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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            PENNY

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re officially crazy,” JJ says, placing the stack of comic books on my desk.

      I grab a couple of the comics in their plastic protective sleeves and lean back in my chair, putting my feet up while being careful to avoid my bobblehead Marvel figurines.

      “Why? Because I want to deliver these in person? I’ve done it before.” I thumb through the rare DC titles. They’re editions from the ‘70s that I haven’t seen before. I’m not a huge fan of the DC universe myself, but I can admire anyone who has this kind of dedication to seek out the older stuff.

      “Yes, Penny, but not to strangers.” JJ and I both started as volunteers for the Deepwood Mountain Library when we were in high school. JJ went full-time after she graduated and became a library assistant. I got a degree in IT and was able to come back here and snag a job as a support technician. I mostly work with our e-systems but have also spearheaded some programming for our emerging fandom hub.

      “And especially not strangers up in Frozen Heights,” she adds.

      “So?”

      “So it’s way up in the mountains, a total storm magnet, and a lot of the residents there are…you know… kinda rough around the edges.” She perches on the corner of my desk and fiddles with the buttons on her cardigan. JJ reminds me of a modern-day Snow White, if Snow White had pink streaks in her shiny black hair. Super innocent, and a little protective of me besides. But as my roommate and best friend, I guess she’s allowed.

      We’ve all heard the stories about Frozen Heights. How it’s filled with shady individuals looking to disappear for…whatever reason.

      But who am I to judge?

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” I laugh, glancing up at my Avengers poster.

      She huffs and crosses her arms over her chest.

      “Come on, JJ—I bet most people up there are just looking for some peace and quiet. I wouldn’t believe all the rumors.” Large, fluffy snowflakes float to the ground outside our office window. “And I mean, yeah, it’s snowing, but not nearly enough to make a fuss about.” I wave off her worries dismissively.

      “That’s because it’s still early,” she frets. “The real storm won’t hit until later this evening, and it’s supposed to be a doozy! I’m sure Deepwood will be completely covered, and it will be even worse up there. You think you can just bounce into Frozen Heights and back again?” She shakes her head. “It’s not just the weather, either: there are no streetlights up there, and the roads are narrow and icy. You’ll be putting yourself in real danger.”

      I swing my feet off the desk and lean forward. “JJ, you know me. I’m always safer than safe. Since the mail’s already been collected, these won’t get to Mr. Brooks until late Monday at the earliest. If a storm’s coming, wouldn’t it be awesome for him to be able to enjoy these over a snowed-in weekend?”

      She rolls her hazel eyes. “He won’t need the comics for entertainment if he has you tied up in the basement.”

      “JJ!” I sputter. “And you say I have a wild imagination?”

      “Well… No one can say you don’t go above and beyond for our readers.”

      I flash her a smile and stand up, removing my favorite blue and green flannel from around my waist. I pull it over my Captain Marvel T-shirt before grabbing my coat and beanie from the rack nearby. Paired with my trusty fleece-lined black jeans and combat boots, I’m ready. Mrs. Holloway retired a few months ago, and we sure do miss her, but oh man, the dress code is much more chill now. Insert happy dance here.

      “I really can’t change your mind?” she asks.

      “Nope. The snow isn’t that bad, and I’m sure Mr. Brooks is just a harmless comic book enthusiast.”

      “Or a total weirdo.”

      I lick my lips. “In that case, he and I will get along fine. It’s normal people I have trouble with.”

      “Hey! You get along great with me.”

      I shrug. “You said it, not me.”

      She throws up her hands. “You’re impossible.”

      I laugh and give her a hug. “I know how to handle comic book geeks, okay?”

      JJ sighs, knowing she’s lost the battle. “Fine, but be careful, please. Keep checking in, and for god’s sake, if anything seems off, turn back. I’m serious, Penny.”

      “I will, I promise,” I say, booping her on the nose.

      After I’ve filled my thermos with hot coffee, I’m on my way in my little truck. The snow has indeed picked up, the swirling snowflakes creating a beautiful but disorienting pattern before my windshield. As I drive along the winding mountain road, I force myself to focus, keeping my eyes peeled for the turnoff for Frozen Heights.

      When I finally spot it, the way forward looks serene, almost ethereal. But then the road gradually narrows and the snow deepens, and no matter how slowly and carefully I go, my truck slips and slides with each twist and turn.

      Eventually, I start to see mailboxes at the edges of tiny driveways. I spot Mr. Brooks’ number and turn up the incline, and a cabin with smoke puffing cheerfully from the chimney comes into view.

      I park as close to the front door as possible. The snow is still falling heavily, the tops of large bushes the only markers showing me the path through. I carefully tuck the comics into my coat and zip it up tight before heading out.

      Shoot. It’s colder than I expected it would be. Each step is a challenge, my boots sinking into the knee-deep—sometimes deeper—snow. The wind whips around me, and I’m thankful for my warm knitted hat. I have to squint against the stinging snowflakes, and the wind is face-hurting cold, but I press on.

      Just as I’m making good progress, I take a step that has me falling further than I anticipate.

      Snow collapses in quickly over my head.

      Shit.

      I yell for help, but the snow muffles my words, and I’m sure no one could hear me over the wind anyway. I struggle to free myself, but I only bring in more snow and darkness around me, sinking even deeper.

      Oh god…I’m going to suffocate!

      Sheer panic has me scrambling to dig myself out, but my limbs are rapidly getting colder and I can barely move with how packed in the snow is around me. If I don’t suffocate, the very real threat of freezing to death suddenly seems a terrifying possibility.

      I’m going to die, right here in Mr. Brooks’ front yard.

      They won’t find me till spring, like that guy in The Shining.

      Wish I had superpowers now…

      Suddenly, something—someone—pulls me out of the snowbank, effortlessly lifting me up. I take a big gasping breath once I’m out in the cold air, my heart pounding as relief slams through my body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            MITCH

          

        

      

    

    
      As the snowstorm rages outside, its icy claws tearing at the cabin walls, I’m thankful I chopped enough wood to last me the weekend. If I’m snowed in, at least I’ll be warm.

      I got lucky finding this place. A buddy of mine mentioned Frozen Heights as a good place to get back on track, now that I’ve done my time and am out of prison for good. Peaceful and quiet, you know? And the cabin itself is modest, clean, and cozy, with everything I need to start over and figure out the next steps in my life.

      I sit back in the recliner, watching the snow outside come down hard and fast. My mug of freshly brewed tea warms my hands as I take a sip, letting the steam fog up my reading glasses.

      Then I spot it in my peripheral vision—a pop of color through the blanket of white outside.

      I swear it’s a woman, with long chestnut hair.

      Ripping off my glasses, I jump up toward the window.

      Shit.

      She’s gone. Completely swallowed up by the snowbank.

      I instinctively spring into action, shrugging on my thick jacket and pulling on a woolen hat. In moments, I’m out the door and wading through the deep snow, digging away at it with my arms.

      After a few sweeping movements, I see the fuzzy ball at the top of a hat. She must be buried below.

      I reach down, my hands feeling around to get a good hold and then pulling her from the icy prison. Her body is petite and soft, wrapped in a puffy coat and jeans.

      She gasps for air.

      “Breathe, baby,” I hear myself say. Strange. Why would I call this woman such a thing? She’s a stranger.

      “I’m t-try-ing to…” she whispers, teeth chattering.

      I haul her into my arms and she looks up at me, her deep blue-gray eyes wide, like a startled doe. Her cheeks are pink from the cold, with a smattering of freckles. She looks young. Definitely too young for me to be staring at her pretty pale lips as they part in surprise.

      “M-Mr. Brooks?” she stutters.

      The sound of my name spoken by her voice, trembling from the cold, tugs at something low and deep within me. Without hesitation, I gather her closer, cradling her against my chest as I head back to the front door.

      “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” I reassure her. “Let’s get you inside.”

      I stomp the snow from my boots and make my way to the couch in front of the fireplace, letting her body sink into the cushions. Kneeling in front of her, I remove her gloves and take her hands in mine, rubbing them gently to warm them. My large hands dwarf her tiny ones.

      “Here,” I say, reaching for a thick, warm blanket. “Let me help you out of your coat. You’re still shivering.”

      She just nods, watching me unzip her jacket. A few plastic-covered—magazines, maybe?—fall out and she carefully slides them to the side. Once her coat is off, I wrap the blanket around her shoulders.

      Her eyes dart around my cabin. “I’m Penny,” she says, giving me a small smile that has my cock already at attention. “Penny Evanson.”

      “Penny, huh? That’s an adorable name.” My eyes travel over her sweet face, landing again briefly on her lush lips. God, I need to get it together or this girl is gonna run away screaming.

      “Mitch Brooks. But please, just call me Mitch.” I tuck the blanket more closely around her, wanting any excuse to touch her. “Wasn’t expecting company tonight. Especially not in this weather.”

      She licks her lips and I stifle a groan, unable to look away. “I’m from the Deepwood Library. I—I came to deliver the comic books you requested.”

      Right, I remember now: I placed a hold on some special edition DC titles.

      “I appreciate you coming all the way out here, but you didn’t need to. I thought I asked for them to be mailed.”

      Penny grins. “I wanted to get them to you for the weekend. Thought I could beat the storm. Comics are kinda my thing, and I wanted to make a fellow fan happy, even though I’ll admit I’m more Team Marvel than DC.”

      I chuckle. “That’s sweet,” I say, patting her knee before getting up and hanging our coats and hats on the rack near the door. “Let me get you something hot to drink. You must be frozen to the bone.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to go to any trouble. I’ll just warm myself by the fire.”

      “Nonsense,” I say from the kitchen. “We almost lost you to the elements when you were delivering my comic books. The least I can do is pour you some tea. I’ve already made a whole pot.”

      She chuckles. “Ironic, right? Almost dying delivering books about superheroes.”

      I laugh and return with a steaming mug.

      “Anyway, you’re definitely my hero,” she says, her eyes brighter now. She wraps her hands around the cup and takes an appreciative sip. “I thought I’d never feel my fingers again.”

      “You should take off your boots and get your feet warm, too.” I glance out the window at the snow piling up quickly. “It’s not safe out there, and it probably won’t be for a while.”

      She follows my gaze out the window. “JJ’s going to kill me.”

      My heart sinks. Of course she has a boyfriend. Maybe even husband.

      “JJ?” I ask as casually as I can.

      “She works with me at the library. She also happens to be my roommate. She told me not to come.” She laughs. “Said only shady types live up here, too.”

      She’s not totally wrong. “She’s smart.”

      “Hey!” Penny says, tossing one of her wet socks my way. “What does that say about me?”

      I laugh and lay the sock out in front of the fire to dry. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just not everyday someone delivers comic books straight to my door.” I pause. “Or almost to my door.”

      She laughs and stretches her bare feet toward the fire. “Thank you again. I’m glad you happened to see me when you did. Not sure I would’ve made it if you hadn’t.”

      Probably not. The thought sends a shuddering surge of protectiveness through me. Like it’s my duty to keep her safe from now on.

      “You should probably text JJ to let her know where you are. I’d be worried sick if I was her.”

      “Ooh, you’re right.” She pulls her phone from her pocket, and I watch as her fingers deftly send a quick message.

      Her thumbs fly over the screen, and I can tell she’s texting back and forth. Finally, she puts it away. “She’s still worried. But I told her I didn’t think there’s a basement in this place for you to tie me up in.”

      I spit out my tea. “I’m sorry? You did not just tell her that.”

      A grin spreads over her face, and she laughs.

      “You’re trouble, Penny Evanson,” I say with a chuckle, shaking my head and running a hand through my hair. This woman’s a pistol, that’s for sure.

      She bites her lip, studying me a little too hard. I like her eyes on me. But I can’t help but worry if she thinks I look a bit rough, what with all the tattoos and the scruffy beard. Do I look like an ex-con? I haven’t spent much time out in the world since my release, and I’m honestly not sure how people see me now. Can they tell where I’ve spent the last three years of my life?

      I turn toward the kitchen. “Can I make us some dinner? I have a couple of thawed steaks and some potatoes I can mash.”

      “Sounds wonderful, thank you,” she says, looking over the back of the couch. “I can help, too. I’m a decent cook.”

      “I’m sure you are, but tonight, you’re my guest.” I turn on the stove. “You can keep me company while I cook, though. Why don’t you tell me what got you into comic books? Most women your age seem to prefer what…Twilight? Or those monster romance novels?”

      She rolls her eyes as she takes a sip of her tea. “Oh my god, Mitch. Way to stereotype.” She pauses for a moment. “Twilight has its moments…and monster romance is pretty hot.”

      I look up from seasoning the steaks and arch a skeptical brow.

      She laughs. “But as for comics…I fell in love with the Marvel universe when I was a kid. My dad’s a fan, and he handed his collection down to me. It was our special daddy-daughter bonding time—reading and talking about them, watching the movies together. I still go to him sometimes if there’s a burning superhero or plot question on my mind.”

      I nod. “Sounds like your dad’s a cool guy. It’s awesome how comics can bring people together. That’s what I love about them, too—the stories, the art. They’re like an escape and a connection to something greater.” I drop the meat into an iron skillet, and it sizzles loudly.

      When I turn back to her, she’s staring at me open-mouthed. “What?” I pat myself down like maybe I forgot to button my shirt, or that my fly is unzipped. Then I remember I’m wearing sweatpants and a sweatshirt.

      “I’m just…impressed.” She looks up at me in—is that awe?—and I get a great view of her Captain Marvel T-shirt, not to mention the way her large breasts stretch the fabric. I tamp down my arousal as she continues. “I’m leading a program at the library for fandoms of all kinds. You should check it out sometime.”

      “Now it’s my turn to be impressed,” I say, grabbing the potatoes from the pantry. “That sounds right up my alley. You’re full of surprises, Penny. Though I’m afraid your taste in comic universes leaves something to be desired.”

      “Oh, we are not going to go there, mister.”

      I laugh. “Why not?”

      She hops up to sit on the kitchen counter, possibly trying to look taller as an intimidation technique. I know that game. But I’ve never gotten to play it with a sexy woman like Penny.

      “Marvel’s universe is far more realistic, more relatable, and just…grittier all around,” she states.

      “And more violent,” I add.

      She opens her mouth to speak, then closes it again and tilts her head, thinking. Guess she hadn’t expected that. “Okay, I’ll give you that.”

      “And…I’m sorry, grittier? What’s grittier than Gotham?” I continue.

      “Almost everywhere a Marvel character exists…on Earth, or elsewhere.”

      “Hmm… Is that all you got?” I tease, letting the potatoes come to a boil, then flipping the steaks.

      She crosses her arms over her magnificent chest and lifts her chin. “Marvel superheroes are all around more powerful.”

      I grab a couple of plates from the cupboard. “But DC has heroes that don’t even have superpowers. They’re just regular humans that happen to be exceptional. Like Batman. He has to rely on his intellect and training.”

      “And silly gadgets.”

      “I can’t believe you just called Batman’s gear silly.”

      “He’s a billionaire with a god complex.”

      I choke and start coughing.

      She grabs my forearm. “Oh my god, are you okay?” My skin electrifies under her fingers.

      I nod. “It’s just the…audacity,” I finally manage to get out, and she laughs musically, the sound like the tinkling of windchimes.

      She looks down at where she’s touching me. “Wait. Is that…?” She pulls my wrist closer to her face and then grins at me. “A Superman tattoo?”

      I chuckle, liking that she feels comfortable enough to touch me…even if she is teasing me about my tattoos. Grr.

      She’s so close. I could lean down and kiss her right now, punishing that blasphemous mouth for saying such disparaging things about Batman.

      But the steaks would burn.

      “It is. One of the many DC tats I have.” I very reluctantly pull out of her grip to plate the steaks.

      She whistles and shakes her head. “You really are dedicated.”

      I notice some ink on her wrist. “Hey now, I see a tattoo there. How many Marvel tattoos do you have, Missy?” I tease, letting the meat rest while I drain the potatoes.

      She mumbles something under her breath.

      “I’m sorry, say that again?” I grin.

      “Five,” she says more clearly, her smile sheepish.

      “Nice. Maybe you’ll show me sometime.” I start mashing the potatoes.

      “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

      My grip on the masher slips for a moment, and Penny’s face turns a delightful shade of crimson. “I’m sorry, that was… I’m so bad at this.”

      “Bad at what?”

      “Nothing,” she hedges, worrying that sweet lower lip. “Just...you are...”

      “Intimidating?” I finish, adding some cream and butter to the potatoes, then going back to pounding them with the masher. Yeah, I must be scary to a five-foot-nothing angel.

      She nods, looking down at the counter. “Maybe, a little. But it’s not that. You’re just...umm...really attractive.”

      Now my face is burning up. Penny thinks I’m attractive?

      Her blue-gray eyes lock with mine. “What, you don’t get compliments like that?”

      I shrug, feeling a surprising vulnerability. “It’s, ahh, not the kind of thing I’d expect to hear from a beautiful woman.”

      The word “beautiful” hangs in the air between us. Penny smiles bashfully and I hurry up and plate our dinners. This girl is rapidly melting my resolve to keep my guard up, and stirring up feelings I really shouldn’t be having. She only wanted to be nice and deliver some comic books.

      Although once I tell her where I’ve been for the last three years, I’m sure she’ll want nothing more to do with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            PENNY

          

        

      

    

    
      How did this even happen?

      I mean, okay, I know how I got here and how this burly, tattooed mountain man saved me from being eaten alive by the snow. But how does a guy straight out of a rugged bad boy calendar—who is into comics, for god’s sake—look at me like I’m something special?!

      I’m short, thick, and a total nerd. That’s fine. I own it. I love who I am. It’s just… Men with bulging muscles and kind brown eyes rarely give me a second glance.

      And… I think he and I are flirting? Not that I have much experience with it. But between our playful banter about comic universes and books and my lingering gazes, let’s just say I’m frazzled. I blush like crazy whenever he catches me staring. I’m not usually the kind to get this worked up over a guy.

      He wouldn’t let me help wash the dishes, instead banishing me to the couch with my hot chocolate. It’s cozy and warm by the crackling fire and my belly is full after a stellar meal. I’m about to ask him where he learned to cook when my phone pings.

      I pull it from my pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        How’s it going? Please answer or I’ll think you’ve been chloroformed.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle and quickly type a reply to JJ.

      
        
          
            
              
        What if my phone died or I couldn’t respond for some other reason and you sent a SWAT team for nothing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Better safe than sorry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stop it! I’m fine. Really fine actually. This guy is…w o w.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        W o w ?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        He looks like a bearded superhero, and he made me dinner. Wouldn’t even let me help clean up after!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Probably because he has body parts in his fridge.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: face with rolling eyes] Well, he IS a DC fan.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Even worse!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Please stop worrying. Mitch is a total gentleman. Though I kinda…wish he wasn’t.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        omg, Penny!!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I think I need to start reading more of your romance collection.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Those are all just fantasies. Fairy tales. You are in a disturbing situation in REAL LIFE.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Penny: Honestly, I’m totally safe.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay, I believe you. For now. But I’m still staying vigilant.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone back in my pocket.

      “Everything okay?” Mitch calls from the kitchen.

      “Yep, JJ’s just checking up on me.”

      “Sounds like a good friend.”

      “She’s the best,” I say. “I told her I couldn’t talk because my hands were tied, and I had a gag stuffed in my mouth.”

      I hear him drop a pot in the sink. “Penny…”

      “Sorry.” I cover my mouth and laugh.

      He shakes his head as he comes in bearing a tray of sugar cookies.

      “Wait. These are still warm. When did you make them?”

      “Just now.” He winks. “I whipped up the dough earlier and popped them in just as I started the dishes.”

      “Sneaky,” I say, grabbing one from the tray as he sits down next to me. “But in the best way.”

      “I didn’t have time to ice them, but I figure we can just dunk ’em in our hot chocolate.”

      Seriously… Who is this guy?

      “OK, I gotta ask… Where did you learn to do all this?”

      “You mean cook?”

      “And bake… And take care of strangers you find buried in the snow,” I say, dunking my cookie and letting it melt in my mouth.

      His smile falters. “A while back my mom got real sick and I had to take care of her and my younger sister. I had to learn this stuff fast.”

      Oh gosh. “That must’ve been hard.”

      He nods. “Yeah. It was. Mom passed away a few years back.”

      “I’m so sorry, Mitch.” I put a hand on his knee…and his muscles tense.

      “Thanks,” he says, glancing down at my hand.

      I clear my throat awkwardly. “Is that why you came to Frozen Heights?”

      He runs his thumb over the rim of his mug, and I’m almost hypnotized. “Uh… Yeah, I needed a fresh start.”
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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