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CHAPTER ONE










NIKKI STOPPED WALKING to stare at the beautiful vista of the frozen lake surrounded by snow-capped fir trees spread out in front of her. The frigid air nipped at her face and legs, seeping through her fluffy bathrobe to bring out goosebumps all over her body. Cold didn’t begin to describe the temperature; it was well below freezing. Every time she drew a breath of frosty air into her lungs it hurt, and she could feel the tip of her nose turning pink, even though the walk between the house and the sauna at the bottom of the garden was only a hundred yards or so.


A few more steps, and she pulled open the door to the little red wooden hut and plunged inside with a gasp of relief. The heat hit her almost like a brick wall, a complete contrast to the cold outside. Nikki had lit the stove in the tiny sauna an hour ago, to make sure the hut was up to temperature, and right now the little thermometer said 77C. Which was just about perfect.


Kicking off her fleece-lined boots, she hesitated a second before untying the knot on her robe. There was no one around for miles, but Nikki still glanced self-consciously out the window before slowly removing her garment and hanging it neatly on the hook at the back of the door, leaving her standing naked in the middle of the hut.


The Swedes were so open about taking a sauna nude, they’d grown up with it all their lives, it was part of their culture. But in the face of their nonchalance, she could easily admit how much of a prude she really was. In this isolated little house she was completely alone, however, and so had decided to try it, just to see what it was like. It was her last day here, so why not indulge herself?


Nikki was grateful no one else was around to pass judgment on her body. She’d always been slender, but with all the stress of her job over the past few months and her recent relationship breakup—Bradley’s revelation that he was in love with someone else had broken something inside her, especially when he’d walked out and left as if she meant nothing to him—she was teetering on the edge of being too skinny. So skinny her hip bones were almost protruding through her jeans, and her arms had begun to look skeletal. At least these ten days in the snowy wilderness where all there was to do was eat and read and take long walks through the forest had helped her gain back a few of those lost pounds.


Feeling decidedly empowered with her newfound shamelessness, Nikki used a cute wooden cup to pour water over the hot stones on top of the stove and settled herself down onto the carefully folded towel she’d placed on the bench seat earlier. Pinning her long hair up into a loose knot at the nape of her neck, she let the hot steam engulf her, and rested her head back against the wooden wall with a sigh as she closed her eyes. Why had it taken her so long to discover the appeal of a sauna? So good for the skin, so good for her mental health as well. Relaxation wasn’t something that came easily to Nikki, but the heat of the sauna definitely helped to burn away some of that built-in stress. She was still working up to the idea of a roll in the snow or an ice plunge afterwards. The well-documented health benefits of cold therapy couldn’t outweigh her abhorrence of icy water, not in her mind anyway.


After luxuriating in the steam for a few moments, she opened her eyes so she could stare out the window. Could this place be any more beautiful and serene? She’d be thanking Tammy for recommending this little holiday hut as a getaway after the intense few weeks they’d just spent working together almost night and day. Lost in the wilds of the Swedish forests, she couldn’t have picked a more perfect place. It was midwinter, and this far north, the sun merely skimmed the horizon instead of rising properly, turning the sky wonderful pale mauves and oranges, colors she’d love to capture in a painting, if only she were an artist. It would be dark by mid-afternoon, but Nikki didn’t mind; it gave her an excuse to curl up on the couch and read another of the many books she’d found in the well-stocked library.


A prickle of awareness suddenly ran through her. The nice relaxing buzz she had going vanished in a flash. Why did she feel as if someone was watching her? There was no one else out here, she was completely alone. She leaned forward warily and turned her head to peer out the side window. A flicker of movement caught her eye, but by the time she’d turned to face the entrance, standing up in alarm, the door to the sauna swung open, letting in a rush of freezing air.


A man stood in the entrance, blocking the exit with his large bulk.


She screamed and tried to cover her nakedness with her hands. “What the—”


“Are you Dr. Nikita Winter?” the man demanded in a harsh voice, cutting her off.


“Get out,” she screamed, wanting to grab her robe, but it was on the back of the door behind him. “Get out!” she yelled again, cowering backward, desperately covering herself. But there was nowhere for her to go, his large, male body nearly overwhelmed the tiny hut. What the hell was this guy doing here? Did he mean to hurt her? She began to shake, not only from the arctic air blasting in, but from pure fear.


“Sorry, ma’am, I can’t do that.” Keeping his gaze averted from her naked body, he took down her robe and held it out to her. She was too dumbfounded to take it, and continued to stare at him, cowering like a cornered animal. “Put this on,” he demanded when she didn’t move.


Dazed, she stared at him, her mind refusing to function properly. Where had he come from? He couldn’t have driven here; the hut was completely cut off by snow. The owner had brought her in using his snowmobile and was going to pick her up and take her back to town the same way.


Who was he? In her blind panicked state, she sketched a tall figure, dressed in white—down to his white knit cap and white boots—square-jawed with a rough growth that wasn’t quite long enough to be called a beard, a long, hawk-like nose with penetrating hazel eyes that were zeroed in on her. He looked like one of those commandos you saw in the movies, except all in white instead of black. It dawned on her slowly. White, so he could hide in the snow. Oh, God, what was going on here? He must be here to murder her. Then he’d vanish back into the snowy landscape as if he’d never existed, and no one would be any the wiser. The owner would find her body tomorrow when he came to pick her up, but it would all be too late then.


A low moan leached from her throat.


The man gave a grunt of annoyance and pushed the robe toward her. “Put this on,” he said again. “I’m not going to hurt you, just put it on.”


It took the man physically pushing the garment into her hands for her body to start functioning again. Quickly, she scrambled to pull the clothing on. At least if she was going to die, she wasn’t going to do it buck naked. He watched her slip the robe over her shoulders and cinch it around her waist, his sharp gaze never leaving her face, never even once flickering below her chin. It took her a few seconds to realize that he was staring at her steadily, not leering at her. Now that she thought about it, he’d had plenty of opportunity to ogle her if he’d wanted to, but he wasn’t. In fact, his face remained completely impassive. And he hadn’t moved any closer, merely stayed in the doorway. If he intended to rape and murder her, then surely he would’ve taken advantage of her nudity? Used the surprise of his sudden appearance to his advantage and overpowered her. But he remained standing there, unruffled and solid as a rock.


Her heart still felt like it was going to leap out of her chest, but she finally stopped being so frightened she couldn’t think straight. She needed to come up with a way out of this predicament. What was it her grandmother used to say to her? Never let them see your fear. Go down kicking and screaming if you have to, but don’t let them see your fear. Nikki’s grandmother had been a strong woman, who’d lived an eventful life and had been the catalyst for Nikki’s choice of profession. She drew in a deep breath and stood taller, trying to channel the ghost of her grandmother, drawing in strength with every breath.


The man gave a nod of approval now she was dressed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said in that calm, authoritative voice. “But I need to confirm that you are Nikita Winter.”


Bitterly cold air seeped in through the open door, but his large body filled the doorway, effectively trapping her. Numerous escape plans circled her head, but short of shoving him backward out into the snow—which would require her to take him by surprise, and that wasn’t going to happen—she could see no way out. If only she knew some martial arts or had taken a women’s defense class, then maybe she might’ve considered a bid for freedom. Although she highly doubted she could outrun him wearing nothing more than bare feet and a bathrobe to run through the thigh-deep snow.


“Ma’am,” he said roughly, snapping her out of her reverie. “Please answer my question.”


She could see no other option, so she drew in a breath and tightened the sash around her waist, raising her chin to look him in the eye. “Yes, I’m Nikki. Who’s asking?”


A muscle twitched in the man’s cheek, the only sign Nikki could see that he was relieved by her admission. “I’m Jáhkot Utsi. A police inspector with the Svensk Polis. I’m here to protect you,” the man replied.


A police officer? Should she believe him? What was a cop doing all the way out here? As if reading her mind, he pulled a badge from some hidden pocket and flashed it for her to see. It looked real enough. But the whole scenario was just so surreal. All she’d wanted was to enjoy a lovely sauna and take in the stunning view. There was no possible situation she could come up with that allowed for a police officer dressed in camouflage white to come bursting through her door and demand he was here to protect her. It was preposterous. This had to be a joke, right?


“Protect me from what?” she asked, not hiding her mocking tone. She didn’t need protection. She was a marine scientist on a short holiday after weeks of conducting a thorough investigation in the nearby fjords of Norway. A normal person, with no enemies to speak of, carrying on with her normal life; she certainly wasn’t in any danger. The initial shock and adrenaline of this policeman’s appearance was wearing off, making her fingers shake and her fear turn to irritation.


“Here put these on. We need to get you out of here as soon as possible.” He shoved her boots toward her, ignoring her question. His impatience shimmered around him almost like a visible aura; she could feel the tension radiating from him. She put her feet into each boot slowly, taking her time, delaying as best she could, watching his eyes dart to the left and then to the right, while the rest of his body remained as still as a statue. “I’ll fill you in on all the details later, but for now we need to move. Quick, go to the house,” he added when he noticed her stalling, finally moving out of the doorway and gesturing for her to go ahead.


Some of his agitation was beginning to rub off on her and while she really didn’t believe there was any danger, she did as she was told, but at a dignified walk rather than a run. The policeman—what had he said his name was, Jáhkot?—followed her up the path, his gaze continuously raking the surroundings, so alert he reminded her of a German Shepherd on point. Walking through the fresh snow made it slow going, so she chose to follow the footsteps she’d made on the way down to the sauna, which meant that Jáhkot was practically breathing down her neck by the time she laid her fingers on the door handle of the cottage. She was surprised he hadn’t picked her up and thrown her over his shoulder, he was so hyper. Stepping inside, she had a sudden impulse to slam the door in his face. He beat her to it, however, pushing her over the threshold and shutting the door firmly behind him, glancing once more outside as he did so.


It was only then that she saw the gun. She hadn’t seen it when he’s burst into the sauna, but he had one in his hand now, pointed at the floor.


The sight of the gun pushed her over the edge. There were limits to what a normal person could put up with and she’d had just about enough of this nonsense.


“How dare you,” she said, putting her hands on her hips as she rounded on him, hoping to hide the fact they were still shaking. “How dare you come here and scare the shit out of me, and act as if we’ve suddenly been dropped into some terrible B-grade movie? I’m not moving from this spot until you tell me exactly what’s going on.” Nikki was proud of herself. Look at her, channeling her grandmother and standing up to this guy. Yes, he might be a policeman—although that was still debatable—but he had no right to order her around like this. Not without a bloody good explanation. It was out of character; she normally hated confrontation, but this was like no other situation she’d ever found herself in. A scientist by profession as well as by nature, she was always coolheaded, liked things that were logical and relatable. She hated to be rushed or do anything in a perfunctory manner. She was all about digging down to find the sense of things. And in her world, this man made no sense at all.


Those intense, tawny eyes zeroed in on her again. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I’m not—”


“Nikki. My name is Nikki, not ma’am, or Nikita, that’s what my mother calls me.” She sliced through his explanation.


He gave a soft snort, and if she hadn’t known better, she might’ve thought he was amused. His gaze softened slightly. Holding up his gloved hand, he made a noise as if he were gentling a frisky horse. Which only incensed her more. She wasn’t here for his amusement; she was deadly serious and she narrowed her eyes at him.


“Look… Nikki, I know this must be frightening for you,” he said, hand still in the air.


“Damn right it is,” she countered hotly, pulling the robe tighter around her body.


“And I’m sorry I don’t have all the answers. My brief is to get you out of here as soon as possible, and that’s what I plan to do.”


“Well, Jáhkot…” she stumbled over the name, not sure of the Swedish pronunciation.


“Call me Jacob,” he said. “Only my mother calls me Jáhkot,” he added with a cheeky tilt to his lips. Was he actually smiling at her? And was that a hint of a dimple? Forgetting herself for a second she stared at him. Oh god, what a smile. It transformed his face. Made it almost beautiful, lighting up his eyes. If this had been any other situation, Nikki would’ve been transfixed.


Instead, she corralled her thoughts and sifted through her options quickly. What could be so urgent that she had to leave right now? Maybe his supervisors, or whoever had sent him, had got it wrong. She wasn’t in any immediate danger. Just look around, this place was miles from anywhere, what could possibly be a threat to her out here? That thought made her wonder again how the policeman had arrived, because there was no sign of any vehicle, but she put that thought out of her mind for now because there were more urgent questions needing an answer.


Deciding she would reason with him, she said, “Ok. Look, Jacob, I’m leaving tomorrow, anyway. I’m supposed to meet up with my colleagues back in Bodø across the border in Norway. Can it wait until then?” There, she had a logical solution to his problem. The owner of this wonderful hut, Andreas, was due to come and pick her up at nine am tomorrow morning and take her to her hire car in the nearby town of Jokkmokk. Then she would make the six-hour drive back into Norway to meet up with Tammy and Antoine and they would board the little charter flight to take them back down to Oslo, and then onto a commercial flight back to the US. It was already arranged. Tammy and Antoine had also been taking a well-earned break, but they’d decided to travel farther north to tour the maze of fjords at the top end of Norway.


“No,” he replied flatly. “It can’t. You need to get dressed, in as warm clothing as you can find. Then we’ll—”


She stamped her foot. The man wasn’t listening. If he wanted her to go right now, then he needed to give her a very good reason to move, otherwise she was staying put.


“Perhaps we can call someone to sort out this mess. Your boss maybe?” she asked scathingly. Andreas had given her a satellite phone to use in case of emergency, but until now she’d never even turned it on. “I’m sure my co-workers will vouch for—”


Jacob’s face hardened. “I’m sorry to have to be the bearer of bad news, but both your co-workers are dead.”


What? What had he just said?


“I’m telling you this, because we think you might be next on the killer’s hit list,” he added. “That’s why we need to get moving. You’re in danger here,” his gaze flicked to the windows, not looking at her now.


Nikki’s legs felt suddenly rubbery, no longer able to hold her weight. A foggy haze settled over her vision, and everything became blurry. That couldn’t be true. Tammy and Antoine dead? No. No…


She crumpled to the ground with a soft thud.










CHAPTER TWO










JACOB DIVED TO catch the woman before she hit the floor, but was too late and could only grab wildly at thin air as she collapsed unceremoniously into a heap. Landing on his knees beside her, he noted that at least she’d crumpled slowly onto the thick woolen rug instead of the unyielding wooden floor, which had hopefully cushioned her fall. Nikki’s eyes remained closed, and she was unresponsive. She’d fainted because he’d been unable to come up with an easy way to tell her the truth. God, he was a dick. He pulled one glove off so he could check her vitals, keeping his gun ready at his side in the other. Relief flooded him when he felt a strong pulse at her neck.


For one horrible second he was taken back in time to a week prior, where he’d been in exactly the same position, down on his knees beside the man he was supposed to have been protecting. Crimson blood spurted from a gaping wound in Tristan’s neck, even as Jacob had tried in vain to stem the bleeding with his hands. The man had died right there in front of him and there was nothing he could do to save him.


Jacob shook his head to rid himself of the image. It wouldn’t help anyone if he allowed himself to spiral into the depths of his own incompetence. Besides, this woman wasn’t dead, her pulse was strong and vibrant beneath his fingers, she was merely unconscious.


Thanks to his insensitivity.


He hated that he’d had to tell her the truth. But they needed to get moving, and it seemed like his only option, otherwise she was just going to stand there and argue with him all day. He hadn’t expected such a sudden and silent reaction to his words, however, and he mentally berated himself for being such an ass.


Mårten would’ve had some choice words for Jacob at his complete lack of empathy. Mårten was the good cop in their partnership, the one who kept a cool head and was always easygoing, while Jacob was the reckless one. It was why they made such a good team. At least they had until they’d both dropped the ball in Malmo and let Tristan die. Now, depending on the outcome of the investigation, they might never work together again. He wished his partner was here right now; he’d handle this woman with much more compassion, while getting her to do exactly what he wanted—without making her faint. But Mårten was on enforced leave, the same as Jacob, only in Stockholm visiting his family, so Jacob would just have to suck it up and figure this out on his own.


As he leaned over her, he noticed her robe had gaped open at the front, revealing small, pert breasts. The same ones he’d so valiantly forced himself to look away from when he’d burst into the sauna and found her naked. This time his gaze caught and stayed fixed on all that creamy skin and rosy nipples, puckered with the cold. A soft fall of long, blonde hair fanned out around her head on the floor like a halo, her face so bewitching she reminded him of a fallen angel. In the sauna he’d catalogued the fact she was a good-looking woman but that was as far as he’d allowed his mind to go; he had a job to do and just because she was decidedly attractive meant nothing. This woman’s life was in danger and he was the only one who could help her. Her life, and possibly his too, rested on his ability to protect her. And now look what he’d done. The last thing he needed was an unconscious subject, and him daydreaming over how attractive she was, while he wasted precious time. He was determined no one else would die on his watch. He had to get this right.


Tearing his gaze away from her chest, he patted her cheek with his free hand. “Dr. Winter, you need to wake up.” She gave a small groan but didn’t rouse. He shook her shoulder gently. “Dr. Winter,” he said, louder this time. “You need to wake up.” Her pretty, pink lips pursed, and she murmured something incoherent, but her eyes remained stubbornly shut. She had amazing lips, full and luscious, tipped slightly up at the corners. Highly appealing and very, very kissable.


Concentrate, Jacob. He needed to stop thinking with his dick. This had never happened before; when he was on a mission, he was always completely focussed on the outcome. Not once had he ever allowed himself to be sidetracked by a girl, no matter how gorgeous she might be. “Nikki. Come on, wake up. Nikki.” He shook her again, this time with intent, hoping the use of her first name might get through to her.


At last her eyelids fluttered open, and she stared at him with the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. They widened at the sight of him hovering over her and she sat up suddenly, flinching away from him, tugging her robe together. The dazed look left her face as she took in her surroundings and then looked back at him with growing horror as she remembered his words. She shuffled across the floor on her hands and knees away from him, her eyes glazing over with tears.


“Did you say Tammy and Antoine are dead?” she whispered, sitting back on her haunches.


“I’m sorry, Nikki.” He nodded slowly, watching her bottom lip tremble at his words. That fascinating mouth puckered, and a tear tracked down her cheek. God, he was an ass, but he had to do what he had to do. Hardening his resolve, said, “We have to get moving. Like I said, you are in imminent danger.” He emphasized the last two words, praying his rough tone was enough to break through her grief and shock and get her moving.


Even though his orders had come from up high, they’d been light on actual details. The call had come through on his satellite phone an hour earlier. That phone was only used for emergencies and he was already on alert before he’d even picked it up. He was supposed to be on suspension—taking a leave of absence was the official term—while they investigated the reasons Jacob and Mårten’s last mission had failed so spectacularly, so the call was most unexpected. Even more unexpected, the voice on the other end had belonged to Poliskommissarie Runar Staaf, the Norbotten County head of police, and a chill had run down his spine when he’d recognized his boss’s boss. Jacob had only met Runar four or five times over the course of his career; the chief would never normally talk to an officer in the field directly, particularly not one who’d just let a witness die while in their custody. So, if the Commissar had taken it upon himself to contact Jacob, then it must be damn important. Important enough to override his current suspension and bring him back online, even if it was under strict instructions to get this done as quickly as possible and not stray from his directive. Which was why he’d hightailed it here, running through the snow and ice for two miles to get to this woman, aware he may already be too late. His relief when he’d opened the door to the sauna and found her was immense, but that was only the start of his assignment. Now he had to convey her to his hut, then keep her safe until he received further orders.


“Let me help you up,” he said, curbing his impatience and taking her arm.


“Leave me alone.” She snatched her hand away, but not before he felt the small tremors running through her. She was afraid. Of him, or of her predicament, he wasn’t sure. Right now, it didn’t really matter, he just needed her to get moving. “I can do it myself.” Nikki struggled to stand, yanking her robe more tightly around herself and swiping at the tears on her cheeks.


“You need to dress warmly. Hat, gloves, boots, thick jacket. We’ll be walking through the snow,” he said, taking a few steps closer, herding her toward the door he presumed led to a bedroom. “As quickly as you can,” he added, as she backed away, those big blue eyes still wide with fear and anguish.


She turned and fled into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her, and he prowled around the small house, stopping at each window to examine the surrounding countryside. Looking for what, he wasn’t sure. All he knew was there was a threat to Nikki’s life. Two people had died, and they were pretty sure she was going to be next. Something to do with a recent project she’d been working on with her colleagues. Jacob didn’t know if he was looking for a lone sniper, a gang of thugs, or anyone in between. If he could get her out of here and safely back to his hut, then hopefully whoever was hunting her would be thrown off the scent.


This was the first time he’d been inside this little holiday house. Of course he knew of its existence, had seen it on one of his many hikes from the other side of the lake. Knew that it belonged to Andreas Eriksson, who lived in Jokkmokk ten miles away, and rented it out on Airbnb. It was a traditional Swedish house, the wooden exterior painted red, the rustic interior decorated in pine and pale colors. Small but functional, with one large main room including a kitchenette, a single bedroom with ensuite to the side, and a wood-fired stove for heating. Which Nikki had stoked up well. So well, he was now sweating profusely inside his snow outfit.


It was much like his own hut, the only other habitation within miles in this isolated little nook of the country. And the sole reason he’d been called in from his involuntary holiday to rescue this lady. Jacob grunted at the irony of it all. He and Mårten had been forced to take a paid leave of absence after their last mission had ended in tragedy while the details were investigated. Jacob had chosen to go to his family’s winter hut, which was completely off-grid, where he could unwind by getting back to nature and reconnect with his family traditions. But only two short days into his leave, the call had come in. He’d like to bet that it grated on the Commissar to have to call him for a favor, when Jacob was so decidedly out of favor right now.


He continued to scour the countryside through the windows, but nothing moved, nothing seemed amiss. The pristine white blanket of snow remained unmarked. He would be able to see if anyone approached; their footprints would’ve announced them already. And he’d be able to spot an assailant before they got anywhere near the house, as the building sat in the middle of a large, cleared field with the lake to the right forming another natural barrier. But he continued to stare out the windows, jumping at every whisper of wind in the eves and every flicker of a leaf on a branch. He was as jumpy as a cat on a hotplate. He needed to stop second-guessing himself and just keep reminding himself he was damn good at his job. Last week had been an unprecedented situation, and he would never allow himself to become distracted like that again. Yeah, keep telling yourself that, a small voice mocked him silently. Fann. He hated that traitorous voice.


After many long minutes, so long that Jacob was about to go up and rap on her door, Nikki emerged from the bedroom. Her eyes were red from more unshed tears and her face was pale and drawn, but there was resolve in the lines around her mouth. He was pleasantly surprised to see she’d dressed appropriately in hiking boots, blue waterproof pants, a thick yellow jacket, warm gloves, and a hot pink knit hat to finish the outfit. He couldn’t help the grimace that flashed across his features, however. She’d stand out like a beacon with all that bright clothing against the white terrain. But it couldn’t be helped. If only he’d thought to bring his spare snow camo outfit for her to wear. He’d have to take extra care on the trek back to his hut.


“What?” she demanded, seeing his look of consternation.


“Nothing.” It’d do no good to scare her any more than she already was. He was usually an excellent judge of character, and while on the outside she’d reacted badly to his news of her friends’ deaths, he sensed a core of steel inside this woman. Closing the distance so that he stood directly in front of her, he waited until she was looking at him. “My hut is about two miles from here. We’re going to hike through the forest to get there. It should take us around an hour and a half.” He’d completed the journey in less than forty-five minutes, but he needed to allow for the fact she was a civilian, unused to hiking through the snow and these intense cold temperatures. “I want you to do exactly as I say. Okay?”


“What? Don’t you have a snowmobile or something?” She stared at him incredulously, completely ignoring his request for her cooperation. “You tell me I’m in immediate danger, but then you expect me to walk out of here?”


“Yes, I have transport. Back at my hut. That’s why we’re headed there,” he explained. The terrain was too rough and the forest too thick to have ridden his snowmobile through it. He’d had to run cross country to get here, and planned on retracing his path to get back. The only problem was that whoever was after Nikki might also follow their trail. Again, there was nothing he could do about it. While he was capable of traveling through snowy terrain leaving the barest of traces, he hadn’t been careful this time; the urgency of his mission overriding everything else, and now they might very well pay the price.


She puckered her lips in displeasure but to his great surprise, decided not to argue with him this time.


“So, will you do exactly as I tell you? Your life may depend on it,” he reiterated. He had his doubts that she’d comply, in the few minutes he’d known her, she’d been nothing but stubborn and argumentative.


She glared at him but nodded slowly in reply, and he hoped she meant it. “Right. Stay close behind me. Do everything that I do. Step in my footsteps when you can.” He led the way to the back door, bending down and squinting through the glass window to check they were still alone, expecting her to be right at his heels. Instead, when he turned his head, she was nowhere to be seen. Va’ fan? They hadn’t even left the safety of the house yet and she’d already disobeyed him.


He stood up straight. Where was she? He broke out in a cold sweat. That was exactly what Tristan had done. Disobeyed a direct order to stay put. And he’d ended up dead.


A second later, she emerged from her bedroom, slinging a backpack over her shoulder. “I couldn’t leave my computer,” she said, ignoring the murderous look he sent her way. “My life is in here. All my work. I can’t lose it.”


This woman was going to be the death of him. Of them both.


She came and stood behind him, calm as could be and cocked one eyebrow when he continued to stare at her. “Are we going, or what?”


Tamping down his rising irritation, Jacob opened the door slowly and peered outside. When he was sure everything was clear, he beckoned for her to follow him down the steps and back along the pathway that led to the sauna. This way they weren’t making any fresh tracks away from the house that would be easily spotted. Once past the front of the sauna, he veered to the right and into a small copse of birch trees, happy to see Nikki finally sticking to him like glue. Anyone who made the journey down to the small sauna would probably see their tracks leading off around the edge of the lake. All he could do now was get her back to his hut as quickly as possible and hope they weren’t discovered too soon.


He did wonder about this undefined threat to Nikki’s life. So far, he’d hadn’t seen or heard anything that might suggest someone was watching, or that anyone was even in the vicinity. It didn’t mean they weren’t coming, however, and he should just be grateful they were getting out of the hut without incident.


For the next few minutes, the only sound was the crunch of snow beneath their boots and her breathing, which got heavier the farther they went as he navigated around the edge of the frozen lake, setting a pace he hoped she could keep up with. But she didn’t complain or ask him to slow down, and true to her word, stuck to his heels, never once veering from his footsteps.


“Are you okay?” he asked, risking a quick glance behind to see how she was doing.


“I’m fine,” she replied puffing hard. “But it might pay you to remember your legs are longer than mine.” It was only then that he realized she was struggling to stay in his footsteps, having to stretch her legs considerably to make sure her gait matched his. No wonder she was out of breath. Without slowing down, he altered the length of his stride, taking shorter, sharper steps.


“Thank you,” she muttered. “That’s better.”


Good. Her cooperation meant there was one less thing he had to worry about. As long as she stayed right behind him, he could keep her safe. Casting his awareness out into the snowy forest, he used all his senses to make sure they were alone. His Sámi heritage stood him in good stead when it came to moving through the forest. Growing up with family who still lived and worked in the traditional ways meant that he’d been hunting moose by the age of nine, tending herds of reindeer and driving dog sleds when he was ten.


Thirty minutes later, they were deep in the forest, trudging through snow drifts beneath low overhanging branches of evergreen needles. The pine trees closed in on all sides, blocking most of the dying sunshine, which would be gone in the next half an hour.


He glanced behind to see how Nikki was going. She had her head down, making sure she matched her steps with his, and didn’t look up until he came to a complete stop. “How are you going now?” he asked. He swung a small backpack off one shoulder and pulled out a water bottle, offering her a drink.


“I’m fine,” she snapped, taking the bottle from him and gulping water in greedy sips. “You concentrate on not getting us lost, and I promise I’ll keep up with you,” she said, handing the water back. He noted that her breathing was accelerated, but not labored; much the same as his own. She was clearly fit, then. Those long, slender limbs he’d noted while she was naked in the sauna hid muscular thighs beneath the soft skin.


“Can you go any faster?” he asked. “The sun is setting soon,” he added.


“I’m a field scientist,” she replied. “I hike up mountains and along beaches for a living.” When he stared at her blankly, she added. “Yes, I can keep up.”


Choosing to forego concealment for speed, he made a choice. “Stay as close to me as you can, but you can make your own path, if that’s easier for you.”


“Oh, gee, thanks.”


They made it back to his hut forty-five minutes later, just as the dark engulfed the land, and he was nothing less than impressed by the woman behind him. True to her word, she’d kept up with his punishing pace without even a grumble. But as he opened the front door and ushered her in, she stumbled over the threshold and stood in the small mudroom panting and he knew she was just about done in. He took one last penetrating look outside before he locked the door securely behind him and let out a gust of breath. Safe. For now, at least. He was feeling better about this mission every minute, his confidence returning slowly. This wasn’t the same as last week; the situation was completely different. Jacob was on his own turf now, not in an unfamiliar city where snipers hid around every corner. He knew this country like the back of his hand, understood this land and her changing moods.


“You did great,” he told her, reaching a hand out to steady her shoulder as she swayed a little. She merely flicked her blue gaze at him, hands hanging limply at her side, the normal acerbic comment missing. Her face was pale, and she shivered. They both needed to get warm before hypothermia became a problem. Even encased in warm hiking boots, and waterproof jacket, the temperature outside was glacial, and that was before the sun had set, when it’d plummeted even more. It must be at least 20C below out there. He was acclimatized, but she was a tourist, not used to these freezing temperatures. Jacob had banked the fire in the little pot-belly stove and brought in a pile of wood before he left, so the hut should be warm, and he could get it roaring soon enough.


“Here, let me help you.” Slotting his gun in the shoulder holster he wore over his camo suit, he tugged off his gloves and dropped them on the floor, then helped to remove hers as well, reaching up and drawing down the zipper of her jacket. She watched him, letting him handle her like she was a shop store dummy, exhaustion clearly evident on her face. But when he came to removing her backpack so he could slide the jacket down her arms, she snatched the bag away from him, giving him the hairy eyeball, as if she thought he might’ve been about to steal it.


“Are we safe now? Can I finally sit down?” she asked, voice rasping from exertion once he’d hung her jacket on a hook behind her.


They weren’t out of harm’s way yet, not by a long shot, but being back in his hut gave him comfort, nonetheless. This was his turf, and he knew it like the back of his hand. If anything happened, he was prepared for it here.


“For now,” he replied softly. “Come, sit down.” He pointed at the small pine bench built into the wall. “I’ll help you off with your boots.” He crouched down in front of her.


“My feet are cold,” she admitted, as he undid her laces. “Actually, they’ve been numb for the past half an hour.” He wasn’t really surprised, his were like frozen lumps, even inside his specially made, fur-lined Gore-Tex boots. “And my hands, too,” she added with a grimace.


He looked down and saw her fingers were bright red, resting stiffly in her lap. Faan, she was showing early signs of frostbite. Resisting the urge to grab her hands and chafe them together—the worst thing you could do if you suspected frostbite—he sandwiched them carefully between his to try to warm them. Small and vulnerable inside his larger, calloused ones, he was surprised to feel a surge of… what… protectiveness? Which was absurd, he’d only just met the woman. She was right, though; they were like icicles. He needed to get them warm, now.


Standing up, he quickly stripped his own snowsuit off and left it in a white puddle of fabric on the floor, kicking off his boots as well. Underneath, he wore thick, thermal woolen leggings and a dark blue, fleece shirt. Getting to his knees again, he lifted his shirt and gently took both her hands, placing them on his chest, flinching as her icy skin touched his. She gasped and tried to draw away, but he held her firm and looked her straight in the eyes.


“It’s the best way to get them warm,” he chided softly.


“But I… but you…” Her blue eyes widened and her fingers tensed against the wall of his pecs. Even though they were the temperature of an ice block, Jacob was still acutely aware of her fingertips, his skin crackling with an energy he’d never felt before, and he stilled beneath her touch.


He’d slept with many woman over the years, and even managed a couple of longer-term relationships. His current lover, Freja, was highly skilled in the bedroom, and he’d enjoyed many an erotic night between the sheets. But not once in any of his encounters with any of the women he’d been with, had it ever felt as if they were burning a brand into his skin. He wondered if Nikki was aware of it too. Maybe she was, because her gaze never left his, her bow lips slightly parted as if in question. 


Tearing his gaze away, he covered the backs of her hands with his shirt, and said, “It’s okay. I’m used to the cold. Now let me get your boots off. Can you lift your foot into my lap?”


“Hmm?” She seemed a little dazed, so he leaned down as far as he could without dislodging her hands from his chest and grabbed her ankle, then lifted her boot into his lap to pull it off. Her foot was dry, which was a good start, but when he gently peeled back her sock, he saw that her little toe was completely white and waxy, and the rest of her toes were swollen and red. Not good. Not good at all. This needed more than just his chest to warm them up. If he didn’t do something soon, she may even lose that pinky toe. He berated himself silently for not checking what boots she was wearing before he took her trekking for an hour and a half through temperatures well below zero. Back at her hut there’d been no time, and he’d had no choice but to force her outside in sub-standard clothing. And she’d gone, not making the slightest fuss, not asking him to stop even once. He glanced back up at her, deciding she was made of much tougher stuff than he’d given her credit for.



