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      Jenna O’Donnell wants only three things: to live in Tamarack, Alaska for the rest of her life; for Ted Godfrey to fall into a glacial crevasse; and Brad Fraser.

      

      Brad Fraser wants only three things: to leave Tamarack, Alaska and never return; for his coworker, Ted Godfrey, to be fired; and to never, ever fall in love.

      

      But Brad tempts fate when he takes Jenna out for a night of owl watching, and once he spends time alone with her, his carefully planned escape from both frigid north and fiery waitress is no longer simple…
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      “The story kicks off with a bang, literally and figuratively, and Grant keeps the momentum going through a series of plot twists and well-staged action sequences that plunge the heroes into the path of a vicious warlord who’ll stop at nothing to consolidate his power in the region.” - Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

      
        
        In the volatile tinderbox of the Horn of Africa, Morgan Adler has made the paleoanthropological find of a lifetime. The discovery brings her to the attention of a warlord eager to claim both Morgan and the fossils, forcing her to make a desperate dash to the nearby US military base to beg for protection.

      

        

      
        Master Sergeant Pax Blanchard has orders to intercept Dr. Adler before she reaches the base, and in so doing saves her life. After a harrowing afternoon he safely delivers her to his commanders, only to find his responsibilities toward protecting the obstinate archaeologist have only just begun.

      

        

      
        Morgan and Pax are forced to work together in the Djiboutian desert heat, but it is the fire that ignites between them that threatens to combust them both. For the Green Beret, involvement with the woman he must protect is a threat to his career, while for the archaeologist, the soldier is everything she never wanted but somehow can’t resist. When Morgan uncovers a mystery surrounding Djibouti’s most scarce and vital resource, the danger to her reaches the flashpoint. For Pax, protecting her is no longer a matter of following orders, and he’ll risk everything to bring her back alive.
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      “The second novel in Grant’s Flashpoint series offers intelligent romantic suspense that moves with the urgency of a thriller. The well-researched and timely plot finds the heroes confronting the realities of famine in South Sudan while unraveling a complex scheme to secure oil rights in the region.” - Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

      
        
        When a food storage depot in famine-struck South Sudan is torched, American aid worker Brie Stewart flees, only to land in a market where she’s the next item up for auction. Is the attack on the aid facility another assault upon the war-torn fledgling democracy, or has her family set her up as a pawn in their quest for oil rights?

      

        

      
        Chief Warrant Officer Sebastian Ford crossed paths with Brie years ago when she was a shill for her family’s company, pushing a pipeline that threatened his tribe’s land. Determined to lead the rescue operation to save her, he won’t let her abduction—or the attraction that flares between them—get in the way of settling their unfinished business.

      

        

      
        The Green Beret’s skills are put to the test in the flooded grasslands of South Sudan, where they must battle nature and dangerous factions who are after more than oil. Bastian and Brie put their hearts on the line as they find themselves embroiled in a conflict that extends beyond country and continent. Together they must douse the spark before it reaches the flashpoint and engulfs everything they hold dear.
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      “Grant expertly braids together action and romance in a propulsive, page-turning suspense thriller … Another impeccably crafted installment that will satisfy fans.”

      - Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

      

      CIA covert operator Savannah James is after intel on a potential coup in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, but she needs a partner fluent in Lingala to infiltrate the organization. Sergeant First Class Cassius Callahan is the perfect choice, except he doesn’t like her very much. He doesn’t trust her, either, despite the sparks that flare between them, fierce and hot. Still, he accepts the assignment even though their cover requires Savvy to pose as his mistress.

      
        
        They enter battle-worn Congo to expose the financing for the coup. A trail of cobalt, gold, and diamonds leads them into the heart of darkness, a jungle in which everyone is desperate to find the mother lode of ore and gems. Betrayal stalks them as they follow the money, but Savvy will stop at nothing to bring down the would-be dictator before he can ignite a firestorm that will engulf all of Africa.

      

        

      
        Deep in the sultry rainforest, spy and Green Beret forge a relationship more precious than diamonds, but Cal knows Savvy is willing to sacrifice anything—or anyone—to complete her mission. As they near the flashpoint, Cal will have to save her from the greatest threat of all: herself.
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      “Grant blows it out of the park with INFERNO, an action adventure extravaganza masquerading as a novella. Carlos and Kaylea are both believable and empathetic characters, and their steamy encounters burn up the pages. Highly recommended.” – New York Times bestselling author Toni Anderson

      
        
        US Embassy Officer Kaylea Halpert needs a date for a black tie event at a dangerous foreign national’s lavish home. Preferably someone with brains and brawn who can watch her back. Special Forces Sergeant Carlos Espinosa is more than happy to escort the beautiful, brilliant diplomat—who just might be a CIA case officer—to the party. Their night together only gets hotter when he discovers Kaylea burns for him too.

      

        

      
        Date night in Djibouti turns deadly when foreign agents target the couple. But who is the intended victim, the covert operator or the Green Beret? As Carlos and Kaylea use their combined skills to escape their captors, they uncover treachery that could ignite relations between the US and Djibouti—already at a flashpoint—and trigger an inferno.
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        Tamarack, Alaska

        June

      

      

      Jenna O’Donnell wanted only three things in life: to live in Tamarack for the rest of her days, for Ted Godfrey to fall into a glacial crevasse, and Brad Fraser. She also wanted her father’s health to improve, but as long as he refused to manage his illness himself, that was impossible, and she didn’t waste time asking the universe for impossibilities.

      She leaned on the bar of the Tamarack Roadhouse and fixed her gaze on the table of five Raptor operatives, which included Godfrey and Fraser. Which of her three life goals was most achievable?

      If Raptor’s military training compound shut down due to safety issues, her job as server and bartender at the roadhouse was in serious jeopardy, and without a job, there was no way she could afford to stay here. But she wasn’t so selfish as to think her need for a job superseded safety for military personnel, so she’d deal.

      Instead, she’d focus on her other wants. Which was more likely, Godfrey’s not-so-unfortunate demise, or finally getting Fraser in her bed? Sadly, if she were the betting kind, she’d put her money on the crevasse, because Fraser had made his lack of interest more than clear.

      Nate “Hawk” Sifuentes raised a hand in signal, and she grabbed her tray and towel and stepped from behind the bar. Wednesday nights tended to be slow, so she was alone in the front of the house and was both tending bar and serving tables. She didn’t mind the double duty. Raptor operatives—and Falcon team in particular—tipped well. Except for Godfrey, but he was the exception to everything.

      He’d always set her on edge, with good reason. Never trust a man who treated waitstaff like crap.

      She approached the table, her focus on Sifuentes, the customer who’d summoned her. But damn, all five men at the table were crazy hot. Godfrey might even be the most handsome of the bunch, with chiseled features that could grace any movie poster. He was pale, with the exception of his arms, which sported full-sleeve tattoos in vibrant ink.

      Sifuentes had light brown skin with thick, dark brows, even thicker hair, and a sexy, trim beard. He too had a tattoo—in a nod to his nickname, he sported a large hawk that wrapped around his chest and back—but she only knew about Nate’s hawk tattoo because last week, he and the rest of Falcon team participated in a car wash fundraiser for Tamarack High School, and all nine men on the team had washed cars sans shirts. It had been better than watching Magic Mike.

      Chase Johnston was fair skinned and lightly freckled, with a boyish face—he could pass for eighteen—but she’d carded him when he first started working for Raptor a month ago, and knew he would turn twenty-three in a few weeks. His demeanor was as sweet as his face.

      Then there was Dev Kalla, who, like Chase, was a recent addition to Raptor. He was from Mumbai, and to the best of her knowledge, he was the first Raptor operative to have served in a foreign army. His hair was black and his skin a dark brown. He was utterly beautiful, with a sharp nose and warm brown eyes and an accent she could listen to all day.

      But Brad won Jenna’s internal crush wars, every time, and he was the reason she’d had her car washed three times last Saturday. From the first moment she’d laid eyes on him three years ago, he’d been the focus of her lust, and she still wasn’t certain why.

      His body was perfect, of course. But that was true for all the senior operatives. They spent their days working out and training others, and the end result was broad muscled shoulders, six-pack abs, firm glutes, and hard, sculpted thighs. He was fair—light blue eyes and blond hair—and he oozed a quiet, confident masculinity that set her heart racing.

      Plus, he was genuinely kind and he knew how to make her laugh. Yet he seemed oblivious to her interest. He treated her like she was his little sister.

      It was beyond irritating that he failed to notice her, especially considering the ratio of single women to men in Tamarack was one to four, and when she added in the Raptor operatives who lived in the compound, the numbers skyrocketed in her favor. She should have her pick of men. But for some insane reason, she wanted the one man who wasn’t interested.

      “You want another Midnight Sun?” she asked Nate as she cleared his empty pint glass.

      “Sure, but we need you to answer a question first.”

      “Fraser, Johnston, Godfrey,” she said rapid-fire. “Anything else?”

      “What?” Chase Johnston asked, confusion on his young face.

      She gave the table a sassy grin, mentally calculating her coming tip. She didn’t give a crap about Godfrey. He was a lousy tipper anyway. “Sorry, I assumed the question was Fuck, Marry, Kill. It wasn’t? Oops.”

      It took a moment for each man to register the order of the names she’d given, and when they did, Nate and Dev laughed, Chase choked on his drink, Ted raised his beer in a silent toast, and Brad…Brad held her gaze, and for the first time in the years she’d been lusting after him, the look in his eyes was…not blank.

      Was that…a smolder?

      Her stomach dropped like the first plummet on a roller coaster.

      No. She was imagining things.

      And yet the heat and intensity were there.

      Nate saved her by asking, “I didn’t make the cut, Jenna?”

      She shifted her gaze to him, one seat over from Brad, her belly still tingling. “I like you too much to ruin our friendship with sex, matrimony, or murder. So, what was your question?”

      Nate laughed and shook his head. “Right. That. I just wondered if you’ll have new prints for sale soon.” He pointed to the wall of framed, high-quality prints of photos she’d taken of the Alaskan landscape and wildlife.

      She had a photography degree, and Charlie, the owner of the Tamarack Roadhouse, let her use the taproom as her gallery to sell prints for extra money. Right now, about a third of the spots on the wall were empty.

      “I’m interested in the glacier ones. I want to send one to my brother.”

      “It’ll be a few months before I have more. I’m out of frames and matting material and need to save up for the printing costs. But I can do a special order for you. Next time you’re coming in, let me know, and I’ll bring my glacier album and you can choose one.” She felt a little buzz of excitement. A special order would help pay for materials to fill the blanks on the wall.

      “Sounds good,” Nate said.

      “I’m interested in ordering one too,” Brad said. “One of your landscapes with the mountain behind Tamarack. I’d like a poster size.”

      Her buzz of excitement became a full-on tremor. Not only was Brad interested in buying one of her prints—for the first time ever—he also wanted one that would cost several hundred dollars. She beamed at him. “Great. I’ll bring the landscape album too.” Her hands were shaking with the excitement of it all as she picked up his empty glass. “Refill?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Even his response was above-average polite. In her many years working as a server, she’d noticed adults pushed saying “please” on their young children, but rarely used the word themselves.

      Dev’s glass was half full. She raised a brow, and he nodded.

      “Godfrey, another scotch?”

      “Yeah, make it a double.”

      “Hey, man, you’re designated driver,” Brad said.

      Ted nodded toward Chase. “The rookie can drive.”

      “No way,” Nate said. “Chase is the reason we’re celebrating.”

      She smiled at the young operative. “Already celebrating our upcoming nuptials?”

      Chase laughed, and his boyish face turned bright red. “N…n…no.” He took a deep breath. He always stuttered a bit when speaking to her. “I…um, made Falcon team today.”

      She knew from conversations with Nate that Falcon was the elite team, the best of the best on the compound. In Alaska, that meant they ran all the trainings, but at the other Raptor compounds, they were the top operatives who were sent on missions to do things like rescue hostages when the US military wasn’t able or authorized to do the work.

      “Wow, Chase! That’s fantastic! I’ll be right back with another round.” She returned to the bar and pulled beers and poured another glass of merlot for Dev. She reached for the scotch for Ted, but stopped. He was driving, and it was just like him to try to force the duty on Chase. She loaded her tray and returned to the table to dole out drinks.

      Ted glared at her. “Where’s mine?”

      “You’re designated driver. I can get you a soda or something else nonalcoholic if you want. On the house.”

      “This is bullshit.”

      She shrugged. “We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone.”

      He glared at her, his hand curling into a fist, his forearm muscles bunching. She could see he wanted to argue, but he likely guessed her boss would back her. Charlie wasn’t a fan of Ted Godfrey either.

      And then there was the simple fact that there wasn’t another bar within a twenty-mile radius. If he was banned from the roadhouse, he’d have nowhere else to go.

      Banning him from the roadhouse would be almost as satisfying as him falling into a crevasse, come to think of it.

      “Would you like a soda?” she asked cheerfully.

      The man was seething, and she sensed the violence coiled in his body, but no way would the men at the table let him verbally abuse her, let alone strike out. Come to think of it, she had no idea why he was with this group tonight. He usually drank with other operatives—but then, his usual crowd had almost all quit, taking jobs with a company called Apex down in Oregon.

      Ted was probably lonely. Which almost made her feel sorry for him. Almost.

      “Get him a Coke, Jenna,” Brad said. “So we can toast Chase.”

      She nodded and hurried to the bar to get the soda, glad Brad had taken charge of the tense moment. He was leader of Falcon team and outranked Ted Godfrey in their little army. It was nice that he wielded his power for good. Yet another item for her lust list.

      She delivered the soda, then stepped back and watched as Brad lifted his glass. “To Chase Johnston, the youngest operative in Raptor history to make Falcon team!”

      Everyone raised their glasses and drank and cheered and clapped Chase on the back. For his part, Chase turned a bright cherry red, but he laughed and smiled and basically looked adorable. It really was a shame he was so young, because he’d probably be an excellent boyfriend to some lucky woman, but at twenty-nine, Jenna was far too old for someone who seemed so young.

      The front door opened, and she turned to see her friend Isabel Dawson enter the taproom. Isabel was a fair-skinned redhead with a million freckles and the most gorgeous corkscrew curls. Jenna had hair envy every time she saw her.

      Isabel was alone and took a seat at a table in the front corner with her back to the wall where she could watch the table of operatives. Aside from Isabel and half of Falcon team, the only other patrons in the bar were a small group of loggers shooting pool in the back room.

      “Chowder and beer?” Jenna asked Isabel from across the room.

      “Yes, please.”

      Ahh. There was another please, but then, Isabel had waited tables in her college days. Being a true adherent of the Code of Former Servers, the woman always tipped generously and was gracious even when Jenna messed up her order. It didn’t happen often, but she was human, so it happened.

      Jenna pulled half the beer and left it to settle as she darted into the kitchen to fill a bowl of salmon chowder. A minute later, she topped off the beer, poured herself a soda water, and carried both drinks and chowder to Isabel’s table. Without asking permission, she dropped into the seat across from one of her favorite customers.

      “Slow night?” Isabel asked.

      “Yeah. Thank goodness there’s a training starting soon, or I wouldn’t be able to cover my dad’s prescriptions this month.”

      Isabel winced, and Jenna knew it was because the redhead had spent the last six months lobbying to get the compound shut down. Isabel’s brother, who had also been on Falcon team, had died in a training accident last fall, and Isabel believed Raptor’s trainings weren’t safe. But she also knew most of the town, like Jenna, relied on the compound’s regular influx of military personnel to pay the bills.

      “I know it’s not personal,” Jenna said. “And I’m not so selfish that I don’t want the compound to be safe for trainers and trainees. But damn, I wish I could have both a steady income and for you to get the inspection you want.” She glanced at the wall of photos. “But on the bright side, Nate and Brad want to special order some prints, which will help a lot.”

      “That’s great.” After another round of cheers from the table of operatives, Isabel asked, “What are they celebrating?” She picked up her beer to take a sip.

      “Chase and I are getting married.”

      She choked, and foam flew off the top of the full pint glass. “What?”

      Jenna laughed. “Who would you pick, from that table, if you were playing Fuck, Marry, Kill?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. Sifuentes, Kalla, and Godfrey.”

      “Kalla over Johnston? Why?”

      She shrugged. “Chase is so young. And he blushes bright red whenever he catches my eye. And he’s never spoken to me. I’m afraid he’d have a heart attack if I actually talked to him.”

      Jenna nodded. That was fair. She knew Isabel hadn’t named Brad because the woman knew all about Jenna’s unrequited crush. Isabel respected the girl code. She was a good customer and a good friend.

      “We both picked Godfrey for kill.”

      “No surprise there. I bet he loved that.”

      “Actually, he was a good sport. Although he got pissed when I refused to serve him again because he agreed to be designated driver. But Brad shut him down.” She heard the singsong in her voice as she said it. She was so pathetic.

      “He’s totally into you,” Isabel said.

      She’d been saying that for months, but Jenna didn’t believe it. There wasn’t a single reason for him not to make a move if he was interested, ergo, he must not be interested. “It’s okay. You don’t need to try to cheer me up. After all, I just snagged me a Falcon team operator for a husband.”

      “Chase made Falcon?”

      “Yeah. That’s why they’re celebrating.”

      “Good for him. But wow. He’s so…inexperienced. I thought everyone on Falcon had served in the military or been a police officer before getting hired. Was Chase in the military?”

      “I don’t think so. He doesn’t have the bearing, you know?”

      A sharp bark of laughter let out from the Raptor table and Jenna turned to see Brad, leaning back in his seat, relaxed and laughing.

      Damn, he was beautiful.

      “You really need to make a move, Jenna.”

      She turned back to Isabel. “Oh, hell no. If he hasn’t figured it out by now, he’s an idiot, and if he has, and I make a move…then I’m the idiot.”

      But still, her belly fluttered thinking of his hot gaze when she’d named him her pick for fuck. She could swear she’d seen long-banked heat breaking free. She couldn’t help herself and twisted in her seat again so she could see him.

      Was it really possible she’d been misreading him for years?

      He caught her stare, and the smile dropped from his face. He shifted forward, no longer relaxed, and said something to the group in a quiet voice that didn’t carry.

      It was a nice fantasy for the thirty seconds it lasted.
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      Brad Fraser couldn’t wait to leave Tamarack. He was so done with this frigid, miserable town. But before he could leave, he had to make sure Ted Godfrey was booted from both Falcon team and Raptor. He couldn’t in good conscience leave the man in a place of power. Godfrey was dangerous. Brad had made it his mission to protect the soldiers who cycled through the compound from the twisted former Navy SEAL.

      Americans wanted to believe anyone who achieved special forces status—any branch and team—were the good guys, but bad apples slipped through. Worse, sometimes combat caused the rot.

      Brad was pretty sure Godfrey’s rot predated his military service.

      Until Godfrey was dealt with, Brad couldn’t leave. Which meant he was stuck here on the receiving end of Jenna O’Donnell’s sexy, come-hither looks. He couldn’t give in to her pull. If he did, he might do something stupid, like fall in love. He never, ever wanted to fall in love, and certainly not with someone who had no intention of leaving Tamarack.

      He sat back in his chair, his mind only half on the conversation at the table as he watched Jenna. She sat with her back to him and leaned forward as she said something to Isabel. These were the best moments, when he could watch her without her knowing.

      He’d honed his ability to resist her for three long years, yet after how he’d cracked when she’d named him first in Fuck, Marry, Kill, he wondered if he’d last the weeks it would take to make his case against Godfrey. But once Godfrey was out, he could leave Raptor with a clean conscience and take a job with Apex or another company. He’d never see Jenna again.

      He probably shouldn’t have asked to buy a print, but he couldn’t resist. The way she’d lit up at the request would be reason enough, but also, a poster would be something to take with him when he left. A piece of her and a picture of the town and mountain that loomed above it.

      “Man, I need to get laid,” Godfrey said. “Even that bitch Jenna is giving me a hard-on.”

      Brad pulled his gaze from Jenna to glare at the senior operative. “Shut up, Godfrey.”

      “Don’t be a dick,” Hawk said.

      “Too late,” Dev added, also glaring at Godfrey.

      Brad smiled. The Indian soldier fit right in with the group and had from day one. Godfrey had tried to intimidate the guy, but Dev would have none of it.

      Chase Johnston was a different story. He was a good kid, and damn, his hand-to-hand fighting skills were a thing to behold. But he lacked confidence, and for some reason, Godfrey had latched on to the kid and decided to be his mentor. Godfrey had pushed for him to take the Falcon test and had spent every night the last two weeks prepping Chase for the scenario they’d put him through today.

      To Brad’s amazement, Chase had aced it, forcing him to give Godfrey grudging credit. But Brad’s instincts said to keep an eye on the kid when it came to Godfrey.

      Godfrey flipped off the table in general, his gaze fixed on Jenna and Isabel. “Man, imagine doing them both at the same time.”

      White-hot anger shot through Brad. “I said shut up, Godfrey. You will treat women—but most importantly the women in this town—with respect.”

      “Hey, it’s a compliment. And they can’t hear what I’m saying.”

      “Yeah, but I can. And I’m your commander. So shut. The fuck. Up.”

      Brad was under no illusions that Godfrey was this stupid. Yes, some men would think his words were a compliment, but not Godfrey. The man was cunning, and he was trying to rile Brad. He’d been angry ever since Raptor’s owner overrode the compound director and promoted Brad to Falcon leader over Godfrey.

      They’d never been buddies prior to that, but from that moment on, Godfrey had been gunning for Brad. Not that he cared. He wasn’t afraid of Ted Godfrey, and he sure as hell wouldn’t let the guy run him out of town.

      No, the reason Brad wanted to leave was because everything in the compound had changed when Vincent Dawson died in a training accident last fall, and Brad wasn’t ready to dismiss Isabel’s theory her brother had been murdered. He’d said as much to the team that investigated Vin’s death, but his concerns had been ignored. “Also, you will stay away from Vin’s little sister.”

      “What’s your problem, man?”

      “Right this moment, you.”

      “You got a thing for Isabel? I was sure it was the waitress you wanted to bang. Or maybe you were hoping for a threesome.”

      Brad wrapped his hand around his mug and squeezed. Starting a fight in the roadhouse with his second-in-command was not a good idea.

      Hawk put a hand on Brad’s arm. “He’s not worth it.” He turned to Godfrey. “Ted, shut the hell up before you get us all banned. And I second Fraser. You go near Isabel or Jenna, and I’ll kick your ass.”

      “Damn, you guys are easy to rile. You should work on that. It’s not a good look for an operative. Hell, I thought you both were Green Berets.”

      “And you are ruining Chase’s party,” Dev said.

      “We should have taken him to Fairbanks. At least there, we could get him a lap dance at a strip club.”

      Chase choked on his beer. When he caught his breath, he managed to say, “No, thanks. I’m good with being here.” He shifted in his seat, looking toward the other table. Brad followed his gaze and realized his eyes were fixed on Isabel.

      “You going to warn Chase away from Isabel too?” Godfrey asked.

      “No,” Brad said, “because he respects women.”

      Godfrey studied the young man, his eyes narrowed speculatively. “Tell you what, I’m gonna help you out. Just like I did with prepping for the Falcon test. I’m going to help you land Isabel Dawson. Someone should be tapping that.”

      “N…n…no. No way. No. I just think she’s pretty.”

      “You gotta set your sights high, kid. Just like you did to make the team.”

      “Godfrey, leave,” Brad said. “We’re trying to have a good time celebrating Chase, and you just want to stir trouble. Go back to the compound.”

      “I’m your designated driver.”

      “Don’t care. We’ll get a ride from someone. Just go.”

      Godfrey smirked, and Brad had a feeling the entire conversation had been a test to see how far he could push Brad and the others. It was all a game to him. He was the guy who loved to be offensive, but got pissed when people were offended.

      Rumors abounded that if Raptor owner Alec Ravissant won the US Senate seat in Maryland next November, Rav would promote Nicole Markwell to take over as CEO. If Nicole took over the company, Brad had no doubt she would tap Godfrey to be the Alaska compound director.

      Brad respected Nic, but she didn’t see the side Godfrey showed everyone else. The guy was good at putting on masks, and, when he wasn’t being a dick, he was a top-notch trainer. Chase’s success today was testimony to that.

      As the front door closed behind Godfrey, Brad noticed Isabel and Jenna both relax in their seats. Jenna’s “Thank God for small mercies” carried to their table.

      Brad knew Godfrey was on Isabel’s list of suspects for Vin’s death.

      Once rumors started flying about Godfrey being named director, Brad had promised himself he wouldn’t leave Tamarack until he was certain Godfrey was either innocent or arrested.
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      Jenna locked the front door behind the last customer and leaned back against it, huffing out a tired breath. It had been so strange to have Brad Fraser and Ted Godfrey at the same table tonight, throwing her off-balance. One man made her hot; the other turned her cold.

      After Godfrey left, things had lightened up at least. Nate had fed the old jukebox quarters, and the taproom had been filled with music and laughter. Between the operatives, Isabel, and the loggers playing pool in the back, Jenna took in enough tips to make it worth her time. All in all, a good shift.

      She pulled down the shades over the big front windows that flanked the door. She’d had plenty of time to restock the bar before closing. She just needed to sweep the floor and empty the till, then she was off for the night.

      She stacked the chairs on the tables, just like elementary school, and quickly swept the hundred-year-old plank floor. She liked to think of the servers who came before her as she performed this chore, and even knew many of their names, having lived here her entire life. Her parents had moved to Tamarack in the seventies when her dad retired from the military. He’d been stationed for a time at Elmendorf Air Force Base and fallen in love with Alaska.

      Jenna had been born just a mile from here with a midwife in attendance over a decade later—the miracle baby born after her parents had given up hope of children. She’d gone to college in Anchorage and probably would have moved to the Lower 48 to get a job, but three months before graduation, her mother died of a stroke, and someone needed to take care of Dad.

      She had no regrets about returning home. She loved the wild remoteness, the vast forests, the glaciered mountaintop that was only half a day’s hike away, and the residents of Tamarack, who were all extended family—for better and worse.

      When the Raptor compound opened four years ago, things just got more interesting. And when Brad arrived a year after that, she’d been certain she’d finally have everything she wanted: Tamarack, her mountains and forest, the aurora borealis, and maybe even a family of her own.

      Three years later, it was past time to consider moving on from that little fantasy.

      She sighed as she dumped the dustpan into the garbage. And then she remembered how Brad had looked at the car wash, shirtless and ripped, and she might have let out a small purr.

      Dammit. She was a reasonably attractive, heterosexual, single, twenty-nine-year-old woman. She had enough genuine friends to know she was likeable and respected, and this was fricking Alaska. She could have her choice of men, ranging from Chase Johnston’s twenty-two years to, well, anyone this side of the grave. Men in Alaska weren’t exactly picky.

      It was time to take charge.

      His smoldering gaze at her Fuck, Marry, Kill joke had hit her in the solar plexus. Maybe he did want her, but it was hard to believe after so long.

      She should turn her attention to Nate or Dev. Both were handsome and kind and single. Yet she was fixated on the guy who’d never shown any sign of wanting her back.

      That was the crux right there. Her interest probably had everything to do with him being her Denali. A nearly impossible peak to summit. She needed to give up on Denali and find another peak. Yet when she tried to muster enthusiasm for Nate or Dev, she didn’t feel it. The spark wasn’t there.

      While the brief look in Brad’s eyes for that one moment tonight had nearly set her panties on fire.

      She took a deep breath as she counted the money in the till and filled out the envelope. It was time to move on.

      She stuffed the drop envelope with the bills and reconciled register tape, then dropped the bundle in the floor safe that was on a timer and couldn’t be opened by anyone but Charlie. It might be an old bar, but it had new tricks.

      There was a soft tap at the front door, and she jolted. Behind-the-line staff had left twenty minutes ago. She was alone in the building.

      Tamarack was reasonably safe, but still, there was a reason Charlie had installed the floor safe four years ago, once the Raptor compound started bringing in more business.

      She approached the front door, walking softly so her steps didn’t make a sound. She waited by the thick wood door, wishing Charlie had installed a peephole.

      The knock came again, followed by, “Jenna, it’s Brad. Are you still here?”

      Her whole body flooded with adrenaline, excitement, and, as always, lust. She took a deep breath, licked her lips, and unlocked the bolt on the door. She opened it just wide enough to see his face. “What’s up?”

      He stood in the late-evening light. It was eleven p.m., and the sun wouldn’t set for another forty-five minutes. It wouldn’t get truly dark tonight, or any night for the next few months. Civil and nautical twilight would last until the sun rose around three thirty. “I hate to ask this,” he said. “I know you’ve had a long day already, but…there wasn’t room for me in Isabel’s truck. Can I get a ride back to the compound?”
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      How was it possible that she looked even more beautiful at the end of a long shift—tired and rumpled—than she had at the beginning? But there she was, backlit by the dim closing lights of the bar, the silhouette of her features shadowy and alluring. But then, she was beautiful in the bright light of day too.

      Brad had wasted fifteen minutes trying to come up with another solution when Isabel very obviously booted him from the back of her pickup truck, because she was a rule follower and didn’t risk the wrath of Tamarack’s only police officer, Alaska State Trooper Paul Westover.

      Except that was bull—everyone rode in the back of pickup trucks around here if there was a need—and Isabel’s suggestion that he ask Jenna for a ride was seconded by Hawk and Dev so fast, he had to reevaluate his skills at deception.

      Everyone in town knew Jenna had it bad for him, and he’d always figured he’d done a good job of pretending to be oblivious.

      Of course he had. He’d been a Green Beret. He knew how to blend with the locals. How to strategize. No one could see through his façade. Quiet professional through and through. Some might even say stoic. When it came to his operative manner, he had it down.

      He shook the suspicion away. Nah. Hawk liked Jenna and was just trying to help her get what she wanted. Dev had picked up on that. Neither man had a clue that Brad was as obsessed with her as she was with him.

      And if he believed that, he also should have responded to the emails he’d received from that Nigerian prince…

      So Hawk knew. And Isabel. But did Jenna?

      His gaze met hers, and that place in his stomach twisted at the ache in her green eyes.

      He didn’t want to want her. Didn’t want to hurt her.

      In a matter of weeks, he’d be leaving Tamarack forever, and everyone knew Jenna would never leave this tiny, yet somehow vast, scrap of earth.

      He couldn’t take her with him, so he shouldn’t stir this pot. Only a dick would mess with her feelings that way.

      But damn, she was sexy and sweet, and she wanted him in a way that could go to a man’s head. It certainly had his.

      What would it be like to be wrapped in her adoration? Her body? Her passion?

      The way she cocked her head and slowly smiled set his heart to racing. No woman had ever done that to him with just a look before. “How many people did you call for a ride before you realized you had no choice but to ask me?”

      “Three?”

      “Are you asking me if it was three?” She tapped her teeth with the tip of her index finger. “Let’s see, you thought about calling Godfrey—after all, he was the one who was supposed to drive you all home—but discarded it. Fully half of Falcon team was with you tonight, so, the other half was probably on duty, and you couldn’t call them, or you didn’t want them to know you’d had a party without them. Oh! I know! You called Ethan Quinault. Or maybe Mothman. I’d bet you thought about calling Godfrey—but only called two, Ethan and Mothman.”

      Damn, she was adorable. And way too smart for his own good. He cleared his throat. “For the record, the other five on Falcon couldn’t join us tonight because they’d been on for forty-eight, setting up Chase’s test—which was an insane thirty-hour exercise, and I’m amazed Chase was still standing tonight, but adrenaline will do that for you.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “So you’re saying I’m right.”

      “I’m saying it’s scary how right you are.”

      “Are you afraid of me, Brad?”

      He held her gaze and answered her truthfully, for maybe the first time ever. “Terrified.”

      Her slow smile only scared him more. “Okay, then. Yes. I’ll give you a ride. I just need to grab my things.”

      He stepped inside and closed the door. She locked it behind him, then went to the bar and grabbed her purse and coat.

      “If you have more to do to close up, I can wait.”

      “Nah. I just finished.” She nodded toward the kitchen. “We need to go out the back.” A moment later, they were stepping outside, and she locked the door behind them.

      Gray evening light lit the streets as the clock inched toward midnight. This would be his fourth summer in Alaska, and he was used to the endless dark of winter and light of summer…sort of.

      Winter offered its own light, with the greens and reds of the aurora borealis and the glow of the snow, but summer was a different kind of spectacle, with monotonous daytime. They were a few weeks out from the solstice and below the Arctic Circle. Technically, the sun did set here. Tonight, it would stay below the horizon for nearly four hours, but still, even if he stayed up all night staring at a cloudless sky, he wouldn’t spot a single star or planet. It was just too bright, with the sun only dipping low enough for nautical twilight, never full dark.

      He kind of loved it, but still, the rhythm of it all could feel uncanny at times for a guy from Montana. He knew mountains. Knew big sky, wildlife, and snow. Even bears. But endless days and endless nights…they were like science fiction. Yet here he was, on Earth in the here and now, and after three years, it was all too real.

      Jenna pulled her jacket tight around her as she led him down the street. He realized he didn’t even know where she lived, just that it was within walking distance to the roadhouse. But what did that even mean? Walking distance could be a block or could be a mile.

      In the end, it turned out walking distance meant four blocks. Long, winding, muddy blocks, because it was Alaska, but still, less than five minutes from the heart of town.

      Her house was a small cabin with a carport that housed two cars, a hybrid and a beefy SUV. “You live alone?” he asked.

      “No. With my dad.”

      He remembered then that she was her father’s primary caretaker. He’d seen the elder O’Donnell in town—the man was a fixture in the community, and his poor health was well known. Brad searched for something to say. “How’s he doing? Healthwise, I mean.”

      “He’s doing fair for a man with a chronic illness who refuses to see a specialist.” She hit a button on her key, and the lights on the smaller vehicle flashed. In a world where everyone drove a four-wheel drive of some kind, she had an older-model hybrid. He supposed it made sense—the SUV beside it was more robust and could get her to Fairbanks in winter when she needed to do a full grocery run—but still, the rebelliousness of her car made him smile.

      For a woman who loved Tamarack with all her heart, her car was the least Alaskan thing about her.

      This opinion was confirmed when he slid into the passenger seat. The entire dashboard was covered in owls. Like, there had to be more than a hundred. Plastic, vinyl, knit, cloth, rock, and even…sugar? Painted like Day of the Dead skulls, but owls. There were dozens of the raptors, each with two staring eyes, sometimes googly, sometimes reflective, sometimes crossed. So many eyes, staring at him in the gray light of almost sunset.

      “So, you, uh, like owls?”

      This elicited a sharp, hard laugh. “I do, actually. How did you guess?”

      “Just a gut feeling, really.”

      “Don’t let anyone tell you you’re off your game. Your investigative instincts are pure.”

      “I mean, I know this is true, but…also, why all the owls?”

      Her laugh this time came out soft and easy. “You tell people you like owls, and people give you owls. I have to put them all somewhere.”

      He couldn’t help but smile, looking at the plethora of birds that decorated her dash. “Are there more owls in your bedroom?”

      “What are you doing speculating about my bedroom, Fraser?”

      “Honest question. I just want to know how many eyes are in there.”

      “Enough to keep things interesting.”

      He remembered how it felt to have her eyes rake him at the car wash last week, and he was damn certain being alone with her in her bedroom—owls or not—would be plenty interesting.

      He shifted in the passenger seat. If she drove fast, they’d get to the compound in fifteen minutes. Not soon enough. He’d never been alone with Jenna this long. He’d always made sure of it.

      Damn Hawk and Isabel. They’d set him up for this.

      She drove down the two-lane road that wound between the forest and hills, the silence in the car quickly became awkward as he thought about that moment when she’d said, “Fraser, Johnston, Godfrey,” and he’d known instantly what game she was playing.

      He wouldn’t mention it. Nope. No way. Shouldn’t even think about it. He cleared his throat. “So, how long have you been collecting owls?”

      With his peripheral vision, he caught her smile. “I don’t collect them so much as they come to me. People see owls, and they think of me. It’s kind of sweet, and I love the artistry.” She slowed as they passed a moose snacking on leaves by the side of the road. “But to answer your question, since I was a kid. I love hiking in the woods and hearing them call, seeing them perched as they’re looking for prey. Owls make me happy.”

      It was such a simple statement, yet it said a lot about her, about her love for Tamarack. That she could find joy here, even though the town was small and remote and it was a two-hour-plus drive to the nearest full-service grocery store.

      “There’s a great horned owl nest with three nestlings on Raptor land. I could take you to it.”

      Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “Really? Won’t you get in trouble for that?”

      “Nah. It’s not in the fenced area and far outside of where we run training ops—we can’t do anything in the area because it’s protected. It used to be an eagle’s nest, but this winter, it was taken over by a mated pair of owls.”

      “Great horned owls do that—make use of other raptors’ nests.”

      “Do you want to see it?”

      “I’d love to.”

      “Stay on the highway, then—pass the main gate and keep going. The road into the woods is about a mile past the turn to the gate.”

      “You mean, right now?”

      He shrugged. “Sure. Why not? Plenty of light and…” He let out a small laugh, his gaze on the birds on the dashboard. “I’m something of a night owl anyway. Plus, I’ve got tomorrow off. How about you? You working the lunch shift?”

      “No. Evening.” She took her gaze off the road and met his briefly. “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah. Let’s do it.” He absolutely wanted to see her face when she spotted the nestlings. Owls made her happy. He wanted to be part of that.

      It took another fifteen minutes to get to the point where they had to leave her car and hike in. Fortunately, the road was well maintained, and her car could handle it even with the low clearance.

      It was after midnight by the time they were getting out of the car. “I’ve got supplies in the back.” She walked around the hatchback and raised it, revealing a small daypack, extra clothes, hiking boots, water bottles, first aid kit, and blankets. She sat on the bumper and changed out of her soft sneakers for the rugged day hikers. She then donned a fleece sweatshirt and pulled her jacket on again.

      “The wind is really whipping up. You going to be warm enough?” she asked him as she plucked a pair of small binoculars from the pack and slipped them into her jacket pocket, then stuffed a blanket and water bottle inside the main compartment.

      “I’ll be fine. My coat is lined with wool, and the nest isn’t far.” He slung her pack on his back, and they entered the woods.

      Even with the thin canopy, there was no need for flashlights to see their path on the uneven ground. Like the road, the trail was maintained and wide enough for them to walk side by side. He resisted the urge to take her hand in his, even though it tugged at him like it was the most natural thing in the world to be hiking after midnight with Jenna O’Donnell, the most beautiful woman within a thousand miles. Scratch that. Anywhere. Ever.

      The path narrowed, and instead of dropping behind, he moved closer to her side, getting a whiff of her shampoo even as his senses should be overwhelmed with the scent of damp earth and leaves. The mossy ground was soft beneath their feet, and they barely made a sound as they walked.

      The wind brought a repeated hooting call, and Jenna stopped with a gasp, her hand grabbing his. And just that easy, they were holding hands as she looked up at him with sheer pleasure on her face. “That’s him. That’s the male territorial hoot.”

      The sound was followed by another, higher-pitched trill.

      “And that’s her.”

      The male hooted again, and she pulled on his hand, her excitement making her take the lead. He held on, picking up his pace as they hurried down the path. She came to an abrupt stop as they reached the clearing, and momentum had his body bumping into hers. He released her hand and wrapped his arms around her waist to keep her from pitching forward.

      She settled against him and, like holding hands, having her in his arms like this felt like the most natural thing in the world.

      “Where is it?” she asked as she pulled the binoculars from her pocket and held them to her eyes.

      He released her waist with one hand and placed it over hers on the binocs, gently redirecting her line of sight to the big nest high in a tree on the far side of the meadow.

      She gasped. “Oh my God! I see the owlets. They’re so perfect. Probably six to eight weeks old already.”

      Brad released her hand and settled his arm around her again.

      “Mom’s in the nest with the owlets. Dad must be out hunting.” She lowered the binocs and tilted her head back to gaze up at him. “Do you want to look?”

      No. What he wanted was to kiss her as he held her just like this. To bury his face in her neck. He wore jeans and a stiff tin-cloth coat, but even so, with her rear pressed to his front as it was, she was bound to notice his growing erection. He saw the moment she registered his arousal. She let out a soft gasp, and her eyes went hot. She pressed back, rubbing against him even as his arms tightened, holding her in this exquisite position.

      “Earlier tonight, you named me, Johnston, and Godfrey. We can make the first come true right now. But that’s all it would be. A fuck.”

      “Why? Why can’t it be more than that?”

      “Because I’m leaving Tamarack. For good.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know. Soon. I’ve been sitting on a job offer, but I’m not ready to take it yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve got a few things I need to finish here first. I can’t really share the details.” He slipped his hands under her coat and the fleece top. Just her cotton shirt separated his hands from the warm skin of her belly. He ran his hands over the button-down flannel, his fingers stopping on her lower ribs. He wanted to cup her breasts and grind into her, but wouldn’t, not without a clear indication she was fine with him being Mr. Right Now.

      “No one knows I plan to leave. Not Hawk, not Godfrey, and definitely not Nicole Markwell.”

      “So why are you telling me?”

      “Because I don’t want to hurt you, Jenna.”

      She held his gaze for a long moment, then finally, she licked her lips and said, “Kiss me.”
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      Brad’s lips brushed over hers, a soft caress that lit her whole body on fire. She’d slipped the binoculars back in her pocket the moment she’d felt his erection, and now she turned in his arms without breaking the kiss, wrapped her arms around his neck, and opened her mouth under his.

      His tongue swept inside, turning the fire that had roared through her at the first touch of his mouth into fireworks.

      Brad Fraser was kissing her. And grinding against her. And holding her. And it was every bit as hot as her fantasies. Even better, really, as if that were possible.

      His fingers threaded through her hair as he held her face to his, as if he couldn’t bear for her to break the kiss before he was done taking her mouth. There was a wild possessiveness to the kiss, a hunger she never would have guessed at given his cool response to her in public.

      He probably just hasn’t had sex in a long time. Raptor had strict rules about trainers not fraternizing with the trainees. The men and women who came to the compound were there to learn, and in some cases, they would advance based on the evaluations provided by Falcon team, putting the men on the team in a position of power that could be exploited.

      Brad was also second in the compound hierarchy, and due to the military nature of the organization, there were rules preventing him from getting involved with a subordinate in the organization.

      Everything Jenna knew about Brad told her that he wouldn’t violate those rules, which meant his options for sexual partners were limited to residents of Tamarack or finding a partner during his trips out of town. For all she knew, he could be going to Anchorage every other week and be seeing someone there, but she didn’t think so.

      Brad’s lips moved from her mouth to her neck, and, much as she reveled in this moment, she reminded herself his intensity was probably more about long abstinence than about her. She couldn’t let herself get caught up in the fantasy that he wanted her for more than just sex.

      After all, he’d said as much before she told him to kiss her.

      She tilted her head back to give him better access to her neck and told her brain to shut up so she could enjoy this.

      Brad Fraser is kissing me!

      She cupped his face and pulled his mouth back to hers. She needed his taste in her mouth to silence the inner demons that would detract from this glorious moment.

      He let out a soft groan, then scooped her up and carried her, pressing her back to a tree as he kissed her. His tin-cloth coat rode up as she wrapped her thighs around his hips. His thick erection teased her center, no longer hampered by the stiff waxed canvas.

      He released her mouth and whispered. “I shouldn’t be doing this.” Then his lips found her neck again, and he was going to give her a hickey if he wasn’t careful. Part of her hoped he did. Then tomorrow, she could look in the mirror and know this had really happened.

      His mouth left her neck, and she opened her eyes to see why he’d stopped. He met her gaze. His eyes were filled with the most intense hot look she’d ever seen. “Do you want this, Jenna?”

      Desperately. But she also had to keep her wits about her. He wasn’t asking about sex, he was asking about the no-strings part. Could she have sex with him and be okay with it being meaningless? Would it hurt to see him in the roadhouse and know he didn’t want her again?

      But wouldn’t she regret it forever if she didn’t seize this moment?

      Besides, he was leaving, and it would hurt less once he was gone.

      Slowly, she nodded. “I do want this. But I don’t have condoms, and I’m not on any kind of birth control.” Plus, there was that question of if he was promiscuous out of town. Even if she was on birth control, a condom would be necessary.

      His blue eyes seared her with the most delicious heat. He kissed her again, then stepped back from the tree and set her on the ground. Before she could find her footing, he scooped her up again and slung her over his shoulder like she weighed nothing.

      She screeched—probably sounding a lot like the mother owl. “Brad! What are you doing?”

      He marched out of the woods and into the open meadow. “I don’t have a condom either, so I’m going to lay you down in the grass and make you come.”

      The wind whipped across the open field. “It’s too cold to get naked out here.”

      “Then we’ll do it without getting naked. I can’t take you to my quarters at the compound, and I’m guessing you don’t want to bring me to the house you share with your dad. It’s a small place, and I intend to make you come hard and loud.”

      He made excellent points. There was no way she could bring him home, not like this. Her dad was a light sleeper, when he was able to sleep at all. She relaxed in his hold as he carried her across the open swath of wilderness.

      He reached the center of the field and lowered her to the ground. He kissed her again, then said, “Have you ever fooled around this close to an owl’s nest before?”

      She laughed. “No.”

      He released her, then slipped the backpack from his shoulder and pulled out the blanket she’d crammed inside. He spread it out on the tall grass, then sank into it, pulling her down to sit on his lap, ensuring she faced the nest high above.

      “My hands are going to be cold to start with,” he warned.

      Between his hot kisses and her flannel shirt, fleece pullover, and jacket, she was plenty warm. Even sweating a bit. “I’m good with cold hands. Maybe they’ll keep me from combusting.”

      “Do I make you hot, Jenna?”

      “Desperately.”

      He slid his fingers under all her layers and pressed his palms to her warm skin. He wasn’t kidding—his fingers felt like ice—but she hadn’t been kidding either, and the cold touch felt good. She let out a purring sound and sank back against him as he kissed her neck and ran his hands over her belly and moved upward, slipping beneath her bra to cup her small breasts.

      He gently rolled her nipples between his fingers as his mouth caressed her. She shifted, needing to kiss him, and stretched her neck back to take his mouth with hers. Their tongues slid along each other as one of his hands abandoned her breast and slid down her belly to the button on her jeans. She quickly undid the button and lowered the zipper, and his hand kept sliding down, until his cold fingertips teased her hot center.

      She groaned and bucked as a rough finger ran across her clit. The female owl let out a high-pitched hoot, and the male answered.

      Jenna let out her own wild cry. Brad had barely touched her, and she could come at any moment.

      “Not so fast,” Brad whispered, then returned his mouth to hers for another deep kiss. His magic fingers left her clit and slid between her lips, and he stroked her inside.

      She whimpered. His touch felt amazing, and his erection at her back let her know the rest of him would feel amazing too. “I’m never leaving the house without a condom again,” she murmured against his lips.

      He paused. It was brief, but just enough to remind her that there wouldn’t be another encounter like this, and she wanted to curse her dumb mouth for saying her thoughts aloud. But then he kissed her again and whispered against her lips, “I have regrets about that too. But this can be almost as good.”

      One of his hands remained on her breast, while the other explored her folds and returned to her clit, his touch alternating between soft and teasing and firm friction that threatened to make her explode. She relaxed in his arms, her mouth leaving his as she leaned against his shoulder, lost in the exquisite sensations of his touch. She closed her eyes and listened to the soft hoots of the owls.

      The high grasses surrounded the blanket, protecting them from the worst of the wind, and even though they were in the center of a twilit meadow, this felt utterly private.

      “You’re so incredibly beautiful,” Brad said. “Right now, the look on your face as I touch you might be the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen.”

      She wanted to open her eyes and see his face, but the pleasure he was drawing from her body was building to impossible levels and she simply couldn’t. Utterly lost in the moment, she panted and groaned and rocked her hips as he brought her ever closer to orgasm.

      “That’s it, come for me, beautiful.” His lips touched her temple. “I love watching you. Now let me hear you.”

      He increased the friction of his fingers. The feeling was so intense, she jolted and let out a guttural groan. “Brad. Oh my God…”

      He kept his thumb on her clit as his index and middle fingers slid inside her. He stroked her inside and out, hitting her G-spot.

      “Brad!” Her orgasm crashed into her, and she made a sound somewhere between a cry and a scream, which echoed across the meadow.

      The owls hooted in response, and they both laughed even as she gasped and shook and rocked against his hand, drawing every last bit of pleasure she could from his touch.

      He kissed her neck and murmured, “Yes, baby. Yes. That was so fucking hot.”

      She clamped a hand over his to still his fingers as she came down from one of the most intense orgasms she’d ever received.

      “Wow,” she said, her voice a little hoarse from her screams a moment ago.

      He chuckled and kissed her temple as he gently removed his fingers from between her legs and slid down on the blanket, lying down and pulling her with him so she settled against his side with her head on his chest.

      She realized he must have been sitting hunched over, holding her as she half lay on his lap. It couldn’t have been comfortable for him. She ran a hand over his jacket. He was still fully clothed, as was she. Only her pants were undone.

      It wasn’t fair, really, that she finally got to have him but didn’t get to see him naked. Didn’t get to explore his perfect body with her mouth. She stroked his chest—not that he could feel it through the tin-cloth coat—and slid her hand down to his belt.

      His hand covered hers. “You don’t have to. I mean, tonight, this, it’s all for you.”

      She frowned and met his gaze. “You don’t want me to touch you?”

      “I absolutely want your hands on me. But I also don’t want to take from you when this is all we’re going to have.”

      “But why does this have to be all we get?”

      “I’m going to leave, Jenna. I don’t want to make that harder for either of us.”

      Was he saying that he feared getting involved with her could change his mind?

      “If all I get is tonight, then I absolutely get to explore your body. It’s only fair.”

      He smiled, and damn but she thought her heart would burst. She’d fantasized about that smile being directed at her like this for years, and from the way he kissed and the bulge in his pants, she knew his desire for her was a hundred percent real.

      “Why did you wait until now to let this happen?” she asked. “Why wait until you’re leaving?”

      “There’s a reason I’ve never been alone with you. I wasn’t ever going to let this happen. I’ve always known I will leave Tamarack, and you’ve always been clear you’re staying.”

      “And you thought being alone with me would…break your resolve?”

      A corner of his mouth crooked up as he ran a hand down her side. “I think tonight pretty much proves I was right.”

      He had a point there.

      “We could have dated. I mean, hell, we might have realized we’re incompatible and broken up after the third date. It wouldn’t have had to be serious.”

      He rolled to his side, then shifted on top of her, pinning her, but keeping his weight off her. “Do you really think that would have happened? Do you really think we’re incompatible? I just made you come so hard, you scared the owls, and I nearly came in my pants just hearing you scream my name.”

      “Fine, so in bed, we’d be good, but we can’t know about the rest.”

      His voice was soft and low. “But I do know. And I think you do too.”

      She did. Why else had she been lusting after him for three years? Because the more she got to know Brad Fraser, the more certain she was she could fall in love with him. So he’d never given her a chance.

      He kissed her now, tenderly, and she felt tears form at the corners of her eyes. He cared about her. The difference between them was, he didn’t want to care.

      She kissed him back, sliding her tongue along his as she stroked his cheeks. He raised his head. “So that’s why I say we can stop now. Or I could just hold you. This can’t continue past tonight because I don’t want this to be harder for you later, and if we spend time together, it will be hard when I leave—for both of us.”

      She pushed on his chest, and he obligingly rolled off her. She kept pushing until he was on his back. She smiled and sat up, then straddled him, placing both her hands on his chest to pin him down. “If all I get is tonight, then I’m going to enjoy it. And that means touching you. And tasting.” She licked her lips. “Every. Hot. Inch of you.”
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      There was no mistaking her meaning, and Brad would be lying if he didn’t admit to feeling a jolt of pleasure and relief at her words. He wanted to feel her hands on him as much as he’d wanted to touch her, but he was serious about not leading her on or letting her think this would change a thing.

      He reached up and unsnapped his coat. Tin cloth was great for cutting wind, but waxed canvas was an uncomfortable barrier here.

      “You’ll get cold,” Jenna said, even as she spread his coat wide.

      “I don’t care.”

      She slipped her hands under both his shirts and ran her palms over his abs, purring as she did so.

      “You keep making that sound and I’m going to start calling you kitten.”

      She laughed “In the roadhouse? I dare you.”

      Damn, she was right. This was going to have to remain their secret. Because if Hawk found out he’d fooled around with Jenna and then walked away from her, he’d kick Brad’s ass.

      He cupped a hand behind her head and pulled her down for a deep kiss. She rocked against his erection as her face lowered to his. Now it was his turn to purr. But he turned the sound into a growl, lest she get ideas. He released her mouth and said, “Not in the roadhouse, kitten. Right here, right now.”

      She held his gaze, her eyes alight with the sexiest heat, then she let out another soft purr and licked his neck. He laughed, jostling her as she straddled him. He placed his hands on her hips to steady her, even as he thrust upward, pressing his erection to her center. He really should have done this months ago. Years, even.

      But damn, it was going to be so hard to walk away from her after tonight. Now that he knew what she sounded like when she came. Now that he’d watched her face as his fingers stroked her to orgasm.

      What would it be like to be inside her? To look into her eyes as his cock filled her tight heat?

      No. He couldn’t have that. It was the price of being a dipshit who didn’t have a condom in his wallet. Months ago, he’d taken it out, figuring if he was ever alone with Jenna, the lack of condoms would keep him in line.

      How naïve he’d been.

      She rose, straightening her spine and putting her weight on her knees as she looked down at him. She pulled up his shirt again and slid her hand beneath to explore his abs. He released her hips and quickly unbuttoned his shirt, pulling it open to reveal the tactical light compression shirt beneath.

      She made an exaggerated purring sound. “Damn, you have a beautiful body.” She couldn’t slide her hands under the compression shirt higher than his abs, so instead, she ran her hands over the slick fabric, tracing his pecs.

      He still had all his layers on, and sat up to remove his coat and button-down shirt from his arms, but when it was time to peel off the compression shirt, she stopped him. “Leave it for now, so you don’t get cold.”

      He wanted to deny he’d be cold with her hands on him, but the wind whipped up, reminding him they were in Alaska in the middle of what passed for night here. And they should be thankful for the wind keeping the mosquitoes down.

      She pushed on his chest, and he flopped back onto the blanket, pulling her with him to escape the wind. She gently bit his nipple through his shirt and ran her hands over him again. “I can’t believe I finally get to touch you.”

      He closed his eyes, taking in the moment, not believing he was finally being touched by her.

      The moment he’d told her about the owl’s nest, he’d known this would happen. Alone with Jenna in the woods and not have his hands all over her? Absolutely totally and completely unpossible.

      Jenna purred some more as she ran her hands all over his front, starting at his shoulders and moving slowly downward. She scooted lower and lower until she was straddling his knees and her hands were again at his belt.

      This time, he didn’t stop her. He merely watched as she deftly undid the buckle, then unbuttoned his fly. His erection had strained against the thick denim—a discomfort he’d relied on to keep himself from coming when he had his fingers in her slick heat earlier—and once freed of the restricting denim, his cock pushed out from under the top band of his boxer briefs and sprang upward.

      “Pop! Goes the weasel,” Jenna sang.

      He laughed, a full belly laugh that felt almost as good as her hands on him. As his hands on her. “Let’s…not nickname my penis ‘weasel,’ though, okay, kitten?”

      She gave him a saucy, wicked grin, then placed her mouth over the tip and sucked, letting out another sexy purr. Pleasure concentrated on that one lucky part of him, and he involuntarily twitched, his hips bucking slightly. She laughed, keeping him in her mouth as she did so, the vibration of her laugh adding to the sensation. Then she wrapped a hand around the base and took him deep, licking and sucking on his shaft all the way down, then up again.

      He wrapped his fingers in her hair and lost himself in the pleasure of her mouth and hands. He was in an open meadow in one of the most beautiful places on earth, with the kindest, warmest, most beautiful woman he knew, and she was going down on him as owls hooted above.

      This was a fantasy he hadn’t even known he had until he was in the moment. It would supersede all other sex fantasies moving forward.

      He hadn’t come with oral sex since he was a teen, but Jenna’s mouth, hands, and the noises she made—like she was enjoying it as much as he was—quieted all the thoughts that usually got in the way. Jenna was going to make him come, gloriously hard and fast. But damn it, he wouldn’t come alone.

      “Jenna, move to my side so I can touch you.” He punctuated the sentence with a groan as she swirled her tongue over the tip, then sucked him deep again.

      When she didn’t move, he gently tugged at her hair, tilting her head so he could see her eyes. “I need to touch you.”

      Her gaze held his. Her eyes were smoky hot, and his cock was deep in her mouth. He wanted the image to be burned into his brain so he could call it up on lonely, cold nights and remember how it felt to be with her.

      “Please, kitten.”

      Her eyes lit with laughter, and she kept her mouth on him as she shifted from straddling him to being on her knees by his side, just within his reach.

      He tugged at her open pants, pulling them down so he could touch her at this new angle, and slid his fingers between her thighs. He dipped a finger inside her, then another, stroking her within. She closed her eyes and hummed with his cock in her mouth, then renewed her attention to sucking and stroking him.

      They worked in rhythm and now, with the smell of her and the feel of her slick, swollen arousal on his fingers, and the sensation of her wet mouth on his cock, he lost all control. He couldn’t hold back any longer. “Jenna—” He wanted to warn her in case she didn’t want him to come in her mouth.

      She didn’t slow her pace even as he bucked his hips. “Jen—”

      He increased the friction of his fingers on her clit as he tipped over the edge and came, his body pulsing as she sucked and swallowed. She tightened her thighs, her hot pussy clenching on his fingers, and he knew she was coming too. He kept up the pressure on her clit with his thumb as his body came down after a powerful ejaculation.

      He pulled his hand from between her thighs and gripped her jacket, tugging her forward for another deep kiss. “You are incredible,” he murmured against her lips.

      She had a dreamy look on her face, and damn, but he wanted to taste her like she had him. He wanted to bury his cock inside her.

      But he was leaving, sooner rather than later, and asking for more from her, then walking away, would be cruel to them both.
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      Jenna fell asleep after her second orgasm. Something about lying there in Brad’s arms with the owl lullaby gave her a sense of safety and contentment, and when he pulled the blanket over them, wrapping them together like it was a sleeping bag, it was all over. No way could she keep her eyes open.

      She woke sometime later, finding herself still curled against Brad’s side. He snored softly, not surprising given he lay flat on his back. She doubted he was comfortable and felt guilty, especially considering she was basically using him as a pillow. But it felt so crazy good to be in his arms.

      She took a deep breath—taking in his scent along with that of the damp earth and ripe green meadow. Movement above caught her eye, and she shifted to see the male great horned owl take flight and sat up to watch it dive for something on the ground at the edge of the forest.

      “Wow,” Brad said.

      She turned to see his open eyes staring toward where the owl had flown. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “I’m glad you did. It’s not every day I get to see an owl hunting.”

      She lay back down beside him and pulled the blanket over them both again. As good as it felt to be with him, she sighed. “We should probably head back.”

      “Is your father going to be worried you didn’t come home?”

      She frowned. She’d like to think he wouldn’t have noticed, but he was a light sleeper. She’d have texted him when they first decided to see the owl’s nest, but she didn’t want to wake him if he’d managed to get to sleep. It was a no-win situation.

      “He shouldn’t—it’s not like I have a curfew or never go out with friends—but that doesn’t mean he won’t.”

      He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Let’s head back, then, so we don’t cause him more stress if he’s awake.”

      Brad was right, but she selfishly didn’t want this moment to end. She wouldn’t get another one like it.

      It was time to start nursing that wound now, while she was still in his arms. She would savor this memory but couldn’t let herself long for more. Instead, she had to view it as closing a door to a long-held fantasy. The final chapter, not the start of something new.

      She’d accepted his terms, and she’d honor that—even within herself.

      She pulled away from his side and adjusted her clothes, zipping up the coat she’d never bothered to take off. He pulled on his shirt and coat. They both stood, and he grabbed the blanket and stuffed it back in her pack, then slung it over his shoulder.

      She started for the edge of the meadow, but he caught her hand, anchoring her in place. She turned to face him, and he stepped forward, putting his arms around her. When her body was flush with his, he lowered his head to kiss her.

      She kept her mouth firmly closed as his lips brushed over hers. She needed to steel her reaction to him now, before she came face-to-face with him in the bar, when he was out with friends and she had to serve him and pretend nothing had happened between them.

      Her body remained stiff in his arms, even though she wanted to melt against him. She could do this.

      He raised his head. His eyes held concern. “I’m sorry, Jenna. I wish it could be different.”

      She shrugged and stepped from his embrace. “No big deal. I understand.”

      She didn’t, not really. They’d had three years for this to happen, and he waited until the end of the fourth quarter to finally make a move?

      There was nothing she could do to protect herself other than play defense and let the clock run out. She headed for the path that would lead to her car.

      “You’re angry,” he said.

      She wasn’t, not really. Just sad. But she didn’t want to tell him that. “I’m not angry. I’m glad I finally got to be with you. But since this can’t go any further, it’s best that we not pretend there’s more to it than there is.” She picked up her pace. The faster they got to the car, the sooner the painful part of the night would be over.

      “I really like you, Jenna.”

      She shrugged. “So? That doesn’t change anything.”

      “I know. I just wanted to be sure you know. I care about you.”

      But clearly, not enough.

      They hiked the rest of the way in silence. Inside the car, she turned on the heat to cut down the chill she’d picked up during the hike. They were only ten minutes from the main gate of the Raptor compound.

      She pulled to the side of the road before they reached the final curve before the guard shack. She didn’t know if they even had someone on duty this time of night when there wasn’t an active training going on, but she wasn’t about to take chances. As an employee of the only bar in town, she knew the guard and pretty much everyone else who worked in the compound. Sure, Brad had an excuse for needing a ride home, and a nighttime hike wasn’t a big deal in summertime here, but she didn’t want a witness if their goodnight got awkward.

      Everyone in town knew she had a crush on Brad, and if they found out about tonight, they would pity her. They’d think he used her.

      Truth was, she’d used him. But no one would see it that way, probably not even Brad.

      She kept the engine running and put the car in Park, then twisted in her seat to face him. “Thank you for taking me to see the nest.” She cleared her throat. “And for the orgasms.”

      He smiled and she could see some of the tension leave his shoulders. “Thank you, kitten.”

      She let out a snort of laughter. “Careful, or I’ll start calling you weasel.”

      His lips twitched as he gave her a mock glare. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      She leaned forward and brushed her lips over his. “Goodbye, Brad.”

      “Goodbye. Not good night?”

      “It’s best if we think of this as goodbye.”

      He nodded. “I’ll put in a request for you to get permission to see the owls without an escort. Since we don’t run operations in that area, it will probably be approved.”

      Her heart fluttered at his thoughtfulness. She couldn’t help herself and leaned forward to kiss him again. Much as she wanted to take the kiss deeper, she kept it light and quickly moved back. “Thank you. I’d love to be able to go back and take photos of the owlets.”

      Her love of photography had started because of her love for owls, which had led to her BFA from the University of Alaska Anchorage. She had thousands of photos of owls she’d taken over the years. The only reason none of them were on the wall in the Tamarack Roadhouse was because many indigenous groups were leery of owls, as they symbolized different—and often ominous—things in native cultures.

      “I’ll make sure you get to do that.”

      “You’re a good man, Brad.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. I shouldn’t have let this happen tonight. I am sorry.”

      She stroked his cheek, rough with day-old stubble. “I’m not sorry it happened. And what you should be sorry for is that you waited so long before you let it happen.”

      “I’m sorry for that too.”

      She smiled. “Good. Now. Get out of my car. I’m tired, and I want to go home.”

      He laughed. “Sure I can’t kiss you goodnight?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      He gave a sharp nod, and tugged the latch on his door. “Good night, Jenna.”

      “Goodbye, Brad.”
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      Afternoon sun slanted across the meadow at the perfect angle to capture the caribou resting in the tall grass surrounded by early season wildflowers. Jenna snapped a dozen photos, adjusting the aperture to capture different field depths. A boom sounded, and the large animal bolted to its feet and charged across the meadow. Jenna snapped photos of the animal in motion, but she hadn’t been prepared for action shots, so these images would probably be nothing more than a ghost of a caribou.

      “I thought Raptor wasn’t supposed to be doing exercises in this area,” Isabel said.

      Isabel had joined her on this excursion to take photos for a Tamarack calendar Jenna was making as a fundraiser for the high school’s art department.

      It had been two weeks since her night with Brad, and she’d finally received permission to visit this part of the compound unaccompanied. She’d invited Isabel along because she didn’t want to revisit the meadow alone, or she’d be likely to do something pathetic, like cry.

      “They’re not supposed to.” She pointed to the owls’ nest. “The nest is protected habitat.”

      “Color me surprised that people on the compound aren’t following the rules,” Isabel muttered.

      “You should ask Nicole about it.” For all of Isabel’s distrust of Raptor and their operatives, she had struck up a friendship with Nicole Markwell, the compound director. “At your next sheepdog and wolf summit.” Both women liked to joke that they were like the characters from the Warner Brothers cartoons, who fought all day, then clocked out and hung out over beers at night.

      Isabel nodded. “I will. She might not know she’s got employees who aren’t coloring within the lines.”

      “But they’ve lost so many operatives to that other private security firm, she might not care.” Jenna wondered how long until Brad left. He’d lasted longer than most. Of the top operatives on Falcon team, only Godfrey and Nate had been in Tamarack longer.

      She hadn’t seen Brad since their night together, which wasn’t unusual when a training was in progress, but today was the last day, and if history was any guide, he would take members of his team out for beer tonight to celebrate another successful training.

      She was eager to see him. And anxious about it.

      She shook off the thoughts and raised her camera to take more pictures of the owlets. The caribou photos were for the calendar. The owls would be for her. A reminder of a windy night and the one time she got to live out a fantasy.

      She was so focused on the birds, she startled when Isabel let out a soft curse. “Seriously. We’re in the middle of fricking nowhere.”

      Jenna lowered the camera to see what Isabel was talking about, and caught on immediately. Across the field, walking straight toward them, was Ted Godfrey and Chase Johnston.

      “It’s not a coincidence. I’m allowed to come here to photograph the owls, but I’m required to call and tell them when I’ll be here and give the names of anyone with me.”

      “You shouldn’t have brought me, then,” Isabel said. “Godfrey is not my biggest fan.”

      “Well, I’m not his biggest fan either. It really sucks that a man so beautiful can be such a dick.”

      “I think it might be a law of nature or something. Men who are that pretty don’t learn empathy, because they don’t need it.”

      “That’s not totally fair. I mean, Brad’s pretty hot, and he’s a nice guy.”

      Isabel gave her a sideways look as the two men stalked toward them. “Got anything to share about the night you gave him a ride home?”

      Jenna had been practicing for this moment, and her response was smooth and easy. “Besides him telling me about the owls, you mean?” She nodded toward the nest. “No. He’s a good guy, but he’s not interested.”

      She didn’t a hundred percent know why she wanted to keep what happened a secret from Isabel—she knew she’d be supportive of Jenna’s choices and feelings—but she did. She liked the idea of this being her and Brad’s secret. She definitely didn’t want Isabel’s pity, even if it did come with emotional support.

      Isabel studied her face for a moment, then nodded. Whether she bought the lie or not was anyone’s guess, but she wouldn’t press the subject, and that was a relief.

      Jenna really liked this woman, who had a deep respect for privacy. No one else in Tamarack was like that. But when everyone had known you since the day you were born, it was hard to set boundaries.

      “What are you two doing here?” Godfrey asked as soon as he was within shouting distance.

      Jenna rolled her eyes. “As if you don’t know.”

      “Nice of your boyfriend to get you access to private property. Does he know you’re bringing Isabel here so she can look for her imaginary cave?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend, and we aren’t here to look for any caves,” Jenna said with a resigned sigh. She could lose access to this property if Nicole thought for a moment she’d brought Isabel here to look for the cave her brother had mentioned in one of his emails in the months before he died. “I’m here to photograph the owls.” She pointed to the nest. “And this area is protected, so if you shot off bear bangers a few minutes ago, you need to cut it out.”

      “I work for the Department of Natural Resources, Godfrey,” Isabel said. “If you’re harassing an endangered species, I will report it to my supervisors.”

      “Those cocksuckers in the DNR won’t do shit, and you know it. Besides, it was Chase who did it.”

      Jenna looked to Chase for confirmation, and the poor kid looked like a reindeer in the headlights.

      “I—I—you—but—” His gaze darted from Jenna to Godfrey, never once glancing to Isabel, who stood to the side.

      “Did he tell you to do it?” Jenna asked gently. She’d overheard the guys talking about Godfrey’s plans to continue mentoring Chase that night at the bar. She’d worried then about such a sweet guy being taken in by a complete prick, and now she was even more worried.

      “Nicole is going to hear about this, Ted,” Isabel said.

      Godfrey’s eyes flattened. He grabbed Jenna’s arm and pulled her aside. “We need to talk.”

      She went willingly, only because she knew he wouldn’t hurt her in front of Isabel and Chase, and she wanted to know what he had to say.

      He pitched his voice low, so it wouldn’t carry. “You need to get your friend to back off.”

      “I’m not Isabel’s keeper.”

      He leaned down and spoke barely above a whisper. “It would be a shame if something happened to those baby owls you love so much.”

      Jenna’s breath left her in a whoosh. She didn’t doubt Godfrey meant the threat, and he’d made certain she was the only person who heard it.

      Everyone in Tamarack knew she had a crush on Brad Fraser, but they also knew she hated Ted Godfrey. People might believe her if she claimed he’d killed the owls, but everyone also knew fledglings died all the time.

      “You are vile,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Help me out, and everything will be fine. You know she’s way off base in her bullshit claims Vin Dawson was murdered, and everyone in town will suffer if she manages to close the compound. You more than anyone, considering without the trainings, you won’t make enough to buy your dad’s meds.”

      Was he threatening her dad, or simply stating a fact?

      She jerked away from him, yanking her arm from his grasp. “Stay away from my father.”

      The soft chitter of baby owls sounded from above, and she went utterly cold at the malicious glint in Godfrey’s eyes. “Your business relies on trainees coming through town.” He pointed to the camera around her neck. “You even sell them photos and postcards. Don’t let your friend fuck things up for everyone.”

      Godfrey turned and continued across the field. He glanced back toward Chase and snapped, “Move it, Johnston. We’ve still got five miles to cover.”

      Chase gave Jenna an apologetic look, then scrambled after Godfrey.

      “That was thoroughly uncomfortable,” Isabel murmured once they were out of earshot. She rubbed her arms. “Chase was staring at me in the weirdest way. Like he was looking through me.”

      Jenna frowned. That wasn’t like Chase at all. Sweet. Kind. Always friendly, even when nervous. “I don’t like it that Godfrey has taken him under his wing.”

      Isabel shuddered. “Nicole says—and even Nate has confirmed—Godfrey is a good soldier and a solid trainer, but I don’t see it.”

      Jenna watched the men disappear into the trees. “I don’t either. I don’t think anyone on Falcon likes him. Except maybe Chase.”

      “I wonder if Chase even has a choice? They follow a military command structure, and Godfrey’s ranked third in the organization here.”

      “Probably not. Poor kid.”

      “What did Godfrey say to you?” Isabel asked.

      Jenna studied the redhead. Isabel was stunningly beautiful, with features that made her look delicate—almost fragile. But Jenna suspected the woman was anything but. She had moved to Tamarack to take on a mercenary organization all by herself, after all. Jenna didn’t need to hide the truth from her—and even more importantly, Godfrey’s threats wouldn’t change Isabel’s course.

      “He wants me to convince you to back off in your efforts to shut down the compound. He threatened the owlets, and possibly my dad—but that was vague and might not have been intentional.”

      Isabel’s eyes widened. “I’m so sorry, Jenna. I—”

      “It’s okay. I’ll deal with it. Don’t stop what you’re doing. If anything, Godfrey’s behavior makes me more suspicious of Raptor. What is he trying to hide?” Jenna wasn’t a hundred percent on board with Isabel’s theory about the cave with the lynx petroglyph—after all, even Vin had claimed it was all a dream—but she didn’t doubt Godfrey was hiding something, and he feared people investigating Isabel’s brother’s death could expose whatever he was involved in.

      “The only way anyone is going to believe me is if I find the cave,” Isabel said, as if she could read Jenna’s mind—but probably it was simply her expression.

      “That’s true,” Jenna replied, scanning the forest before them. Just visible in the distance over the tops of the trees was a glaciered peak. As far as the eye could see from here, everything was Raptor land. Her gaze snapped back to Isabel. “You can’t possibly think you can find it. The compound, outside the concertina-wire fence, is massive. And even the areas that aren’t fenced are restricted.”

      “Restricted, sure, but what are the odds I’ll run into someone? Godfrey and Johnston only found us because you had to inform the powers that be we’d be here.”

      “But still, we’re talking about over thirty thousand acres.”

      She shrugged. “I have to try, Jenna. For Vin.”

      Jenna closed her eyes and remembered Vincent Dawson’s face—his warm smile and easy manner. He’d been a redhead like Isabel, but his hair was always buzz-cut short, so Jenna had no idea if he had the same curls as his younger sister.

      Vin had been in Tamarack for only a few months before his death, but he’d quickly become one of Jenna’s favorite operatives. If she hadn’t already latched on to lusting after Brad, she easily could have developed a crush on the soldier who loved the outdoors and Alaska even more than Jenna did. Isabel wanted justice for Vin. How could Jenna want anything less?

      “Just be careful, okay? If you get caught on Raptor land—especially if you’re near a training in progress, they’ll arrest you.”

      “I promise.”

      Jenna glanced at her watch. “We should head back. With the training wrapping up this afternoon, I’ve got a long shift ahead of me tonight.” The bar would be slammed with soldiers who would be bussed to Elmendorf Air Force Base tomorrow for their flight home after a grueling training exercise. But even more important, the trainers who’d been on the clock more than off since the training began ten days ago would be in the roadhouse too, ready to blow off steam and celebrate another successful session.

      They walked side by side on the trail to where Jenna’s car was parked. After a long stretch of silence, Isabel cleared her throat. “I, uh, probably don’t need to say this, but please don’t tell Brad about my search.”

      “You don’t. Not only would I never rat you out, but also I don’t hang out with or talk to Brad.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “He made it more than clear he’s not interested.” That might not be entirely true, but he certainly wasn’t interested in trying to make a relationship work, which amounted to the same thing.

      “He’s crazy about you, Jenna. I don’t understand why you can’t see that.”

      “Uh, because he’s pretty explicitly let me know he doesn’t want to start anything with me.” That was true. And what had happened between them two weeks ago hadn’t been the start of something. It had been the end.

      Would he be at the bar tonight? Did she even want to see him?

      The way her heart raced at the thought of him being in the taproom tonight gave her the answer. Having a taste of what it would be like to be with Brad had not cured her of her crush. If anything, she was more thirsty than ever.
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      Brad braced himself before pulling open the taproom door. He’d spent too many hours thinking about Jenna when he should have been focused on the training these last two weeks—one of many reasons he’d avoided involvement with her for years—and now he felt a rush of both excitement and dread as he entered her place of employment. There was no way she wouldn’t be working tonight. Training wrap nights were when the roadhouse did the most business. Charlie would have made an extra vat of salmon chowder, and Brad could smell the smoker and the grill going out back from a block away. Tonight, the restaurant would serve world-class smoked brisket, bison burgers, and, for the adventuresome visitors, Charlie’s homemade reindeer sausage and various cuts of moose.

      When the compound had first opened, the town of Tamarack made a lot of concessions, and in return, Raptor had agreed that trainees could visit town two or three times during a training, depending on the length of the session. In return, Charlie had agreed that when a training was in progress, attendees wouldn’t be served more than two drinks on a given night. Tonight, with the training behind them, the two-drink limit was off, and it would be something of a block-party atmosphere as Tamarack found ways to profit from the influx of trainees and the soldiers let off steam after a series of intense combat exercises.

      This ten-day session had included fifty-six Army soldiers from three different bases—forty-two men and fourteen women. They’d run multiple exercises in the shoot houses, practiced hostage rescue scenarios, roadside ambushes, and wilderness survival training. Forty-three of the attendees had signed up for the buses to Tamarack tonight, and the first load had arrived twenty minutes ago.

      The taproom was loud and happy. Brad spotted Jenna immediately. She wore a tight Tamarack Roadhouse T-shirt tied in a knot below her ribs to keep it from riding up and short cut-off jeans, leaving her flat midriff bare. Given how much she’d be running around tonight, the outfit would likely keep her cool, but it was no accident Jenna always wore her sexiest clothes on the last night of training. She relied on tips for the majority of her income, and three-quarters of her trainee customers were heterosexual men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five.

      Jenna was twenty-nine, beautiful, tall, and lithe. The shorts hugged her ass to perfection, and the tight top highlighted her slender, fit form. Brad had had his hands all over her perfect body two weeks ago, and like a dipshit, he’d let her go.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      He was a fool, that was for sure. But at the same time, it had been—and still was—the right thing to do.

      But damn, walking away from her had hurt. And it would hurt again when he left Tamarack for good.

      He headed for the table in the back corner where Hawk and Dev were already seated. Two other guys from Falcon—a Black man named Mace and a white man named Colin—had joined them tonight. Both men used to hang out with Brad and Hawk all the time, but after Vincent Dawson died, everything had changed. It was good to see them tonight. With Dev and Chase new to the team, they needed to rebuild the comradery.

      He doubted that would be possible with Godfrey in the picture. Another reason to get the guy removed from Raptor and/or the team before Brad left Tamarack for good.

      He walked through the room, pausing to high-five or pat the backs of a few trainees who’d stood out during the session. They called him “Chief” in deference to his rank in the Army, when he’d been a chief warrant officer and second-in-command of his Special Forces A-Team. “Mister” was the official address for a warrant officer, but the Army—unlike the Navy—allowed “chief” to be used as well.

      He reached the table filled with his Falcon brethren and dropped into an empty chair. He was a little disappointed to see a full pitcher and clean pint glasses on the table—meaning there was no reason for Jenna to stop by the table any time soon. He also would have his back to the room—the price of being last to arrive at a table filled with operatives. They all wanted their backs to the wall. And with a round table in the corner, three of them achieved it.

      “What’d I miss?” he asked the team.

      “That dick who messed up the hijacking scenario has already been kicked out for being disorderly,” Mace said. “And Jenna’s had two proposals already.”

      Brad wasn’t surprised by the disorderly ejection. That guy was trouble, and his commanding officer would read about it in Brad’s full report. He felt a slight twinge of jealousy at the second part, but that was par for the course on wrap nights. At least he could joke about it. “Poor Chase, he should have locked in her commitment when he had the chance.”

      Hawk took a slow pull of his beer, then said, “I was thinking the same thing—but not about Chase.”

      Brad met his gaze, but pretended not to understand.

      Colin looked over Brad’s shoulder, and he assumed his gaze followed Jenna. “Is Brad still acting like a damn fool when it comes to the lovely Jenna O’Donnell? What is wrong with you, man?”

      Hawk slowly smiled. “Now that, I don’t know—to both your questions. What’s the latest, Fraser? Did you finally come to your senses?”

      Yes. But also no.

      “Didn’t know I was going to be gossiping with a bunch of middle schoolers tonight.” He took a sip of his beer and wished it were something stronger. He reached into his pocket and fiddled with the gift he had for Jenna there, wondering how he would give it to her without the guys catching on.

      He didn’t want to just give it to her either. He wanted to surprise her.

      Good Lord, he was trying to figure out how to leave a secret gift for a girl in her locker. Who was the middle schooler now?

      Hawk gave him a speculative look, then glanced above Brad’s head, and his grin deepened.

      Brad could almost feel her coming up behind him. He felt her presence in the hum that started somewhere around his heart and radiated outward. He’d always felt a happy jolt when Jenna was near, but it was more pronounced tonight.

      She planted herself in the gap between Brad and Dev. The knot in her T-shirt was at Brad’s eye level, meaning her bare skin was just inches from his mouth.

      He hadn’t kissed her belly that night in the meadow. It had been too cold to strip her down, plus, without a condom, he didn’t want to risk temptation.

      Jesus, he finally gave in to a three-year-long aching need to touch her, and he’d taken her to a meadow after midnight and hadn’t even had a condom handy.

      Hard to believe he was in his midthirties and not fresh out of high school. He should have taken her to a hotel, since his place was out.

      He could bring her inside the compound’s main building, but there was paperwork involved. But then, the same was true for the motel, and she’d known the proprietor there since she was a baby.

      Small towns could really suck when it came to privacy.

      She held a small tray in one hand, loaded with five martini glasses filled with an amber liquid and a pineapple garnish. She cast her eyes down, giving him a furtive glance using just the corner of her eye. She met his gaze with the fleeting softness of a butterfly kiss. He caught the slight curve of her smile in profile. In a flash, he remembered how hot she’d looked with her eyes downcast as she took him deep in her throat. The way she’d purred at his touch. Heat flooded him.

      How and why had he let her go that night?

      “We’re trying something new tonight. Charlie and I thought it would be fun to treat Falcon team to a special cocktail on wrap nights. We wanted to go for something different you might not have tried before.” She doled out the drinks on her tray, setting one in front of each of them, serving him last. “Let me know what you think.

      They all lifted their glasses and took a sip. Brad’s had just reached his lips when Colin said, “That’s good. What’s it called?”

      “It’s a Jack-in-the-Box. You know, like, pop goes the weasel.”

      Brad nearly choked, and some of his drink might have spewed across the table.

      “Something wrong, Fraser?” Jenna asked with a grin.

      “Not at all,” he said, catching his breath. He grinned back at her, feeling a rush at her joke played out in front of the whole team. It hadn’t occurred to him that this secrecy could be so…fun. “Just wasn’t expecting brandy.”

      “Riiight…” she said, drawing out the word. “You all interested in something from the grill tonight? We’ve got the usual smoked brisket and Alaskan specialties.”

      “Any venison chili tonight?” Colin asked.

      “Yes, and salmon chowder.”

      “I’ll have a bowl of chili,” Colin said, followed by “Me too,” from Hawk and Mace. Dev ordered fish and chips, and finally Jenna’s full attention was focused on Brad.

      “Brisket and fry bread, please.” Brad would never pass up Charlie’s brisket, and one of the locals made the best fry bread this side of the Yukon. Alaska fry bread was different from what he’d had in the Lower 48 and was one of the things he’d miss most when he went south.

      “You got it,” Jenna said, with a smile that was only for him. He was damn glad she wasn’t pissed at him for the way he’d left things.

      After she left, Hawk’s gaze turned more questioning, and Brad had the distinct feeling he wasn’t putting on as good an act as he needed to.

      Mace leaned back in his chair and met Brad’s gaze, his mouth turned down. “Colin and I decided to come tonight because we knew Godfrey was taking Chase on some sort of snipe hunt. We’re worried about Chase, but the goddamn walls have ears inside the compound.”

      Mace wasn’t wrong there. There weren’t cameras or recording devices in any of the private quarters, but there were everywhere else, and it made it hard to speak freely about problematic coworkers like Godfrey.

      “Chase did great with the hand-to-hand combat training this week.” Brad was following the rule of saying two nice things before diving into the negative. But really, the only negative for Chase was his youth and inexperience. It was Godfrey who was the problem.

      Colin drummed his fingers on the table. “I should have seen what Godfrey was doing and offered to mentor Chase myself.”

      Hawk leaned forward. “What we need to figure out is how we get the asshole off Falcon.”

      But they’d been playing that game for months. The problem was, Godfrey’s record with Raptor was pristine. And he had a thick stack of positive feedback cards because the guy knew how to play the trainees. Build them up, make them feel good about themselves and, by extension, good about Godfrey.

      And the shit of it was, weren’t they all supposed to be making the trainees feel more confident and skilled?

      Maybe Godfrey really was an asset to the organization. Except the guy was narcissistic and awful when only the men sitting at this table were looking.

      “You know what? Just once, I want a night off,” Brad said. “That asshole isn’t here. And tonight we should be celebrating. I’ll talk to Nicole, and if she blows me off, I’ll contact Rav outside channels.” The owner of Raptor had always made it clear Brad could reach out to him directly. It would piss off Nicole, but Brad had one foot out the door anyway. He didn’t need to keep his direct supervisor happy, not with the increased offer he’d received from Apex just today.

      Brad could leave Tamarack tomorrow, and he’d make one and a half times what Raptor was paying him. He should have taken the job already. He asked himself for the ten thousandth time why he was still here.

      A few minutes later, Jenna arrived at their table with a tray laden with food. One look at her, and he knew why.
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      So far, so good. She hadn’t melted at Brad’s feet and had somehow managed to play it cool. When the Oscar nominations were released next year, she would be pissed if she didn’t make the cut.

      Brad, however, wasn’t going to receive any prizes this coming award season. He was giving her smoldering looks, which, while pleasing in general, were not great for keeping dirty secrets.

      She paused in the kitchen before hoisting another large tray overloaded with food to her shoulder. She closed her eyes for just a moment and took a deep breath, remembering how it felt to be in his arms. To kiss him. To have his hands on her body.

      It had really happened. And it had been glorious.

      But two weeks had passed, and she had bills to pay and a taproom full of hungry and thirsty customers. She lifted the tray and grabbed the serving rack from the stack, then headed out into the main room. She pasted a smile on her face. This food was destined for a table of trainees she needed to watch out for.

      She dropped the rack next to the table and opened it with a flick of her wrist, then shifted to offload the heavy tray. She kept herself just out of reach of the table, as these were the kind of guys who wouldn’t hesitate to grab her ass.

      She quickly sorted their foods and cleared their empty glasses. “Another round of drinks?” she asked, her tone friendly, but not too friendly.

      They ordered another round, and she moved on to the next table, making her way to the bar with the tray that was now loaded with dirty glasses. It would be nonstop like this for the next few hours. She dropped the drink orders on the bar at the same time she slid the tray of dirty glasses into the rack at the work station next to the bar for a busser to collect. She leaned against the wall of the alcove that surrounded the waitstaff cash register and credit card terminal. This small space was just feet from the crowd, but hidden from the main room by a phone-booth-style wall. She took a sip of a warm Coke she’d set back here an hour ago and then had been too busy to drink.

      The four men at table seven were liable to get handsy, but other than that, she’d be fine. Charlie always offered to bring on a second server on nights like tonight, but she refused because she really needed the tips—and she could handle it, given that the food menu was limited and the kitchen staff was always ready to pitch in and deliver food. She paid them tip share, so everyone was happy.

      She took a long slow breath to center herself. When she opened her eyes, her gaze landed on a small, carved wooden owl next to the credit card reader. The great horned owl was two inches tall and clearly hand carved. Her heart thumped against her sternum as she picked it up to study the craftmanship. She turned it over and felt blood rush to all the right places as she spotted two letters carved into the base: BF.

      Brad had carved her an owl and left it like an Easter egg for her to find.

      Well, if that didn’t give her an adrenaline rush to carry her through the evening, nothing would.

      She slipped the figurine into her apron pocket and stepped from the alcove. Her gaze immediately landed on Brad, who’d twisted in his seat, clearly anticipating her reaction.

      In that moment, she was Eliza Schuyler meeting Alexander Hamilton’s eyes across the room for the first time. Helpless.

      She bit her bottom lip to contain her smile, and her body flooded with a wild, tingly feeling as Brad smiled back, his handsome face lit with a heat that was just for her.

      She could swear the room froze in time for the space of a heartbeat as their gazes held, then he turned back to the men at his table, and sound and motion resumed at the same frenetic pace as her beating heart.

      After years of publicly lusting after him, she had to admit keeping whatever this was between them a secret was an extra delicious pleasure.

      She felt a little drunk with it as she filled her tray with drink orders and returned to the floor. She paused to chat with a group of young men from Texas who wanted to know what winter was like in Tamarack. She pointed to the wall of photos, indicating the aurora borealis shots she’d taken in February. “It’s spectacular. If you can deal with dark and cold.”

      By the end of the conversation, she’d sold two framed photos, a half dozen postcards, and had another marriage proposal, which was a good sign for the coming tip.

      She scanned the tables and caught Nate’s beckoning wave. She wove between customers and, when she reached the table of operatives, planted herself next to Brad, standing a bit closer to him than she would usually, but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to feel his body heat. To smell him. “What do you need?” she asked Nate as she fondled the owl in her apron pocket, then pulled it out so Brad could see, the object hidden from everyone else in the room by the table on one side and her body on the other.

      “What nights are you working this week?” Nate tilted his head toward the wall of prints. “When you’re less busy, I want to place an order.”

      “I’m working the next three nights. After that, I need to check my schedule.”

      “No need. I’ll come back tomorrow.”

      “I will too,” Brad said.

      She’d hoped he’d say that. “Great. I’ll bring the albums.”

      “How many proposals is that tonight?” Colin asked, nodding toward the table of men she’d just left.

      She pinched one eye closed as she counted. “Three. No. Four.” She flashed him a smile. “But you’ll always be my first love, Kevin. I mean, Colin!” She winked at him.

      He laughed. “Eh, just get us another pitcher and I’ll be happy.”

      “Deal. Anything else?”

      “Nothing for me,” Brad said. “Driving.”

      “I’m driving too,” Dev said. He nodded to the others. “Last pitcher is on me.”

      She filed away the fact that Brad wouldn’t be in the same car with the others, and turned to return to the bar to get drinks for the three who weren’t driving. Charlie was busy mixing drinks for a group seated at the bar, so she pulled the pitcher herself.

      The shift had flown by, as it always did when she was busy, but at the same time, there had been an added thrill with having Brad here. It was different from when she’d served him before. She felt less nervous tension. She was relaxed and happy, but there was also a feeling of anticipation that waiting on him had lacked in the past.

      But why anticipation? Nothing more was ever going to happen between them. They weren’t going to have sex. Not now. Not ever.

      But there was a carved owl in her pocket that suggested otherwise.

      A hand-carved owl wasn’t a kiss-off. A hand-carved owl told her he’d been thinking about her. Thinking about that night as a family of owls hooted and she explored his body with her hands and mouth.

      She wanted to finish what they’d started.

      She delivered the pitcher and checked on her other tables, delivering checks and clearing glasses. The crowd had thinned as the first bus would be heading back to the compound in thirty minutes and soldiers who wanted souvenirs from their Alaskan adventure were out on Main Street shopping at the tables set up in front of the few local shops. The market would remain open until midnight, taking full advantage of the long daylight as they were just days before the solstice.

      She returned to the kitchen to grab to-go boxes for one table, and when she returned, her Brad radar alerted her to the man’s absence. She felt a stab of disappointment. Had he left? He had his own vehicle, and the table had run a joint tab, so there was no need for him to stay to pay the check.

      Well, it had been fun having him in the bar tonight, and she’d just have to be thankful it hadn’t been awkward and accept this new normal in which she knew his body, but didn’t get to touch him again.

      Her joke with the drink had worked, and Charlie had chosen to comp the drinks, even though Jenna had offered to pay for them. It had been a win all around, and now she could start researching what the next post-training cocktail would be.

      Several empty tables were littered with dirty glasses and plates, and she headed to the service area to grab a bin to collect the dishes. Her gaze went to where she’d found the owl earlier, and this time, she spotted a sticky note with a simple line drawing of an owl and an arrow pointing to the short corridor that led to the restroom, business office, and storage rooms.

      She shouldn’t follow his trail. After all, he was the one who’d set the rules. She was merely respecting his boundaries. But he’d carved her an owl. She should probably thank him for that. And she needed to tell him what Godfrey said today.

      She glanced at her tables. They were all set with checks and drinks as needed. All but two barstools were empty, and her boss was deep in conversation with Doc Larson, the in-house physician at Raptor, who also saw patients in town in a pinch. “Charlie, mind if I take five?”

      “No problem,” he said with a wave, his focus on the doctor.

      She plucked the note from the counter and stepped into the dark corridor. Charlie’s locked office was the first door on the right, while the public restroom was on the left. Farther down was a curtained vestibule that held cleaning supplies, and beyond that was the door to the liquor storage and wine cellar.

      She headed to the vestibule and brushed aside the curtain. As she stepped through, hands surrounded her waist and pulled her to a thick chest even as he pressed her back to the wall. She knew it was Brad from the smell of his skin and the way just being near him always made her belly flutter.

      He buried his face in her neck and said against her skin, “Seeing you wearing these sexy shorts with your midriff bare and not touching you has been killing me all night. Do you have to be so wildly hot?”

      She couldn’t help but grin. Oh yeah, he wanted her as much as she wanted him. She really shouldn’t be letting him touch and kiss her, but she wanted this moment too much. It was glorious.

      She bit his earlobe and whispered, “It hasn’t exactly been easy for me to keep my hands off you either.” She cupped his cheeks and lifted his head, then brushed her lips over his. “Thank you for my owl.”

      “You’re welcome. I heard you went back to see them today.”

      “I did. Thank you for that too.”

      “I wish I could’ve gone with you.” His lips trailed along her neck and collarbone.

      She needed to put an end to the kisses, but damn, she didn’t want to. There was a delicious thrill to be sneaking around. Keeping secrets. To have him at last.

      “Isabel went with me. Godfrey and Chase showed up.” She would wonder why she always called Godfrey by his last name, but usually used first names for the other operatives, except she knew it was because there was nothing friendly about handsome Ted except his looks. She preferred the distance using his last name provided.

      Brad’s lips left her skin, and he raised his head. She couldn’t see his eyes in the dark storage space, but from the sudden tension in the body pressed to hers, she knew something she’d said concerned him.

      “That wouldn’t be an accident. There was no reason for Godfrey to be in that area today.”

      “I didn’t think it was random either. He…threatened the owls. He said I need to get Isabel to back off, and it would be a shame if something happened to the owls.”

      Brad let out a low curse, then pulled her to him, resting his chin on the top of her head. “I’m so sorry. I’m trying to do something about Godfrey. He’s getting out of hand.”

      “He pulled me aside when he said it. Neither Chase nor Isabel heard him.”

      “And the odds that all three baby owls survive to fledge is slim. So if one doesn’t survive, it’s not like you could prove it was him.”

      “Yeah. I thought the same thing.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him. Promise me you’ll call me if he bothers you again?”

      She pulled back and gave him a look, glad that her eyes had adjusted to the dark so she could see his features now. “How can I do that when you haven’t given me your number?”

      His lips curved in a sexy smile. “You don’t have my number, kitten?”

      That wasn’t technically true, but he didn’t need to know that. “How could I?”

      He leaned down and kissed her. Fully, this time, his tongue slipping between her lips, filling her mouth with his taste and heat. Making her hungry for so much more. He raised his head and said in a husky voice, “I’m going to fix that.”

      “Oh yeah? You think I’m going to give you my number?”

      His hand slid under the waistband of her denim shorts, followed by her silk panties, and cupped her ass. She was pressed to him, his thick erection a hard ridge against her bare belly. She rocked into him, her skin rubbing against his cotton slacks.

      He let out a low groan. “God, kitten. You’re killing me.”

      “You set the rules.”

      “Because I’m a fool.”

      “Yes, you are.” She rose on her toes and kissed him gently on the lips. “I need to get back to work.”

      “Meet me. Tonight. In the owl meadow.”

      She was so damn tempted. But in the end, sex would only make his departure harder. At least now, she could enjoy these last days or weeks. Secret kisses that went nowhere might be exquisite torture for them both, but it was the only way to protect her heart. Plus, she was the one walking away, leaving him wanting more, not the other way around.

      She kissed him one last time then slipped from his arms. “No,” she said, and left the alcove.
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      Brad went to the roadhouse more nights than not the following week. It was like a compulsion he couldn’t stop. They had a break between trainings, and knowing he was on short time, he didn’t want to miss a minute of Jenna’s sassy smiles or sultry looks.

      He and Nate had ordered their prints, but then the next night, he told her he wanted to see her owl photos. She’d brushed her lips over his in the storage closet and said, “The owls are only for me,” then left him with the mops and brooms.

      It had become a game, him trying to get her alone in the storage alcove for steamy kisses she couldn’t resist, followed by him begging for her phone number. His ploys only worked when she wanted them to, which was about half the time, but she always refused to give him her number.

      Stolen kisses in a closet. He really was back in middle school. But she clearly enjoyed the game, and after years of being pursued by her, it was his turn to let her know how much he wanted her.

      And damn, it was a lot. His need for her was as vast as the forest and mountains that surrounded their tiny town. He was determined to make love to her at least once before he left Tamarack. He would give her everything he’d held back for the last three years. Worship her as she was due.

      He became proficient at drawing and carving owls to a degree he’d never imagined. He went to visit the birds and left his gifts in the trees, treasures for her to find, if she bothered to look.

      And apparently, she did, because one night, he arrived in the roadhouse to see her wearing an owl pendant he’d painstakingly carved. That night, she went to the alcove first and sent him a text to come find her.

      How had she gotten his number? Not that it really mattered. He was just thankful she did as he made a beeline for the alcove that had taken on a key role in his fantasies.

      The scent of cleaning supplies had become an aphrodisiac by his third visit to this space. Now he stepped in, and the pine scent mixed with lemon was lost as he took in Jenna in a sexy purple halter-topped sundress, with the owl he’d carved in the deep V of the neckline.

      She was so achingly pretty, and sexy beyond compare.

      Without a word, he lifted her and pressed her back to the wall. Thanks to the wide, flowing skirt of the dress, she was able to wrap her legs around his hips, allowing his hard cock to press against her center as he took her mouth in a carnal kiss he’d been saving for days.

      When he raised his head, she looked up at him, a little stunned, and said, “Wow.”

      “There’s more where that came from.”

      She laughed.

      He pressed his forehead to hers and laughed with her. God, he was turned on by her, but this, the laughter, was another layer that filled him with warmth. “How did you get my number?”

      She gave him a small smile. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      “Now I really want to know.”

      She bit her lip and cast her eyes upward as if seeking strength. “About a…year ago? You called the bar to set up a private party for your team and left your cell number for the confirmation.”

      He grinned. “You’ve had my cell number for that long?” He dropped a soft kiss on her lips. “You’re adorable.”

      “I think the word you mean is pathetic.”

      “Oh, kitten, no. You are the sexiest woman I know, and I’ve been a fool for far too long. The best part about the party for the team was knowing I’d see you that night. You’ve been the best part of all my days since I arrived in Alaska.”

      He hadn’t planned to say those words. Didn’t even realize the truth of them until they came out of his mouth. But they were a fundamental truth of his life since moving to this wild, beautiful, and brutal place. He’d never once visited Tamarack without hoping he’d run into her. She was the little surprise thrill he’d get in the grocery store or the library. She was the reason he went to every community theater production and convinced Falcon team to volunteer for the car wash fundraiser.

      The only place he could count on seeing her was the roadhouse, and there was nothing more disappointing than showing up on her night off.

      “I want you, Jenna. I have from the very beginning. But I was convinced I couldn’t make a relationship work and didn’t want to ruin the thrill of seeing you.” It was past time he admitted that to himself and to her. “I’m leaving as soon as I can wrap things up with the team. I’ve got a job lined up in Oregon. Any chance you’d consider…?”

      She cupped his cheeks. “No, Brad. You had three years to convince me you’d be worth moving for. Now I need to stay for my dad. His Crohn’s disease is getting worse, and he needs my help to manage it. Left to his own devices, he won’t stick to the diet that works best for him.”

      “It’ll be a lot easier to manage his illness in the Lower 48.”

      “My dad will never leave Tamarack, and the only doctor he’ll see willingly is Doc Larson because he comes to the house and acts like it’s a social visit, so that’s a no.”

      She wouldn’t leave. He wasn’t willing to stay.

      “I want to be with you. Inside you. Once. Before we say goodbye.” Before she could answer, he kissed her. His tongue plundered her mouth. His hips thrust against her hot center. She kissed him back and rocked her hips in response. Her fingers threaded through his hair. And she made the soft sound deep in her throat that had led to his nickname for her.

      “Give me one night, kitten.” The words were a soft murmur against her lips. “Let me kiss you and touch you and make you come so hard, you can’t think. Give me your body so I can make you come over and over and over.”

      “That’s a pretty cocky statement.”

      “I already made you come twice with just my fingers. Imagine when I get my cock and tongue involved.”

      “Okay, it’s a fair boast. Once only? Then goodbye?”

      “Not once. One night. Twelve hours.”

      “Twelve hours? You are cocky.”

      “I’ve been waiting to be inside you for three years. Twelve hours won’t be enough.”

      “Your place is out and so is mine. We can’t go to the motel, or everyone in town will know. And I don’t need all of Tamarack pitying me when you leave town.”

      Brad’s belly lurched at the idea of her being sad. He never wanted her to be sad, and yet in this, he would be the cause.

      “And I want a bed and electricity and hot and cold running water,” she added, bringing his attention back to the issue at hand.

      He pondered their options and an idea formed. “I have a place we could use.” Then he frowned. He needed to make sure the cabin was clear. “Not tonight, though. I need to make arrangements.”

      “When, then?”

      He considered his schedule. “We’ve got a training starting next Wednesday, but I have the day before off. How about Monday night?” The roadhouse was closed on Mondays.

      She nodded. “Monday to Tuesday works for me. I’m going to need food and condoms. And fizzy water. It’s important to stay hydrated.” She frowned. “Did we just make some sort of sex pact?”

      He grinned. “Yes. I believe we did. Twelve hours only. I will provide you with food, condoms, fizzy water, and multiple orgasms.” He kissed her neck. “Wear the owl pendant. I wish you could wear this dress—you look amazing tonight—but there will be a little hiking involved.”

      She slipped her fingers beneath the waistband of his slacks and wrapped her hand around his thick erection. She stroked the length of him, and with her lips a hair’s breadth from his, she whispered, “For twelve hours, this will be mine, Brad Fraser. All mine.” Then she smiled. “It’s entirely possible you’ll never be the same again after that.”

      Now she was the one being boastful, but he had no doubt she was a hundred percent correct.
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      Jenna put the sticky note with microwave instructions on the glass bowl that contained her dad’s dinner. This was no different from how she prepped his meals on work nights, but she felt guilty because Monday night was usually when she made him something special and they watched a movie together. She should have made him something special anyways, instead of just giving him leftovers to reheat.

      “I can throw some chicken or salmon on the grill if you’d prefer.”

      “Stop fussing, Jenna. I’ll be fine,” her dad said. “You get ready for your date.”

      Much as she enjoyed sneaking around and keeping whatever this was between her and Brad a secret, the one person she wouldn’t hide it from was her dad. If he had an issue in the night, he needed to be able to reach her. Cell coverage was dicey at best, and she didn’t know where Brad was taking her, but she did know that he had a Raptor cell phone that could use satellite signals, and with Brad’s permission, she’d given her father his number in case of emergency.

      Of course, this meant Brad now had to present himself like a real date and shake her father’s hand before he whisked her off to wherever he was taking her to have wild sex for twelve hours.

      For her father’s part, he agreed to keep the date a secret. Jenna had explained that if the Raptor employees and loggers who came through the roadhouse knew she was seeing someone, her tips would take a hit. This was actually true and not just a convenient excuse, as she knew from her eight years of waiting tables.

      Her dad stepped up beside her at the sink. He stood just a few inches taller than her, his posture a bit stooped. He’d turned seventy-five last winter, and with his health issues worsening these last few years, he looked every minute of it, his skin loose with age and weight loss. He’d been bald but for a crown of hair since before she was born, but now the crown was pure white.  “This Brad fellow is going to be disappointed if you aren’t ready when he gets here.”

      “It won’t take me long to get ready. This isn’t prom. I’ll finish the dishes, then get changed.”

      “I can clean up. I’m not an invalid.”

      “I know. But—”

      “So I put the ladle in the wrong place. The world will survive.”

      She and her dad had been having a battle over ladle and other utensil placement for far too long. She believed, as the person who did the majority of the cooking, she should get to choose where the utensils went. He didn’t like the jar cluttering the counter and always put them in the drawer under the counter on the opposite side of the room.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking it’s time you get a place of your own. I hear the apartment above the roadhouse is opening up. You know Charlie will rent it to you cheap.”

      “You don’t want me here?” This startled her. He usually told her how much he appreciated her help, even if he didn’t like counters cluttered with spatulas and tongs.

      “I love having you around, but it’s past time you have a life of your own. You need privacy. And so do I.”

      “But you need me here, Dad.”

      “I’m not saying you couldn’t come by and cook every day. I’m not a fool.”

      She smiled. “I’m fine here.”

      “I’m just thinking that if things progress with Bradley, you’re going to get very tired of hanging out with your old man all the time or having to take off to the woods to spend time alone together. It’s not like going out to dinner in the only restaurant in town would feel like a night off or even like a real date.”

      She could hardly tell her father this was a one-night-only kind of thing, so she simply said, “I’ll think about it. But we can’t really afford rent on an extra place.”

      “Nonsense. You’re selling more photos all the time, and Charlie would appreciate having you there to watch over the place.”

      He wasn’t wrong on either point, but still, it was hard to imagine Charlie could lower the rent enough to make it doable. Like many small towns in Alaska, Tamarack had a housing shortage.

      “It’s sweet of you to think of it, Dad, but I doubt it would work.”

      “Ask Charlie what the rent is.”

      “Fine.” She had no intention of doing any such thing but her dad didn’t need to know that.

      She went to her bedroom and dressed for her date. She put on her sexiest underwear, but covered them with lightweight hiking pants and a moisture-wicking top, with added layers of flannel and fleece. She didn’t know how long or how strenuous the hike would be and needed to be prepared for both sweat and a chill wind.

      Today had been hot—over seventy degrees—but the night would be cooler even though they’d have twenty and a half hours of daylight. How did women dress for dates in the Lower 48? She couldn’t even begin to guess.

      She stepped into the bathroom and pulled out her makeup bag from the drawer. If she got sweaty on the hike, her eye makeup could run. Better not bother. She put on a light lip gloss and then focused on her hair. She couldn’t stand hair on her neck when she was hiking, so she’d just have to put it up in a clip for the start of the date. At least it was long enough to look nice if she took the clip out whenever they got to where they were going.

      She studied her reflection. Not exactly the alluring look she’d been hoping for, but it would have to do. It wasn’t like Brad hadn’t seen her at her sweaty worst as she juggled a dozen tables in the busy taproom.

      There was a knock on the door just as she remembered Brad’s one request. She quickly rummaged in her jewelry box and found the owl pendant. She slipped it on, tucking it under her button-down flannel shirt, then stepped out to see her dad had opened the door for Brad.

      Her heart squeezed at the sight of him. Like her, he was dressed for a hike, but he was also fresh shaved and held a small bouquet of wildflowers. He smiled at the sight of her, his eyes crinkling at the corners, his gaze warm and appreciative.

      Between her dad greeting him like a suitor and the flowers, it suddenly hit her that this was a real, honest-to-goodness date. With Brad Fraser.

      She had to remind herself that, much as this looked like a traditional sort of date, this was a one-time-only thing. As before, this was the end, not the beginning.

      She would finally get to have him, but she wouldn’t get to keep him.

      Her excitement faltered. Not that she didn’t want this with all her heart, but she suddenly felt a heart-squeezing fear of the pain that would swamp her when it was over.
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      Jenna was quiet as Brad drove out of town. He’d seen the spark in her eyes flare out in an instant as he chatted with her father, and wondered why. He’d braced for her to cancel, but she’d put the flowers in a vase before kissing her dad on the cheek and following him out the door.

      “If you’ve changed your mind, we don’t have to do this,” he said softly. “We can go see the owls, or just skip it altogether and I can turn around and take you home.”

      “Don’t you dare back out on me now, Fraser.”

      Relief rushed through him with the force of a fifty-foot waterfall. He could almost drown in it. “Not me, kitten. I would never. It’s you I’m concerned about. You seem…sad.”

      She gave a nonchalant shrug. “Just worried about my dad, I guess.”

      He wasn’t sure he believed her, but he didn’t doubt she’d have canceled if she didn’t want to be with him tonight. “He’s got my number, and we’ll have cell coverage and a radio to the compound where we’re going.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To the prove-up cabin on Raptor land.”

      “Really? You’re allowed to take me there?”

      He nodded. “We don’t use it for trainings. It’s there for refuge in bad weather or other emergencies. It needs to remain available during training sessions, but operatives are allowed to reserve it for recreational use when it’s not needed. I can bring a guest, as long as they’ve been cleared for entry onto Raptor land—which I already did to get you permission to see the owls.”

      She grinned. “So we still get to keep this a secret? Just between us?”

      “If that’s what you want, yes.” Part of him didn’t want this thing between them to be covert, but he understood why it mattered to her. He was the one who was leaving. She’d have to deal with the aftermath alone.

      He turned off the main highway to the road that skirted the perimeter of the fenced part of the compound. The prove-up cabin—so named because it was built a hundred years before by a settler who needed a cabin to prove he would live on the property for a length of time to make his claim—was deep in the forest, well beyond the concertina-wire-topped fenced area near the edge of the thirty-thousand-acre Raptor compound.

      “Usually, we take ATVs from the fenced area to the prove-up, but there’s a road that goes within two miles of the cabin. I figured it would be easiest to park there and hike the rest of the way.”

      “I’ve always wanted to see that old cabin. I’ve heard Raptor fixed it up quite a bit.”

      “Yeah. It’s still small, but it has electricity and hot and cold running water, just like you insisted.” He grinned, and she laughed in response. “The kitchen has modern appliances, and the furnishings were built to fit the tight space. Skylights were added to give it a lot of light, but there are automatic blinds for summer use. It’s really cozy.”

      Brad had spent the last few days imagining making love to her in front of the fire, or on the bed, under the skylight. In winter, sometimes the northern lights could be seen through the skylight, making him wish he’d brought her here in February.

      She leaned across the center console and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. It sounds perfect.”

      He grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips as he kept his eyes on the rutted road. Tonight was all he would get of her, so it would be as perfect as he could possibly make it.

      He reached the literal end of the road and parked his SUV. They both grabbed their packs and set out. It was an easy hike from here—not a lot of elevation changes, just a stroll through the woods. Halfway there, they came to a meadow where he’d set up a table and chairs. The table he’d covered with a green tablecloth that matched her eyes. In the center was a bottle of wine and two glasses.

      Jenna let out a gasp, and his heart surged at the light of emotion on her face. “Brad Fraser, I never would have suspected this of you.”

      He wrapped a hand around her waist and pulled her to him. “I need to make up for wasted time. Give you everything I should have given you years ago. You deserve it all, Jenna.”

      Her green eyes widened with surprise. “What are you saying?”

      But he couldn’t say it. So instead, he kissed her, and she molded against him, opening her mouth and letting him inside.

      She was everything he wanted. Everything he needed. His beautiful, vivacious Jenna. What did his job matter when leaving meant leaving her?

      She ended the kiss. “You worked so hard to set this up. Seems like we should enjoy a glass of wine.”

      He pressed his face to her neck and breathed her in before releasing her and taking her hand to lead her to the table. He poured their glasses and sat across from her at the table. She held up her glass and said, “To our sex pact.”

      He burst out laughing and clicked his glass with hers. “To finally having my way with you.” He sipped his wine.

      Jenna grinned and downed her entire glass and set it on the table. “Let’s go. We’ve only got twelve hours and a lot of ground to cover.” She rose from her seat and set off on the path.

      He wasn’t a fool, so he pounded his glass—a very good cabernet sauvignon he’d been gifted from the Raptor wine cellar when he was promoted to the head of Falcon team—and stuffed the cork in the bottle and dropped it in his pack before chasing after her.

      It took fifteen minutes to hike the last mile to the cabin, and there it was in a small meadow. On the outside, it was an old cabin made of rough-hewn logs. Inside, it was the perfect romantic getaway in the middle of a paramilitary compound.

      He typed his access code into the keypad, and the door unlocked. He opened it and ushered Jenna inside, turned and locked the door, then leaned against it to watch her reaction. A bed filled one end of the main room. He’d sprinkled red rose petals on the cover. The dining table on the other end of the room was set for a candlelit dinner, with a vase of wildflowers to the side. Between bed and table was the couch, which faced the fireplace, all set and ready for a romantic fire to light the room. The kitchen and bathroom were accessed through an archway to the side. Dinner was prepped and ready. It just needed to be placed in the oven.

      She turned to him, then dropped her pack to the floor and yanked her fleece pullover over her head. She tossed it to the floor, then began unbuttoning her flannel top. It joined the fleece on the floor, and she was down to a feminine-cut hiking top, which she yanked open—thank you snap closures—revealing a lacy purple bra that gave her small breasts a bit of cleavage, the owl pendant he’d made for her nestled right in the V.

      “This bra hurts like a bitch and was terrible for hiking in. So I’m going to give you five seconds to enjoy the cleavage, then it’s hitting the floor.”

      He stepped forward and reached behind her back. “If it’s hurting you, five seconds is too long.” He undid the hooks, and the tight elastic fell forward, baring her perfect breasts. He lowered his head and took one nipple into his mouth while he cupped her other breast, massaging to ease the ache evidenced by the red marks on her skin.

      She tilted her torso forward, letting out a soft hum as he sucked and stroked one then the other.

      She grabbed at the buttons of his shirt and started opening them. “Get naked.”

      “I take it you don’t want dinner first?”

      “I’m only hungry for one thing right now.” She reached for his fly.

      He covered her hands with his. “Hey. We’ve got all night. We can savor this. I want to make love to you slowly.”

      She met his gaze. “I don’t want slow or sweet. I don’t want romance. It’s too late for that.”

      Her words were urgent. And angry.

      All at once, it clicked into place. Her mood shift when she spotted the flowers he’d brought to her house. How quickly she drank the wine. The way she stripped the moment she spotted the rose petals and candlelight table setting. He cupped her cheek. “Please, let me make love to you.”

      She shook her head. “No. This is a sex pact. No emotion.”

      “It’s too late for me there. And too late for you.”

      “Don’t you dare make me fall in love with you, Brad. Not when you’re leaving.” She stepped back, crossing her arms over her bare chest. “I’ll walk out of here right now if you insist on making this about anything other than sex.”

      “That’s the problem, Jenna. It’s always been about more than sex. You and I…we’ve had this chemistry that scared the hell out of me. Tamarack has always been nothing more than a stepping stone for me.” He shook his head as the past and the future both became clear in a way he’d resisted for three long years.

      He cleared his throat. “You should know, when I was first hired, Robert Beck promised he’d move me to the Virginia compound within a year. Then Rav took over, and he promised me the same thing, as long as I stayed on to help with the transition. But we kept losing operatives to Apex, and I kept getting promoted. But there’s nowhere else for me to go here. If Nicole is named CEO, she’ll make Godfrey compound director. And I’ve always known there is no way in hell I can ever work for Godfrey.

      “And if Nicole isn’t named CEO, she’ll stay on as director. I can’t go any higher. I’ve avoided you for three years because I knew I couldn’t get involved with you and leave without hurting you. I’ve always known I would leave, and you’ve always known you want to stay.”

      “So you never gave us a chance to find out if we’re a good fit. You made all the decisions for both of us.”

      She looked more angry than hurt. And he supposed, when he thought about her words, she had good reason.

      “I was protecting you.”

      “Liar. You were protecting yourself.”

      “I was protecting me too. Yes.”

      She turned her back to him, her arms still crossed over her chest. Her body completely closed to him. She faced the rose-petal-covered bed. She, of all people, knew exactly how hard it was to get fresh-cut roses up here. She had to know he’d spent hours setting up both this and the table in the forest, just for her.

      He didn’t do it because he wanted credit for time spent. He did it because he wanted her to know. To feel the depth of his… He shut down that line of thought at the source. He just wanted to make her happy. Like owls made her happy.

      On Jenna O’Donnell’s happiness continuum, he wanted to land somewhere between puppy dogs and owls, but he had a feeling he was closer to the Ted Godfrey end of the line.

      “It’s beautiful. What you did here. But I don’t want it. I want sex. Heat. Chemistry. Not this.”

      “I think you do want this, Jenna. As much as I do.”

      “Dammit! After three years of avoiding me, you are not going to make love to me, then leave.”

      And of course, she was right. He’d probably known it all along. He’d neatly backed himself into this corner. There was only one possible way out. “Then I won’t leave.”
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      Jenna thought her knees might give out. She whirled to face him, no longer feeling self-conscious about her topless state. “What?”

      “I won’t leave.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll email Barstow right now and tell him I’m not taking the job.” He tilted the screen so she could see it, and he did, indeed, open an email from someone named Simon Barstow and hit the Reply button.

      “You can’t do that. Not right now.”

      “Why not? If it will convince you I’m serious about staying, I need to do it.” He typed on the touch screen, showed her the message in which he declined a job offer, then hit Send. The whoosh sound played, and he tucked the phone back in his pocket. “There. Done.”

      “You’re going to stay and work for Nicole or, God forbid, Ted Godfrey?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      He pulled her to him, wrapping his arms around her as he pressed her to his broad chest. His thick arms surrounded her. It was the most amazing feeling, to be held by him like that. “Because I think I’m in love with you and I want to give us a chance to find out, like I should have done three years ago.”

      Breath whooshed from her lungs, sounding much like the sent email. “What?” she croaked, having hardly any air to push the word out.

      He smiled down at her, his blue eyes filled with warmth as his gaze caressed her face. “I think you’re amazing, and I’m crazy about you. And I want to make love to you, to show you how I feel about you. I want more than a sex pact can give us.”

      She hardly knew how to respond, so she simply said, “Kiss me.”

      His mouth quirked up on one side in a soft smile, and he lowered his lips to hers. His kiss was soft, sweet. Gentle. Tender. Nothing like the hot kisses they’d shared in the broom alcove. After an interval, his tongue slipped between her lips, a slow, sensuous slide as he claimed her mouth. His hands cupped her face, and he whispered, “My beautiful Jenna,” then returned to kissing her like she was an exquisite dessert.

      They stood there by the door for the longest time, kissing, tasting. Stoking fires with their tongues. Without moving his mouth from hers, he scooped her up and carried her to the bed. He finally ended the kiss as he laid her back on the bed. The thick coverlet puffed up around her and the fragrant red rose petals slid toward her, some, she suspected, getting tangled in her hair.

      Her butt was on the bed but her legs were not, her feet planted flat on the floor. Brad kissed his way down her belly until his mouth reached her waistline. He undid the snap and zipper of her hiking pants, but left the garment on, shifting his focus to her hiking boots instead.

      Thankfully, they were light hikers and easy to remove along with her socks. He returned to her hips and slid her pants downward until all she wore was a lacy pair of panties that matched the bra she’d eagerly escaped.

      He straightened and smiled at her, his eyes filled with sexy heat. “So beautiful. So damn hot.”

      “I want to see you too. I didn’t get to touch your bare chest that night in the woods. It really wasn’t fair.”

      “While I felt cheated that I didn’t get to go down on you.” He stroked the damp swath of fabric between her legs. “I’m going to make up for that tonight.”

      “Get naked so I can see you. All of you.”

      He started unbuttoning his shirt, and she scooted up on the bed to watch. She’d ogled his impressive build at the car wash, but this was a whole new experience, the idea that he could be hers. This big, perfect man who carved owls just for her. Hers.

      He stripped quickly and stood before her in nothing but boxer briefs that did nothing to hide his impressive erection.

      Emotion overwhelmed her as she took in his body, this man she’d fantasized about endlessly for years. He was sculpted perfection. She knew that already, but this time, she could touch. And taste.

      “Do I get more than twelve hours?” she asked.

      “You get all the hours. Tonight. Tomorrow. Next week. Next month.”

      He pulled down his underwear, and she purred with satisfaction at the sight of him. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “—weasel.”

      He let out a sexy growl and lunged for her on the bed. She scooted back with a squeal of laughter, and he pinned her, his hands gripping her wrists and holding them above her head as his hips settled between her thighs and his mouth covered hers.

      She wrapped her legs around his hips and pressed her clit to the hard ridge of his penis as his tongue probed her mouth. The feel of the coarse hair on his bare chest against her breasts was divine. She’d imagined this skin-to-skin feeling so many times over the years, but never believed it would actually happen.

      His mouth left hers, and he released her wrists as he kissed her neck and breasts, slowly moving down her body. He reached the juncture of her thighs and paused to trace the edges of her panties with a fingertip. “I’ve fantasized about this moment so many times.”

      She ran her fingers through his hair. “Me too.”

      He tugged at her panties and she lifted her butt from the mattress so he could pull them off. He slid them down her legs and tossed them aside, then returned his attention to her center. He traced her clit with a fingertip, and pleasure infused her. She let out a soft gasp.

      He smiled and stroked again, pressing harder this time. She bucked at the sensation. His grin widened, and he bent his head down and licked her, the wet, hot abrasion sent shivers through her and her gasp turned to a groan. He scraped his teeth over her clit, then sucked on it.

      It was the most glorious, intense sensation to have Brad Fraser sucking on her clit, and she made a noise that was part groan, part yell, and part incoherent jumble of sound.

      “Oh my God,” he said, his breath caressing her most intimate place. “I want to hear you make that sound again.”

      He licked her again, his tongue sliding over her in the most exquisite torture, and she gave him what he wanted as another yell tore from her throat.

      He slipped his fingers inside her and stroked her within as his tongue teased her clit. The pleasure was so intense, she couldn’t hold back if she tried and she came hard and fast as he licked and stroked.

      She scooted up the bed even as her thighs cradled his head. He scooted too, following her retreat, his tongue pressed to her, maintaining the intensity of the orgasm, holding her in ecstasy forever and ever.

      When her orgasm finally subsided, she flopped back on the pillows and let out a laugh. “Holy wow. That was intense.”

      He reached for a condom, which had been strategically placed on the nightstand, and ripped open the wrapper. “It’s about to get even more intense.”

      She grinned and stroked his cock. “I finally get to have this.”

      “You get all of me.” He rolled the condom on and positioned himself between her thighs, the tip probing at her opening. “And I get all of you.”

      She thrust her hips toward him, desperate for him to fill her as her body still hummed with the pleasure of her first orgasm. Pleasure rippled through her again as he penetrated her, sliding deep, his thickness stretching her.

      Seated to the hilt, he stopped. She opened her eyes and met his gaze, his eyes intense with emotion. “You’re everything I ever wanted and imagined,” he said, his voice husky.

      She felt tears prick her eyes at the perfection of the moment. She was always quick to cry with joy as much as with sorrow, but she’d never expected sex could trigger such intense emotion. She crossed her legs over his butt and pulled his mouth down for a kiss, gripping his shoulders, holding her upper body off the bed. His fists were planted on the mattress on either side of her head as he slowly pulled back and thrust again, a sensuous slide that triggered physical and emotional pleasure.

      Tears slid down from the corners of her eyes as she reveled in having him inside her. Loving her. They rocked together, shifting from slow and sensuous to hot and fast. The friction of their bodies together and his cock hitting her just so brought her closer and closer to the brink again. She rarely came just with penetration, but this was clearly going to be one of those exceptions.

      She released his mouth and tilted her head back, letting out a groan as she came again. She clenched around him, feeling utterly wild at the sensation. His mouth found her neck, and he kissed her as his body tightened and he let out his own groan of release, his body pulsing as he came.

      She released his shoulders and flopped back on the bed as he slowly rocked his hips in the aftermath of both their orgasms. He bent his elbows, following her down on the mattress, still inside her. He kissed her, the length of his body on hers but supporting his weight on his forearms. After a long, deep kiss, he rolled to the side, scooping her with him so he ended up on his back with her pressed to his chest.

      Her hair had come out of the clip at some point, and it flopped down onto his face. He tucked a lock behind her ear as he gazed up at her. “I’m crazy about you, Jenna O’Donnell. Seeing you at the roadhouse has always been the highlight of my week. Would you believe I rarely drank before moving to Tamarack? I didn’t even like beer that much. But it gave me an excuse to see you, so I learned to like it. Now I love it. I even like this weird-ass drink called Jack-in-the-Box. But I think it’s because it will always make me think of you.”

      And just like that, she was crying again.
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        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      The female owl announced her presence in the nest with a loud hoot, and Jenna felt a rush of joy as she stepped into the meadow in the gray light of the middle of the night in early July. She spotted Brad’s silhouette. He stood in the center of the grass, close to or perhaps even in the exact spot where they’d shared their bodies for the first time.

      It had been a wild two weeks since their night in the cabin. She’d known she wouldn’t get to see him while he and his team ran another training, but things took a sideways turn when Isabel was arrested for interrupting a live-fire training in the middle of the compound just days into the session.

      Being arrested was bad, but the fact that she could have been killed by a stray bullet was terrifying. In the days that followed, Raptor CEO Alec Ravissant had managed to get a restraining order to prevent her from trespassing on Raptor land, and Isabel had turned around and gotten the man’s political opponent in the US Senate race to back her call for investigation of the safety at the compound. As of tomorrow, when the current batch of trainees were bussed to Elmendorf Air Force Base for their flight home, the compound would be closed indefinitely.

      Tonight had been a busy night at the roadhouse as they hosted the usual end-of-training wrap party, but it had a different atmosphere as the mood was muted. No one from Falcon team had been able to enjoy the festivities. Brad had asked if she could meet him here after the bar closed for the night.

      She was nervous, not having seen him since the night they’d made love, and more than a little worried he’d guessed she knew about Isabel’s forays onto Raptor land. But Isabel had assured her she’d admitted nothing. She had, in fact, claimed she was specifically there to halt the training and draw attention to the unsafe conditions on the compound.

      It appeared the gambit worked, and while Jenna was happy Isabel had gotten the results she’d wanted, Jenna still feared the loss of income without the influx of trainees in town for the foreseeable future.

      The male owl hooted, and this time, Jenna responded in a fairly good impersonation of a female, if she did say so herself.

      Brad turned at her owl call and walked toward her. He pulled her into his arms the moment she was in reach and said, “God, how I’ve missed you, kitten.” He kissed her before she could respond, but she figured kissing him back was answer enough.

      The kiss was long and deep, but not nearly enough to make up for two weeks of missing him. One thing she’d become certain of as they’d exchanged texts and short phone calls in the last two weeks, what had once been an infatuation with this big, hot Raptor operative was now something much deeper.

      Scarily so.

      She pulled back from the kiss. “So, do you have anything to do with my dad’s increasing determination to get me to move out of his house?”

      “Maybe. Is it working?”

      “He promised to visit the specialist in Fairbanks if I move out. How on earth did you manage that?”

      Brad grinned. “I might have talked to Doc Larson.” He tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “And your dad. He really wants you to be happy, and when he realized you were holding back because of him, he agreed.”

      She thought her heart might explode that Brad had reached out to her father and that both men were acting out of care for her. “Thank you.” She brushed her lips over his. “But you know I can’t afford the rent on an apartment right now. Especially with the compound closing.”

      “I can afford it—my cost of living is next to nothing here. I’ve saved a lot of money over the last three years.”

      “I can’t just let you pay for an apartment for me.”

      “Why not? Especially when it’s as much for me as it is for you. I want to spend as much time as I can with you, and that means we’ll need a place in Tamarack. Plus, it will be easier for us to sneak around if you’ve got a place of your own.”

      They’d agreed to keep their relationship quiet for the time being. The sneaking part was fun, and it gave them a chance to figure out how serious they were before the whole town knew. Having lived in Tamarack her whole life, Jenna didn’t get to keep much private from the residents who were her extended family. Plus, there was the fact that she would make more in tips, and with the lack of trainings, she’d need every extra penny she could get. She remembered well what it had been like in the years before the compound had opened.

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right. What if we break up, or you decide to take the job in Oregon after all, and then I’m stuck in a lease I can’t afford?” Brad had told her that Barstow had upped his offer. If Brad changed his mind and left, Charlie would surely cut her some slack, but she still had to consider all possibilities.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Jenna. I promise. But if it makes you feel better, I can talk to Nicole about hiring you to do some photography for the compound website. With the closure, we’re going to be revamping some of the facilities, and we’ll need professional photos when they’re done.” He slid his fingers in her hair. “But I’m still going to insist on paying all the rent for the apartment. You can bank the extra income for emergencies. Or blow it on whatever you want. You deserve to treat yourself, you know.”

      “You think Nicole would hire me?”

      “I might have already suggested it. And she might have already said it’s a good idea. She plans to talk to you about it soon, after the dust settles on the closure.”

      “Really?” She was getting teary-eyed again. First he’d worked things out with her dad that meant he would take better care of his illness, and now he was lining up freelance work in the career path she’d never really had the chance to follow.

      “Really.” He ran his lips over her forehead. “I wanted to meet you here tonight because this felt like the right place to say what I’ve been wanting to say since we kissed goodbye after our night together. I’m in love with you, Jenna. Wildly, crazy in love with you.”

      She let out a soft gasp. In the two weeks they’d been apart, even though they’d talked on the phone and texted, she’d wondered if the intensity they’d shared would wane for him. For some men, it was all about the chase. Brad had never indicated he was that kind of man, but still, she feared, because this all felt a little too good to be true.

      “I’m required to live in the compound during trainings, but that’s all. With the compound closure, I’ll have a bit more freedom to spend nights in town, and I don’t want to waste another minute after wasting three years. I’m content to sneak around with you until you’re ready to let everyone know we’re together. Whatever you want. Just tell me you want me in your life as much as I need you in mine.”

      She let out a soft sob that became a laugh, her heart feeling like it might burst as a light wind brushed across the meadow. “Took you long enough.”

      He laughed with her. “It took me way too long. I’m going to make up for that.”

      She rose on her toes and brushed her lips over his. “I’m crazy in love with you too.”

      They kissed, as above them, the mated pair of owls hooted in duet.
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      Want to know what Ted Godfrey is up to, or what happens when Isabel stumbles across Raptor CEO and senate candidate Alec Ravissant’s unconscious body deep in the Alaskan wilderness? You’ll find answers to that, plus get more of Brad and Jenna in INCRIMINATING EVIDENCE, available now in print, digital, and audiobook.

      
        
        One-click INCRIMINATING EVIDENCE Now

        or

        Turn the Page for an Excerpt

      

      

      If you like steamy military thrillers, check out my Flashpoint Series. In Tinderbox, Dr. Morgan Adler has made the archaeological find of a lifetime, which puts her in the crosshairs of a warlord eager to claim Morgan and the fossils. Green Beret Pax Blanchard is assigned to protect the scientist in the scorching desert heat, but can he keep his hands off her when the sun goes down?

      Winner of the HOLT Medallion award and named to Kirkus Reviews’ Best Books.

      
        
        One-click TINDERBOX now

        or

        Visit my website for an excerpt & audio sample
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      If you’d like to know when my next book is available, you can sign up for my mailing list or visit my website. If you follow me on Goodreads you can see what I’m currently reading (usually research material for my next book).

      For a little added fun, visit RATinformant.com, a website companion to my Evidence Series (but you’ll find my other books there too).
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        Tanana Valley State Forest, Alaska

        September

      

      

      It was a show tunes kind of afternoon, which was unusual for Isabel, but the words to the old songs came to her effortlessly as she walked downslope, deep in the Tanana Valley State Forest. Loud, full-voiced singing was necessary to warn bears she was working in this remote Alaskan wilderness and was intended to scare the creatures away. Given her off-key voice, singing pretty much guaranteed humans would stay away as well. A decided bonus.

      Although, now that she was on day four of the timber sale survey, she was ready to be done. She’d had enough solitude this week and wouldn’t mind meeting up with Nicole for a beer at the Tamarack Roadhouse. It was getting late, already after five p.m., and she was still a two-hour hike from her truck, but her extra-long lunch excursion put her behind schedule and she had one more parcel to inspect before she’d be done with the archaeological survey. It was worth the long day to avoid hiking all the way back here tomorrow.

      Most of this week’s survey soundtrack had been sad songs, but yesterday had been Vincent’s birthday, so her melancholy was understandable. Then suddenly, this afternoon Rodgers and Hammerstein popped into her head. She’d started with Oklahoma!, continued with The Sound of Music, and now she’d moved on to Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance, specifically, “I Am The Very Model Of A Modern Major-General.”

      She’d feel ridiculous singing at the top of her lungs, except after months of working in Alaska, she’d grown used to the need to make noise while conducting pedestrian survey. She’d found straight-up talking to herself disconcerting, so she’d taken to singing. Now it was second nature. She barely even heard her own voice as she studied the ground for telltale signs of prehistoric human activity.

      She paused, taking a deep breath, preparing for the next rapid verse, when she heard a branch crack, followed by a grunt.

      Not the grunt of an animal, but one of a human. In pain?

      She stopped. With her head cocked toward the wind, she listened. Again she heard a sound. Faint. Human. Definitely not happy.

      She scanned the woods. The underbrush was thick and mosquitoes vicious. Whenever she stopped walking, they swarmed. She fought the urge to wave her arms to shoo them away so she could listen.

      But all she heard was wind. Birds. Buzzing mosquitoes as the bloodsucking females feasted on her cheeks and arms. Normal forest sounds.

      She slapped away the biters. Maybe she’d heard a wolverine. Their grunts could easily be mistaken for human. Shaking off the foolish notion she’d cross paths with another person out here on the edge of the bush, she resumed walking and singing, but the happy beat was lost. Now she sang solely to ward off bears. She scanned the ground as she walked, looking for signs of prehistoric occupation or use. Her job was to find archaeological sites that would be destroyed by the coming timber harvest. That was what she was here for. She needed to focus on what paid the bills.

      The ground sloped at a grade above fifteen percent. Poor conditions for finding a site, because the ground was too steep for occupation. If there were a site in the vicinity, she’d find it at the base of the slope. She continued in that direction, determined to do a good job for her employer, the Alaska Department of Natural Resources.

      Branches snapped below her, to the right.

      She stopped signing midword.

      Any number of fauna could have triggered it. She hadn’t seen any scat, at least nothing fresh and therefore worrisome, for the last half mile. But still, she dropped a hand to the grip of her pistol while the other grabbed the bear spray. Of the two, the pistol was the least effective, but the noises had her on edge. While a pistol wasn’t good defense against a bear, it was excellent for dealing with humans.

      These woods, remote, abundant with resources, yet marginally accessible due to logging roads, could be a gateway to the bush for people on the run. Maybe she’d been foolish to brush off the noise as a wolverine.

      Another sound carried on the breeze, and she ducked behind a tree to listen and wait. In her gut, she knew she wasn’t about to face down a bear. She held the gun in front of her, pointed upward, clasped between both hands like a prayer. Her heart pounded, but she had no real understanding why. This just didn’t feel right.

      She couldn’t stay behind a tree gripping a gun forever and eased out from her feeble hiding spot. Slowly, silently, she crept down the hillside toward whatever—or whoever—had made the sounds.

      She spotted him immediately. Sunlight filtered between the leaves, highlighting the red splatter of blood that covered the man’s face. He lay still. Unconscious or dead?

      She’d heard of archaeologists finding bodies on survey before, but the accounts always had the earmark of urban myths—two people removed from the teller of the tale. She’d never met anyone who’d actually encountered a corpse themselves. She supposed she’d considered how scary such a find would be, but hadn’t really thought beyond that, because really, it just didn’t happen.

      It was like planning for a head-on collision. She’d been certain that sort of thing would never happen to her. Car accidents, kidnappings, tornados, and random bodies in the woods were all on the list of things that happened to other people.

      And yet here she was. Adrenaline flooded, frozen with shock, and facing a body in the deep, bear-infested woods.

      Her past speculation had been wrong. It wasn’t scary; it was utterly terrifying. Worse than facing down a bear, a pair of rattlesnakes, and a brown recluse all at the same time. Nature, she could handle. This wasn’t nature.

      This was murder.

      She glanced left and right. She would never hear anyone approaching over the roar of her racing pulse. She stepped toward the man, slowly. Gun out. Pointed at the body.

      As she neared, she caught the slightest rise of his chest. He was alive.

      Not murder, then. Attempted murder? Assault?

      His face was swollen. He’d taken several blows in addition to the gash on his temple that bled profusely. She dropped to her knees at his side. She had no choice but to holster the pistol to check his vital signs.

      His pulse was solid even though his breathing was shallow. It was likely a blessing that he was unconscious, because if he were awake she’d bet his head would hurt like a sonofabitch.

      What to do? Whoever had done this to him could return. But if she left him here, unconscious, vulnerable, he could die. No. Would die. There were too many scavengers and predators in the area to believe he could survive, bleeding, unconscious, and alone.

      But then, he could be the villain in this. Drug dealer. Poacher. Criminal on the run. This could be his just reward. She searched his pockets for a wallet with ID, but came up empty. His clothing didn’t argue for poacher. His clothing—business casual slacks and a blood-saturated button-down shirt—didn’t belong in these woods at all.

      She checked his mouth, looking for rotting teeth, signs of drug use, anything that would indicate she had something to fear from helping him. But his teeth’s perfect alignment could only be attributed to orthodontia. Bright white and nary a silver filling.

      She opened his shirt, searching for other causes for his blood-soaked clothing besides the gash on his temple. All she found was hard muscle. Whoever this man was, he took good care of himself.

      Given his build, in spite of his city clothes, he could be a Raptor operative who’d strayed from the compound. That thought had her considering leaving him. The bears and wolves could have him. Or whoever had done this to him could come back and finish the job.

      She shook her head, knowing her thoughts were unfair. Not all the operatives on the Raptor compound were rotten. She got along with most of them and was even drinking buddies with Nicole. But she knew without a doubt a few operatives were up to no good, and she had a serious problem with their boss. But then, it was hard to have kind feelings for the person who might have covered up her brother’s murder, especially when yesterday would have been that brother’s thirty-fourth birthday.

      She had to assume, given this guy’s condition, he could be one of the operatives involved in dirty deals. The fact that she didn’t recognize him only made him more suspicious.

      She stood and slowly turned in a circle, scanning the woods. What should she do?

      It was a five-mile hike—at least half of that uphill—to her truck. No way could she carry an unconscious man that far. Hell, there was no way she could carry him thirty feet.

      She pulled out her first aid kit and dropped to his side again. She’d tend the head wound while she decided what to do. Using precious water from her water bottle, she dampened a pack towel and cleaned the gash on his temple. Given the blood, bruises, and welts, she’d have trouble recognizing him even if he were a regular at the Roadhouse, but she was fairly certain she’d never seen him in town, nor was he one of the operatives she’d met when she’d interrupted the live-fire training exercise and been arrested.

      Her hands shook as she cleaned the gash, and she paused to steady her breathing and get the trembling under control. She scanned the woods, wondering if this man’s attackers lurked nearby. Every instinct said to flee, but she couldn’t abandon him.

      He couldn’t be a soldier attending a Raptor training, because after months of effort, she’d successfully gotten the government to shut down the compound’s military training program while they investigated the company’s safety measures. The weekly influx of soldiers had halted two months ago. But still, to be certain, she checked for dog tags and confirmed he wasn’t wearing any.

      Breathing under control, she swabbed his cut with alcohol again and applied antibiotic ointment. She closed the gash with three butterfly bandages.

      Unless he had internal injuries she wasn’t aware of, he’d probably be okay—as long as he wasn’t left to die unconscious and alone.

      She considered her options. She had plenty of parachute cord and a small but sturdy tarp in her backpack. With long, strong branches, she could build a travois-type stretcher and drag him to shelter.

      But still…five miles, much of it uphill. She closed her eyes, thinking of the surrounding area. After surveying this parcel of woods for the last four days, she knew this section of forest. Where could she take him?

      There were a few very old caches, but she could no more haul him up into a cache than drag him five miles to her truck. However…Raptor land abutted the state forest about a half mile away.

      She pulled out her USGS quadrangle map of the survey area and studied it. She’d checked the state database for historic and prehistoric sites on Raptor land as part of her search for Vincent’s cave and had recorded all known sites—of which there were pathetic few—on her field maps, including this quad.

      According to her map, there was a 1906 settler’s cabin about a mile away.

      She’d never been to that part of the compound; the closest she’d come was about a mile west. She couldn’t be certain the cabin was still there, but she’d managed to find a few previously recorded sites in the parts of the compound she had explored, giving her hope that the historic cabin would also be extant.

      After the live-fire training incident, the company CEO, Alec Ravissant, had acquired a restraining order to prevent her from stepping on Raptor land. But surely she wouldn’t get in trouble for bringing an injured Raptor operative to the cabin, especially if the action saved his life? Of course, she couldn’t admit how she knew the cabin existed, but she’d deal with that little problem if the time came.

      But what if this man’s attackers were in the cabin?

      She didn’t really have a choice. The cabin was his best hope. There was no cell coverage out here, and satellite phones were so horrifically expensive, she couldn’t afford one. The hike to her truck plus the drive to where she could get a signal would take more than two hours. Help, in the form of emergency responders, would take another two hours to return. She had a feeling this guy didn’t have that sort of time. Especially given his head wound and the evening wind, which was just beginning to kick up.

      She dropped her hand to the gun at her hip. If there were men in the cabin, she wouldn’t be helpless.

      Before she could drag him a mile, she needed a travois. She set to work building it. Because she had a tarp, she didn’t need most of the crosspieces; she could get by with one near the top and one at the bottom.

      First, she used her knife to strip two six-foot-long branches, then she rolled the prepared branches into the opposite sides of the tarp at an angle, so it flared out, making it wider at the bottom, like a traditional travois. With the parachute cord, she lashed a short crosspiece to the top and a much longer one at the bottom, stretching the tarp tight in both places. The process took far too long for her peace of mind, but in the end she’d created something between a travois and a litter and could only pray the contraption would work.

      She muttered an apology to the unconscious man as she rolled him onto the makeshift stretcher and strapped him between the poles using more rope, running it under his arms and over his shoulders. It would pinch and probably hurt like hell, but it was better than being left for dead, so he’d have to forgive her.

      The man didn’t make a sound, which increased her anxiety over his condition. With one last check of his pulse—still strong, thank goodness—she picked up the end of the travois and dragged him the first few steps.

      Holy hell, he was heavy. She adjusted her grip and pulled another few feet, then stopped. She’d positioned him too high on the tarp, forcing her to lift too much of his weight. The poles should act as sled runners of sorts, but couldn’t at the current angle.

      She set him down and adjusted his position, lowering him until his legs hung off the tarp and the travois only supported his head down to his hips. Good thing he was unconscious, because he was about to be dragged across a whole lot of rocky ground, with nothing but a pair of cotton slacks to protect his skin.

      She stopped to rest often and quickly ran out of water. The aching, miserable, difficult, one-mile trek took two hours, but at last she reached the small meadow and spotted the cabin twenty yards away.
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