clit rubbed against his skin. Her body trembled as the second orgasm built.

      “Look at me, Meg. I want to see you come for me,” he demanded, and a sob escaped her lips. They locked eyes, and she shuddered as he thrust into her over and over, each time bringing her closer to the edge until she peaked. Her fingers dug into his skin as she rode the intense wave of climax, and then he was with her, murmuring her name as he emptied his release inside her. He laid back with her still on top of him, bodies connected. She put her head down on his chest, trying to get her bearings.

      “I love you, Meg. So much.”

      “I love you, too. You should now that I’m fine with your military career, as long as you come home to me. I love you, and being with you is what’s important.”

      “I have no doubt you’re strong enough to handle the ups and downs of life with a SEAL, but I’m not. I want to wake with you every morning, have you against me every night. I’ve accepted a new job, one that will have me home every night if you can stand that much of me. I’ve already spoken to the Hamilton’s, and I start next week as their new head of security.” He chuckled, and contentment washed over her. “I want to marry you, Meg. Please tell me you’ll have me. I want you to be my wife. I want to make a family with you, watch our babies be born to the most incredible mother.”

      Tears welled in her eyes as her heart expanded with love. “Yes, Ben. Yes, to all of it.”
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      Afternoon sunshine filtered through the cottage, casting a golden glow over the living room. He stared in awe of his wife, who was seated on the couch with Logan sitting beside her. In her third trimester of pregnancy, Logan had taken to coming over the cottage more and more often, so Meg didn’t have to walk up to the main house. Ben had loved watching her ripen with pregnancy, and had been overjoyed when they discovered they were having a little girl. It was what he had secretly hoped for, and he couldn’t wait to spoil the two most important girls in his life for all time.

      When they’d woken in his hotel room the morning after their reunion, he’d proposed to her more formally. He’d moved into the cottage house shortly after. The Hamilton’s weren’t an overly traditional type, and they hadn’t minded having Ben close to start his security duties. While the cottage was incredibly quaint and beautiful, he wanted to build Megan the house of her dreams. A place of their own where they could start their little family. Or not so little if Meg had her way. He’d purchased a parcel of land from the Hamilton’s who had hundreds of acres surrounding their estate, and together he and Megan had designed their new home. The contractors were wrapping up the finishing touches, and the nursery was complete as they waited for their child to enter the world. Once their new furniture was delivered, they’d officially be moving in.

      The week before, they’d decorated the walls of the house with photos of their wedding in the ballroom of the Dancing Caribou. It only seemed appropriate to host it there, as it was the place where they both made the choice to let love win. The reception was a kaleidoscope of bright, cheery colors and delicious food. The Hamilton’s attended, and Logan had been the cutest ring bearer. Ben’s teammates and his commander had come, too, along with Megan’s mom and siblings. They couldn’t thank him enough for getting Megan through their ordeal safe, but he’d explained that without working with her as a team, they never would’ve made it out of the wilderness. Meg was just as tough as him, if not more so.

      He could say that their wedding was the best day of his life, and it would be correct. There had been dancing and laughter, and the incredible, intense love he felt for Megan as she stood there in a white lace gown that hugged her body and flared out at the knees. But the truth was that every day since he was brave enough to tell Megan what was in his heart had been the best day of his life too, whether they were sharing a cup of coffee over breakfast, making love, or watching television while eating takeout. He'd do whatever it took to be a good husband and father to his girls. Anything they needed, it was theirs. With their extremely generous salaries from the Hamilton’s, he had no concerns about providing for his family.

      “I want to hear another story, Meggy,” Logan said sleepily, more than ready for his afternoon nap.

      “All right, then,” she said, smoothing down his hair. Nurturing came naturally to Megan. She was going to be an incredible mother, and their children would never be left questioning the love of either their mother or father. He was committed to giving his children all of the love he was never afforded. They’d never once feel unimportant or unwanted. He wanted to be there for all of his child’s milestones, along with the small moments. The ones spent teaching shoe tying and potty training, recitals, and practice sporting games.

      “Once upon a time, there was a brave little prince who was on a quest for chocolate cupcakes—”

      “Meggy!” Logan screeched and laughed. “That’s not a real quest.”

      “Okay, okay. The little prince was on a quest for a magic key to unlock a spell placed on the kingdom by a mean wizard. The prince chose a brave knight, one who would help him fight his way across the land. They set out on their adventure, battling dragons and trolls until they came to a wide ocean with no way to cross.”

      “Oh, no. Did they swim?” Logan asked as his eyelids drooped sleepily. He was growing up so fast, but he still needed a nap in the afternoons to take the edge off. Hell, most adults would benefit from taking a nap during the day.

      “It was too deep and too dangerous. Fearsome lagoon monsters were swimming below the surface. It seemed like the two brave warriors would need to turn around and find another way when a mermaid swam up to them, tugging along a crystal boat. The prince and the knight got inside, and the mermaid with a golden tail helped guide them safely across the water.”

      “Did they find the key?” Logan asked, fighting to keep his eyes from closing.

      “Yes, they found the key in a dragon’s nest at the top of a mountain and restored the kingdom. The prince took the throne and ruled the realm with kindness.”

      He and Meg were silent for a moment as Logan finally dropped into sleep. He moved forward and lifted the boy in his arms, cradling him as he walked down the hall to the spare bedroom. He laid him down on one of the twin beds and drew a blanket over him. He returned to Megan, sat by her side, and placed both hands on her belly. He loved nothing more than to feel their daughter dancing and kicking in Meg’s tummy. He’d never met this child before, but the love he felt in his heart for her was intense and overwhelming.

      “What happened to the mermaid and the knight?” he asked, grinning at her. They smiled at each other for one heartbeat, then two, before Megan spoke.

      “Well, the knight decided he loved the mermaid and couldn’t live without her, so he laid down his sword and shield to seek her out and tell her what was in his heart. The mermaid couldn’t believe he returned to her. She’d wished it with all her heart, on every shooting star and lily in her lagoon. The brave knight begged her to return to the kingdom with him, where he had men creating a lake behind the castle for her to live in.” Meg offered him a relaxed smile and touched her fingertips to the side of his face.

      “And did she say yes? The suspense is killing me, woman.” He smiled back at her and felt his heart expand with love.

      “Naturally, and once they returned to the kingdom, he presented her with a diamond fit for a queen.” She held out her left hand and angled it, so a rainbow of color glinted off the pear-shaped diamond.

      “And how did they…consummate this marriage?” He nuzzled her neck, loving the way her airy laugh echoed through the house.

      “Oh, easily enough.” She sent him a saucy grin. “And they had dozens of babies who could walk the land and swim in the sea.”

      A chuckle escaped his lips. “Dozens, huh?” He raised a brow, and Meg’s grin widened.

      “That’s right, dozens. And they lived happily ever after.”

      Consumed with love for Meg and their unborn child, he moved his hands up to her cheeks and kissed her long and gently. She was everything he’d ever wanted. Strong yet sweet, beautiful yet natural. Megan had a maternal air about her that made him so damn proud of the mother she already was to their unborn child. She amazed him every day, and he was lucky to be at her side.

      “This isn’t a fairy tale.” He whispered in her ear.

      “No?” she asked, resting her forehead against his.

      “It’s better.” He swooped back in, claiming her lips as the joy inside him grew. Everything he’d ever wanted, everything he’d ever dreamed and hoped for was in his hands, and he couldn’t wait to spend each moment being the prince his mermaid deserved and creating their storybook ending chapter by amazing chapter.
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      Lila never expected to have a whirlwind romance with a Navy SEAL, and she certainly didn’t plan on falling in love. Something else she didn’t expect? Finding out she was pregnant not long after Preston Lawson deployed. Worse yet, when she tries to tell him he’s about to be a daddy, she’s informed that Preston was killed in action, leaving her alone and desperate. But after years of struggling to get by, she’s finally created a stable life for her and her son and plans to celebrate Christmas in a big way: by heading to the very lodge where she met Preston. The lodge is decorated perfectly for the Christmas spirit, and Lila is content—if not a little lonely. Until Preston, the I’m-supposed-to-be-dead Navy SEAL shows up out of the blue.

      Preston never thought about settling down. His unit was his family. His life was the Navy. So three years ago, when a clerical mistake left him officially dead and he was offered the opportunity to use his new anonymity to participate in Black Op missions, he accepted. But when he’s given leave right before Christmas, he gives into nostalgia and heads to the lodge where he and Lila—the woman he’d fallen in love with—first met. He was hoping for some Christmas spirit, but he never expected to find Lila. Or learn that he has a son. Preston knows in that instant his life will be inalterably changed—for the better. But while he and Lila grow closer, it soon becomes clear that someone is trying to harm her, and Preston will do everything in his power to keep her safe. In the end, Preston will have to decide whether protecting Lila and their son safe means staying with them or leaving them behind.
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      Chapter one

      Three years ago…

      There were worse ways to spend a June evening than watching a beautiful woman dance in the rain.

      Preston Lawson leaned one shoulder against the side of the cabin he’d rented for the week and stared across the yard at Lila Holden as she twirled and laughed while rain soaked her pretty auburn hair and her white T-shirt, plastering both to her body.

      What a fine body it was too. Curvy and soft, and seemingly made for him. She fit him perfectly, and not just physically, but emotionally too.

      And that’s exact why Preston had to say goodbye to her.

      She’d expect—and deserve—a more serious commitment if he stayed, and that was something he couldn’t give her. His heart twisted a bit inside his chest, but damn it, leaving was for the best.

      Besides, it wasn’t like he had a choice. He was getting deployed again with his SEAL team in a couple of days and would be gone at least six months. Sure, he and Lila had been hot and heavy from their start two months ago, but it was best to end it now, on a high-note and with a clean break.

      “You better come in soon, honey, before you catch your death,” he called to her. Her response was to spin faster, throwing her arms out wide. For a gal who’d lost her entire family, she had more zest for life than anyone he’d ever met.

      Lila glanced over at him and laughed. “I have a better idea. How about you come out here and join me?”

      He snorted and shook his head, perfectly happy beneath the overhang of the porch, dry and warm. And yet, he couldn’t take his eyes off of her, or ignore the potent draw he felt to hold her tight for just a little bit longer. He wasn’t a trusting man by nature—life had repeatedly taught him the unfortunate lesson that nothing lasted forever and most people were out for themselves. Which made the fact that somehow, some way, Lila had burrowed her way into his heart from day one that much more unbelievable. Yet, there she was, right there in his soul, as close to him as his SEAL team mates or the memory of his long-lost parents, gone nearly twenty-four years now.

      “So, what do you say, sugar?” Lila came up to him, peering up at him. She held a hand up and crooked her finger at him, her expression enticing. “Want to have a little fun?”

      Tamping down the pinch of melancholy inside him, Preston reached down and grabbed her hand, hauling her up on the porch beside him instead, pulling her close as she squealed in delight. “How about we go inside and have fun instead?”

      In response, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him long and deep. His body responded immediately, and he held her, pressing his hips to hers to allow her to feel the full extent of her effect on him. Man, he couldn’t get enough of Lila. Odd, since he’d never been a guy driven by his emotions or desires. In fact, he normally did his best to suppress that side of himself. In the military, they prided themselves on self-control and analytical, strategic thinking, not sloppy feelings. Feelings could get a man killed in combat, reacting out of anger or frustration. No. Usually, Preston kept a tight lid on his emotions, but with Lila they all seemed to want to come pouring out.

      Another good reason to get out of town.

      One more night. He’d spend one more night holding her, touching her, hearing those soft little moans she made as she came apart in his arms, then he’d set her free. Leave for his mission and never look back. That’s how it had to be.

      Preston bent slightly and swept Lila up into his arms, carrying her inside their cabin at the remote wilderness lodge, then kicked the door shut behind them. The sound of raindrops plinking on the tin roof above created a nice sense of intimacy as he tugged her wet T-shirt off over her head then ran his fingers down her damp skin, loving the way she shivered against him.

      “Cold?” he asked, nuzzling the side of her neck as he undid the clasp on her bra.

      “No,” she said, stepping away from him, sliding the straps down her arms then tossing the bra away, leaving her naked from the waist up. Preston’s pulse kicked up another notch and his hard cock strained against the fly of his jeans. Hard to imagine this would be his last night with her.

      For the past eight weeks since he’d been home on leave, they’d been pretty much inseparable. He’d met her his first night here. She’d been waitressing in the restaurant attached to the lodge and he’d been a lonely soldier home on leave between missions. He’d had his share of girlfriends in the past, but nothing long-term, and nothing like Lila.

      She made him feel happy and content and made him dream about a different future than the one he’d planned for himself. Made him think that a career in the Navy might not be all he wanted for himself. Dangerous that, since a military career was basically all he knew. He’d enlisted right after high school graduation, fresh out of his umpteenth foster home and he’d never looked back. Until now.

      The final reason he needed to let Lila go.

      But not yet. Not tonight.

      She shimmied out of her shorts and panties and he couldn’t seem to take his clothes off fast enough. Forget finesse. Forget everything except being beside her, being inside her, being as close to her as humanly possible for as much time as they had left.

      Once they were both naked, he picked her up again, kissing her gently as he carried her over to the queen-sized bed and placed her in the middle of it, stretching out beside her. Her skin felt like silk beneath his fingertips, so warm, so soft. He kissed his way down her neck to her collarbone, then to her breasts. He took one taut nipple between his lips while he toyed with the other between his thumb and forefinger, paying homage to her gorgeous body in the best way he knew how.

      Lila traced her fingertips up his back to his shoulders, stroking the short hair at the nape of his neck and he shuddered. Her throaty laugh damned near made him embarrass himself on the spot. She arched beneath him as he continued kissing a path down her abdomen.

      “You are so beautiful, sugar,” she said, her words husky with need.

      He smiled against her lower stomach. “Men aren’t beautiful. We’re rugged, tough, sexy.”

      “And beautiful.” She gazed down her body at him and smiled and his whole world brightened.

      Bad. That was so, so bad. Yet amazingly good.

      Ignoring the rush of confusing emotions inside him—need, want, desperation, sadness, hope—he gently spread her thighs then traced his tongue over her slick folds. Lila gasped and slid her fingers through his hair as he pleasured her with his mouth and fingers. He selfishly wanted to make sure she’d never forget him after he left.  He wanted her to remember this night together same as he would, on all the long, lonely days ahead.

      It wasn’t long before she dug her nails into his scalp and called out his name softly, digging her heels into the mattress as she climaxed hard around his fingers. He continued to nuzzle her sensitive flesh as she drifted back down to earth, then he kissed his way back up her body to her lips. They shared another passionate kiss as he put on a condom then positioned himself between her legs.

      Preston buried himself inside her in one long stroke, then held still as her body adjusted to his size. So warm, so wet, so tight. Heaven on earth. Heaven in her arms. Heaven that would be gone all too soon, so he’d best savor it while he could.

      “You feel amazing,” he said, resting his weight on his elbows on either side of her, using his hands to smooth back the dripping wet hair from her flushed face.

      “So do you,” she said, locking her legs around his waist and pushing her heels into his buttocks, urging him to move inside her. “I love you, Preston Lawson.”

      His breath caught and he blinked down at her, stunned and speechless. He cared about her, more than he’d cared about anyone in a long, long time. But love? He didn’t do love. Didn’t do commitment. Didn’t do long-term because in his life, his situation, you never knew where you’d be from one day to the next—or if you’d survive.

      Instead of demanding the words back, however, she pulled him down and kissed him, moving her hips in time with his thrusts, bringing them both to the brink far sooner than Preston anticipated.

      A familiar pressure built at the base of his spine and his balls tightened. He reached between them to stroke her slick folds, circling her most sensitive flesh until she cried and out and her body convulsed around him, milking him as she tumbled over the edge into orgasm again. Preston wasn’t far behind—thrusting once, twice, before his muscles stiffened and his back arched and he came hard inside her.

      Time slowed as wave after wave of ecstasy crashed over them before finally leaving them breathless and sated on the bed, her fingers in his hair and his head resting on her chest, over her heart. The steady rhythm threatened to pull him under into sleep, but he fought to stay awake. He was painfully aware he’d not responded to her declaration of love and that he needed to say something.

      Not because he didn’t care, but because he did.

      “Lila, about what you said. I—”

      “Shhh,” she said, smiling down at him and placing a finger over his lips. “I know. You don’t have to say it back. I don’t expect you to. I just wanted you to know how I feel, since you’re leaving again in a couple of days. Something nice to take with you overseas. Just do me a favor, okay?”

      He scooted up to lay beside her then drew her into his arms, kissing the top of her head and inhaling the sweet floral scent of her shampoo. “If I can, I will.”

      “Stay in touch with me?” she asked, her voice tentative.

      Preston closed his eyes, wincing internally. She’d told him about her past once, about how she’d lost her parents in a car accident right after high school. About how her brother had enlisted in the army and gotten himself killed in Iraq, leaving poor Lila all alone. She still had some distant relatives in the area, but she didn’t keep in touch with them. He knew how much her request meant to her and it damn near killed him to deny her. “I’m sorry, honey, but I can’t. I wish I could. I really do. But I never know where I’m going to be or if I’ll be allowed any contact at all with the outside world.”
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      Jack Williams has never felt so lost. For him, being a Navy SEAL wasn’t just a job, it was a way of life. Protecting people had always been his strength, until a career-ending injury forced him into retirement. He’s struggling to start over when he stumbles across a car in a ditch, springing him back into action. Only this is no random citizen in distress. He knows the pretty face behind the wheel. Intimately. In fact, there’s a good chance the baby in her arms is his.

      One year ago, Samantha Engel was forced into witness protection to escape her ruthless mob-boss father. Jack had been her protector, and seeing her again now, in desperate need of help, stirs up a flood of emotions that catch Jack off-guard. Scheduled to testify against her dad, Sam is now on the run. Her father’s offering a pretty penny to anyone who can silence her for good. Jack may not the protector he once was, but he knows one thing for sure: if Sam and her baby are in trouble, he’s not letting them out of his sight.

      With tensions running high and temptations running higher, Sam readily puts her life in Jack’s capable hands. Once the only person she could trust, she’d feared her daughter would grow up never knowing the man she owed her life to. But being back in Jack’s arms—and his bed—makes her heart pound like no time has passed. With the mob threat closing in, Jack knows failure isn’t an option. But even if they survive, Jack will have to fight to find a way to keep Sam and her daughter under his protection, or risk having to say good-bye again—this time for good.
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        Undisclosed safehouse.

        Costa Rica, fifteen months ago…

      

      

      Jack Williams drew an even breath and stared down at the bedraggled woman standing next to him while he waited for orders. His brain immediately catalogued her appearance. She was maybe five-five or five-six, with dark hair in a no-nonsense ponytail, pretty face, no makeup. She definitely was not what he’d expected to find in the daughter of one of the most dangerous gangsters in the world much less find her hiding in a tiny Costa Rican village in the middle of nowhere.

      “Get her out of here!”

      The order screeched through his Bluetooth earpiece and Jack Williams didn’t wait for further instructions. Adrenaline flooding his system, he grabbed the young woman’s hand, tugging her along behind him through the poorly lit parking lot. It was typical Costa Rican weather—hot, humid, with a slight hint of rain in the air. They were surrounded by rainforest, on the outskirts of the city. A steady wind blew around them, stirring the weeds sticking up through the cracked asphalt and carrying the scent of dirt and sweat and the jungle in the distance.  They ducked behind a battered old boat of a car from the 1970s and Jack pulled the woman his SEAL team had been brought in to protect down beside him.

      Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he leaned in close to whisper, “We need to get out of here. Ready?”

      She nodded, her dark eyes huge in her pale face.

      Brave despite her fear. He could respect that.

      “Good. Okay. Remember what I said. Stay close. Stay down. Stay safe.”

      The woman swallowed hard, closed her eyes and made the sign of the cross over her chest, then fixed him with a steady stare. “Let’s do it.”

      Taking her hand again, he crab-walked toward the shuttered bodega. She stuck close behind him, dogging his footsteps. The sudden rat-tat-tat of rapid gunfire split the air. SEAL Team Twelve was laying down cover so they could escape. His cue to move.

      After a quick scan of the area, Jack spotted an old pickup parked around the corner of the brick building. Wasn’t that just a godsend? He happened to know this model was notoriously easy to jumpstart. The hunk of junk couldn’t have appeared at a better time. Careful to shield the woman behind him with his body, they sprinted for the truck, enemy fire pinging off the ground around their feet, sending tiny tornados of dust into the air. With a mighty tug, Jack wrenched open the truck’s rusty driver’s side door, then shoved her inside first. She had to scramble over the stick shift to get to the passenger side, but they were both still upright and breathing. He considered that a win. Now all they had to do was get out of here in the same condition and they’d be all set. He reached inside the truck and released the emergency brake, then slowly pushed the truck forward, his muscles straining, sweat rolling down his back as he used the door as meager protection against the gunfire raining down around them. Thankfully, the bodega sat atop a small hill, so they had gravity on their side. Once the truck was moving downward at a decent clip, he hopped in behind the wheel and pumped the clutch, saying a silent prayer himself that the old beast would start. Reaching under the dusty dashboard, he fiddled with the ignition wires.

      “Take the wheel,” he said to the woman before ducking down to see what he was doing.

      She gave him a startled glance.

      “Want to end up in the jungle and break your neck?” he asked, his tone harsher than he’d intended but needing to break her out of the obvious shock that was setting in. She was even more pale than she’d been before. Finally, she reached a shaking hand over to take the steering wheel. “Good. It won’t take me long, but I can’t do this and see where we’re going.”

      He yanked the wires out, then grabbed the two he needed. Using his teeth to fray the ends, he touched them together as they careened down the hillside toward the rainforest below. Pulse pounding and chest tight, he squeezed his eyes shut.

      C’mon, baby. C’mon.

      At last, the wires sparked and the engine sputtered then caught, chugging to life.

      Grinning wide, Jack dropped the wires and straightened, taking the wheel as he spoke into his Bluetooth headset. “Alpha, this is Romeo, come in.”

      “Alpha here.” The response crackled over the wireless connection, as sweet as any sound Jack had ever heard.

      He glanced over at his passenger, her big dark eyes staring back at him with hope and more than a tad of admiration. He couldn’t help patting her knee in reassurance. “Package has been acquired. Awaiting further instructions.”

      “Sit tight, Romeo,” his team leader said. “Pickup location has been compromised. Keep package safe and await new instructions.”

      “Understood, Alpha.” He scowled, weaving their vehicle around a hairpin turn in the road, narrowly avoiding a palm tree. More time in this country meant more chances for something to go wrong. He wasn’t happy about the situation. And it was a helluva way to spend New Year’s Eve. Still, he was a SEAL and SEALs followed orders. “Over and out.”

      The vehicle slowed to a more reasonable speed and Jack turned his attention to the woman beside him. “You okay, Ms. Engel? We’re almost out of here.”

      “Was that your team you were talking to just now?” she asked, her voice tremulous. Rescuing civilians was always more difficult. They never understood the protocols, which meant they needed to have everything explained and required constant reassurance. Still, he imagined she might have more experience with that than most, given her father’s line of work. That seemed borne out by the way she had faced a firefight without flinching. “Is everything okay? You don’t look happy.”

      “Everything’s fine.” Jack stared out the windshield again, lightly applying the brakes for fear he’d lose the engine if they slowed too much. “Unfortunately, we’re going to be here longer than I anticipated. If you’d like to go get cleaned up, I’ll find us a safe place to hide out in while we wait. Get you some clean clothes too.”

      Samantha Engel looked down at herself, frowning, as if just then realizing how dirty she was after their run through the gauntlet back at the bodega. “Oh, um, yes, please. I’d appreciate that…”

      “Jack,” he said when she gave him an inquiring look.

      “Right. Jack.” She nodded, her small smile growing. “Pleased to meet you, Jack. And please, call me Sam. After all you’ve done for me. Thank you.”

      He gave a curt nod and turned down a side street into the small village at the base of the hill, heading toward one of the safe houses his SEAL team kept in the area. Moonlight bathed the area in shadows. A few minutes later they pulled up in front of a nondescript white cottage. Wasn’t much to look at from the outside, but it had indoor plumbing, plenty of hot water, and was well-stocked with food. He fiddled with the wires under the dashboard again to shut off the engine, then glanced over at Sam. “Stay here while I check the area, then we’ll go inside. We’ll be safe here until we can get out of the country.”

      After he’d walked the perimeter of the property and done all the security checks, they walked into the sparsely decorated home and Jack secured the door behind them, then gave her a quick tour of the place—one bedroom, one bathroom, kitchen, small living room with a couch and a TV—securing the area as he went. “If you want to take a shower, I’ll see what I can find around here to fit you and leave it outside the door.”

      “Thank you,” she said, disappearing into the bathroom and closing the door behind her.

      The sound of water running soon echoed around him, and Jack grabbed a soda from the fridge, gulping down half before setting it aside. The water here was fine for bathing and washing clothes and cooking, but not so much for drinking. Besides, he needed the caffeine to take the edge off a bit.

      This whole mission had been a cluster from the start. When his SEAL team was called in to rescue an American woman hiding in a village in Costa Rica, he hadn’t anticipated getting cut off from his team and forced to flee with the woman in tow. But at least she was calm and cooperative. When he’d read her dossier and saw she was the only daughter of notorious and wealthy mob boss Stefan Engel, he’d worried she’d be spoiled. So far though, Sam had been quiet and unassuming, like she preferred to blend into the background instead of shine like a star.

      He took another swig of soda and rubbed his eyes, taking the time now to think about her big dark eyes, her soft pink lips, her smooth skin that seemed to beg for his touch…

      Whoa. Wait a minute there, cowboy.

      Yeah, he wasn’t going there. Things with their current situation were screwed up enough as it was. Sleeping with a target wouldn’t help any of that, no matter how attractive he found her. There was something about the quiet ones that always got him right in the feels.

      Shaking off his unwanted attraction, Jack walked into the living room, setting his soda down on the coffee table before walking into the bedroom and searching the drawers for something she could put on after her shower. Unexpected images of Sam—wet and warm and covered in nothing but soap bubbles, floated through his head. Shit. It had been too long since he’d gotten laid. That had to be it. After pulling out an Army green T-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants, he carried them to the bathroom door and laid them on the floor for her, as he’d promised. They’d be way too big on her petite frame, but at least she’d be covered in something clean.

      God. Stefan Engel’s daughter. He slumped down on the couch and scrubbed a hand over his buzz-cut dark hair. As a young kid growing up in Nebraska, he’d sure as hell never pictured himself ending up with a gangster’s daughter under his protection. As he stared at the wall across from him, Jack couldn’t help remembering her father’s ever-growing list of supposed crimes—tied to more than two dozen murders and disappearances, none of which could be proven until his daughter stepped forward. She was supposed to be on a research vessel two hundred miles up the coast studying plankton or whatever it is biology researchers do, not in a village hiding from gunmen.

      Jack heard the bathroom door open, but kept his vision firmly on the TV in front of him, not daring to glance at the woman down the hall. Checked his watch. It was close to midnight now. No wonder he was beat. He’d sleep out here, of course, even uncomfortable as it was. Let her have the bedroom.

      “Uh, thanks for the stuff,” Sam said, walking into the living room at last, the T-shirt and sweatpants all but engulfing her. Her skin was still dewy from the shower, her cheeks pink and her hair damp, and a pang of lust, sharp and strong, clenched his gut. Jack didn’t think he’d ever seen a more gorgeous sight in his life. Which was stupid, because he’d seen plenty of women—and had done a whole lot more than just look. The fact things never worked out with them had nothing to do with it.

      Still, there was something about Sam that held him mesmerized.

      She glanced at his soda then back to his eyes again. “Any more of those available?”

      “Oh, um, sure.” He got up and walked to the kitchen. She followed. “You hungry?”

      “Starving,” she said, tucking a lock of wet hair behind her ear.

      “Cool.” He set the oven to high and unwrapped a frozen pepperoni pizza. “This good?”

      “Perfect.” She took a seat on a chair at the table. “Anything I can do?”

      “Nope.” He shoved the pizza in the oven without waiting for the dinger, feeling more nervous than he could remember being for some reason. With both of them in the room, it seemed even smaller than normal. They both drank their sodas, staring at each other over the rims of their bottles, as awkwardness descended. “Uh, so you study plankton?” he said, for lack of anything better.

      Smooth, dumbass.

      He didn’t know plankton from pickles. He liked to surf; that was about it when it came to the ocean for him.

      She tilted her head to the side. “Yeah. It’s part of my research for my PhD. I want to be a marine biologist someday.”

      “Wow. That’s impressive. You must be super smart.”

      Sam shrugged and stared down at the tabletop, her shyness making her even more endearing to him, if that were possible. Man, he had it bad for this girl already. “So, what about you? I mean I know you’re a SEAL and all, but did you go to college?”

      He swallowed hard and looked away. “I did. Got a bachelor’s degree in education.”

      “Really?” She smiled and the night brightened around him a bit. “You want to be a teacher?”

      “Someday. Maybe. I don’t know.” He checked the pizza in the oven. Almost done. “I like training people in the military, so we’ll see.”

      Minutes later, they’d dished up the food and sat across from each other at the table. He’d finished off his first soda and started on a second. The sugar and caffeine fizzed pleasantly through his system, the familiar, comforting taste enough to loosen his tongue a bit and relax his tight muscles.

      “Taste all right?” he asked around a bite of pizza.

      “Yep.” She grinned, sucking in a stringy piece of cheese. He did his best not to imagine other things she might use those pretty pink lips on, other things she might suck and lick and… “No one’s cooked for me in a long time.”

      And now he felt like a complete ass, sitting here drooling over the woman when she had way too much on her plate as it was, despite the fact she kept giving him those coy little looks that told him she just might be interested in him too.

      To distract himself, he asked her more questions about herself. “Didn’t your mom ever cook for you?”

      “She did—but then she died of cancer when I was twelve.” Sam gave a sad little sigh and he wanted to kick himself. He knew that from the dossier. He’d just been too discombobulated around her to remember. Idiot. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to mind talking about it. “After that, my grandparents raised me. But they were always busy at the theme park they ran, so most times I had to fend for myself.”

      He nodded. “I get that. It was just my mom and me growing up. With her working to support us, I spent most nights going to work with her and eating there while I did my homework. I still cook when I’m home—but I’m away a lot, so I’ve gotten used to taking whatever comes my way.”

      “Hmm,” she said with a smile of agreement. “So where’s home?”

      “Small town in Nebraska called Rally.” He washed down another bite of food with a swallow of soda, then grinned. “Great place. No one locks their doors because crime is so low. Everyone knows everyone else and everyone’s friendly. Very safe. When I’m on leave, it’s nice to just kick back and let my guard down, you know?”

      “Wow. That sounds amazing.” Her wistful tone tugged at his heart. “Way different from the southside of Chicago, that’s for sure.”

      For the next half hour or so, they discussed her hometown and his, discovering that they actually did have more in common than Jack had first thought. He loved baseball and the Cubs were his favorite team. Hers too. She told him about the games she’d been to as a kid. He told her about playing on his little league team back in Nebraska. Turns out she’d played too. She talked about her research on marine animals and he told her about the tropical fish he’d raised when he was ten. By the time they were down to their last slices of pizza, he’d almost forgotten that this was a mission, because it suddenly felt a whole lot more like a date. If her flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes were any indication, she was feeling the warm, simmering attraction growing between them too.

      After they finished eating, Sam helped him clean up. The space was tight, and they kept bumping into each other, the word “sorry” filling the air like oxygen—but despite the apologies, neither one was trying very hard to avoid contact. If anything, they both seemed to be seeking excuses to touch in small ways. Once they were done and everything was put away, they walked out into the living room. The low murmur of crickets and cicadas from the rainforest filtered in from outside.

      “Uh, thanks again for dinner. And for rescuing me.” She bounced on the balls of her bare feet for a moment before rising up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. Sam lingered there, her warm breath fanning his face, her dark eyes luminous as she stared at him. Her lips were parted and looked so soft, and before he knew what he was doing, Jack closed the tiny space between them. She tasted of salt from the food and sweet desire. Sam moaned low and wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him closer.

      Summoning his last vestiges of common sense, Jack pulled back before he couldn’t anymore.

      Sam lowered down to flat feet, her expression so lost and sad he wanted to scoop her up in his arms and never let her go. Which was ridiculous. They were virtually strangers. This was a mission. A job. She had her life and he had his. After tonight they’d get back to them, no looking back, no questions asked.

      And how is that different from every other one-night stand you’ve had?

      Yeah, those thoughts weren’t helpful at all. Not when his pulse was thudding loud in his ears and each time he licked his lips he tasted her there.

      “Please,” she said at last, her voice so quiet he would’ve missed it if he hadn’t been so attuned to her at that moment. “Please stay with me tonight. I don’t want to be alone.”

      Maybe if she’d been more brazen, maybe if he’d been stronger, Jack could’ve said no.

      As it was, every fiber of his being yearned to be with her, just this one time, just this one night.

      Exhaling slow, he leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Okay. Let me do a final perimeter check first.”

      Her tense posture relaxed slightly and she looked up at him, her smile radiant. “Okay.”

      While she headed for the bedroom, he headed outside.

      When he returned, Jack saw the bedroom door open a crack, the light streaming out calling to him like a beacon. After a quick shower himself, he grabbed his Bluetooth headset in case his team tried to reach him, then he turned out the lights and padded into the bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

      Tomorrow, she’d enter witness protection. He’d never forget her, but he’d never hear from her again.

      Tonight, though, she was his.

      
        
        Grab your copy of The Protective SEAL here.
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