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      About Light My Fire

      

      Former bad-boy Tucker Newman has learned his lesson—as the temporary team leader of the Jude County Smokejumpers, he’s all about following the rules to keep his team safe. Especially when he has to partner with a group of local low-security prisoners to knock down the raging fire. But the prisoners are not who they seem, and when they stage a break, kidnapping one of his teammates, he’ll have to break every rule he knows to get her back.

      

      US Marshal Stevie Mills knows that to get the job done, she must work alone. She simply can’t risk another person getting hurt because of her. When she discovers that a wanted fugitive accused of rape and murder has not only been set free to fight the fire—but is now on the lam with a hostage--the last thing she needs is a zealous smokejumper getting in the way of her pursuit.

      

      Whether they like it or not, Tucker and Stevie must join forces if they hope to save lives, and in the meantime, they just might discover a new definition for the word teamwork, in book 1 of the Summer of the Burning Sky mini-series.
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      His knee had turned into a melon, achy and soft, and Tucker Newman’s entire body throbbed, right down to the marrow. Please, just give him one night without trouble.

      Without ash in his hair, smoke gritting his eyes.

      Without the lurking sense of danger that tonight, someone might die.

      Sheesh, he was getting morbid.

      He was just angry, mostly at himself, the kind of fury that settled into his bones and simmered, a quiet frustration that he couldn’t burn away.

      It was quite possible he’d lost his edge.

      Tucker leaned against the bar and tried to get his head back into the now, the black, the fact that they’d all lived. Hello.

      “C’mon, pal, it shouldn’t be that hard.”

      Tucker stared at Vic, the bartender for the Midnight Sun Saloon, her hair pulled back into a thinning blonde ponytail, her lips pursed, annoyance in her eyes. She fisted a bar cloth on her beefy hip.

      “Right.” She’d offered him plenty of choices—three on-tap brews, the standard bottled beers.

      Behind him, shouts rose. Which meant he should probably order his wings to go. Because a glance in the mirror behind the bar at his exhausted but wired teammates—eight hardy smokejumpers who’d just stepped off the line with him—told him the night was only going to get rowdier.

      “Ginger ale and a basket of wings.”

      Vic grabbed a glass and reached for the bar hose.

      The Midnight Sun Saloon reminded Tucker of the Ember Hotline back home in Montana. Pictures of local heroes on the walls, neon beer lights reflecting against a long, mirrored wall that held bottles and glasses. Tables covered in red vinyl cloths, a scuffed wooden floor, and a television mounted in one corner that played a satellite-beamed replay of the Super Bowl, already forgotten in the Lower 48.

      This Alaskan version of the local grub joint, however, hosted an unfair share of elk and reindeer antlers, a moose head, and two grizzlies with their incisors bared. Half-lit Christmas lights still hung from the polished wooden beams overhead, and dark, smoky logs held up the low ceiling embedded with decades of smoke, grease, and raucous music.

      Home sweet home up here in the wilds of the last frontier, one hundred miles north of Anchorage.

      Tucker turned around, leaned against the bar, and cast a babysitter gaze on his team.

      The Jude County Smoke Jumpers. Seven men and one woman—sloughing off a ten-day firefight in high decibel laughter bouncing off the collection of amber-colored bottles and not a few take-to-their feet callouts over the rerun football game playing on the flat screen.

      A tired, edgy, courageous bunch that he loved more than family.

      Because, well, they were his only family, weren’t they? Tucker glanced at Riley down at the end of the bar, leaning on his elbow, chatting up a blonde with her back to the room. Riley held a brown bottle of something in his grip, gesturing, brown eyes alight, probably telling a whopper about the fire they’d just climbed out of.

      Across the room, Reuben, their big sawyer, and petite jump pilot Gilly were huddled together in a booth in the front of the saloon, sharing a pizza.

      Gilly and Reuben, Riley, Jed and himself were all that remained from their restart three years ago, after a tragedy wiped out seven members and decimated the team. Three years shouldn’t count as seasoned in the world of firefighting, but when you started with more than half the team as rookies every year, it had fallen to Tucker to step up and help train.

      Lead.

      Babysit.

      And tonight, he might have his hands full.

      Riley walked over to an ancient jukebox and popped in a quarter. “The Boys Are Back in Town” hit the speakers and with it, some karaoke from the patrons.

      “It’s going to get loud tonight.”

      Tucker turned—he hadn’t noticed Jed join him at the bar. He slid onto a stool beside Tucker.

      “Probably.”

      Jed glanced over at the congregation of smokejumpers—heroes with eager, formerly smoke-smudged faces, many with beards, bearing scrapes and sunburns and a cockiness that came from winning this round of the war on fire.

      “We’re attracting attention,” Tucker said. He nodded to a few flannel-clad locals.

      “Let them eat, then head back to the ranch. Make sure they get a good night’s sleep.”

      Tucker had never respected someone more than Jed Ransom, seasoned smokejumper, his trainer, boss, and frankly, a guy he would follow anywhere. However, the three weeks on the line had stripped some of the vim from Jed’s expression, added whiskers and length to his dark brown hair, turning it nearly unruly. He’d showered back at the ranch where the team bunked and now wore a black Jude County Smokejumpers T-shirt and a jean jacket, a pair of hiking boots.

      “Here you go,” Vic said, and Tucker turned as she set down a basket of wings, a plastic cup of blue cheese, and some celery. His glass of ginger ale sweated on a napkin.

      “Thanks.”

      Jed reached for one of his wings. “Skye okay?”

      Tucker took a sip of his drink. “Seems like it. Wish I could get the shot of her standing in the middle of that fire out of my head.”

      “What happened, exactly?”

      “I don’t know—one second she’s lighting the burn with the drip torch, the next she’s completely frozen, letting it drip fire around her. She said it wouldn’t turn off—she could have burned alive.” He blew out a breath, wanting to shake from his brain the image of Riley grabbing her, throwing the torch, tackling her out of the flames.

      “Riley has—” Jed started.

      “Crazy. Riley is crazy,” Tucker said, picking up a wing. “He could have gotten both of them killed.”

      Jed raised an eyebrow, set down the bones of his wing on a napkin, and grabbed another. “Riley acted fast. She could have been seriously hurt.”

      Yeah, maybe Jed was right. While Tucker had been shouting instructions at her as to how to turn it off, Riley reacted.

      Tucker used to be the guy who reacted.

      Jed’s mouth tightened, but he gave a shallow nod. And had the grace not to suggest that Riley had probably saved Skye’s life.

      Truth was, wildland firefighting was one of the world’s most dangerous occupations. Add in leaping from a plane from 3,000 feet into the mouth of a dragon, well…yeah, if they all made it home alive, it wouldn’t be without divine intervention. So maybe he should cut them all a little grace.

      Tucker well remembered his own rookie year as a smokejumper. Worse, that year someone had been trying to kill their team. Had nearly succeeded, at least twice.

      “Skye’s smart,” Jed said. “But we all hit the wall at some point. Keep an eye on her while I’m gone.”

      Tucker looked over at him. “While you’re—where’re you going?”

      “So, bad news.” Jed set his cell phone on the counter. “That was Kate. She’s…well, she’s still a month out from her due date, but she thinks she might be in labor. She’s going into the hospital and wants me to come home.”

      Tucker used one of the many packets of wet wipes piled next to his basket to clean his fingers. “Is she going to be okay?”

      “Yeah. I think… I don’t know.” Jed ran a scarred hand around the back of his neck, kneaded a muscle there.

      “Good thing we’re headed out tomorrow.”

      “That’s the thing. The Bureau of Land Management wants us to stick around for another forty-eight hours at least. The Alaskan jump team had to deploy to another start north of Fairbanks, so we’re the only ones holding the line down here if the Chelatna Lake fire wants to wake up.”

      “We put it to bed pretty well—”

      “I’m leaving you in charge, Tuck.”

      Tucker blinked at him. Couldn’t help but glance past him to Gilly and Reuben, now rising from their corner booth. “What about—?”

      “Yeah, I know, but Reuben hates leading—always has. And Riley, well—” Jed shot a glance over his shoulder, and Tucker could guess to what he referred.

      Riley was probably using his brown eyes and charming prep-school smile to hone in on the poor blonde, probably wooing her with a story of peril, suggesting this night might be his last. The Chicago boy had littered the small town of Ember with heartbreak and apparently was attempting a small debris field here too.

      Still, despite his recklessness, on the line he was tough, the kind of guy you wanted beside you because Riley simply didn’t know the word quit.

      “Are you sure?” Tucker said just as Reuben walked past them, the big man lifting his chin to Tucker. Jed turned and raised a hand to the departing couple, Gilly offering a smile. She just might be the most fearless among them—she not only flew them right over the flames but had started flying bombers a few summers ago, saving their lives more than once with the perfectly placed wave of water.

      “Yeah. Listen, if there’s another start, just work with the local BLM incident commander to fight it. I trust you and your instincts, Tucker.”

      Tucker didn’t know how to process those words, landing the way they did in the center of his chest.

      Yeah, he used to have instincts. The kind that had destroyed his career, his future. He simply couldn’t trust instinct. Which is why he had rules. Obeyed them.

      Jed pocketed his phone. “Gilly and Reuben are flying me down first thing in the morning.” He glanced at the teams. “Make sure these yahoos get back to the ranch in one piece. It’s nights like tonight that can wreck more lives than fire.”

      “Roger,” Tucker said. “Standard Firefighting Order number two: Know what your fire is doing at all times.”

      Jed laughed. “Clearly they’re in the right hands. Just…don’t do anything stupid with my team.”

      Jed meant it as a joke—Tucker knew it. But the words still burrowed deep, found the raw, unhealed places where his shame sat, and stirred it. He forced a smile, nodded.

      His gaze followed Jed out. He was reaching for a wing when his attention fell hard on a brunette with sable hair who eased into the bar, closing the door behind her as if she might be on the lookout for an ambush. She wore a leather jacket, jeans, cowboy boots, and a black T-shirt, and flashed a glance at Vic as she came in, taking off a pair of aviator sunglasses and setting them on the bar.

      “Oh boy,” Vic said, her voice dropping. “Here comes trouble.”

      Huh.

      And maybe Vic was right, because the brunette definitely seemed to expect trouble the way she slid up to the bar, two stools down from Tucker, put her car keys on the bar, and looked into the mirror.

      He’d seen it before—an almost “come-at-me” expression that had his instincts firing.

      He knew that look. Had worn that look, once upon a time.

      Apparently, he and Vic weren’t the only ones who noticed her because the conversation hum dipped. Just a moment, but enough for her to lift her chin, offer a dangerous, half hitch of a smile.

      Tucker took a bite of one of his wings, then grabbed a napkin. Messy things. “What’s her story?”

      “Local girl. Used to be a cop. Let’s just say that last time she was here, someone died.”

      What? He frowned even as Vic headed over to the woman.

      Striking, really. Beautiful, glossy sable hair. High, regal cheekbones, pale green eyes that seemed to read the room before they settled on Vic. Not necessarily petite, but not big-boned, either. Toned, capable. She put her booted foot on the bar rail.

      “You got nerve,” Vic said as she put a napkin on the bar. “I don’t want trouble. Whatya have?”

      “The usual,” the woman said, and Tucker’s interest piqued.

      “Stevie Mills.”

      The name carried across the room, attached to a big man—tall, wide shoulders, flannel shirt, and a baseball cap on backward over his dark, short-clipped hair. He emanated attitude in the way he walked over.

      She got off the stool, meeting him. “Nate.” Despite standing a good foot shorter, she didn’t shrink back. Instead, her chin lifted a little, her eyes narrowing.

      Nate leaned in and whispered in her ear, his six-something frame shadowing her, his voice low under the song on the jukebox.

      Tucker saw her draw in her breath, and something inside him bristled. He didn’t care how tough a woman was—he didn’t like seeing anyone threatened. And Flannel Nate definitely had menace in his eyes.

      Tucker reached for a napkin and started drying his hands. Kept her in his periphery.

      When he heard an under-the-breath curse word, he glanced up. Vic was wiping a glass, shaking her head. “I knew it wouldn’t take long.”

      He frowned, a question forming—

      “Back off, Nate.”

      The tone, more than the volume, made him look over again. Stevie stood her ground, but despite her tone, her warning, Nate wasn’t moving. If anything, he took another step toward the woman, and Tucker looked back at Vic.

      “She can take care of herself,” Vic said, her mouth tight, as if expecting exactly that trouble she’d predicted.

      Huh. Stevie put her hand on Nate’s shoulder, as if to push him away, and when Nate didn’t move, Tucker slid off his stool.

      Because he’d nearly had a woman die in his arms once, at the hands of a man who thought he could bully a woman into submission. And frankly, he didn’t care how capable a woman was.

      There were lines a guy shouldn’t cross.

      “Ease back there, bro. Give her some room.” Tucker kept his voice easy, but the song on the juke had just ended, and his words came out loud, a warning.

      He could nearly feel the eyes in the room on him, burning right through him.

      Nate the aggressor took a step back and frankly, that’s all Tucker wanted. A chance for Stevie to get her ground back. He nodded, then glanced down at Stevie.

      He might have imagined it, but a tiny spur of fear, or surprise, even relief, flickered in her eyes one second before it vanished, replaced with a cool shade of grit.

      A crack in her tough-girl demeanor.

      It was enough to make him hesitate.

      Nate wasn’t stepping back. He turned to Tucker. “Mind your own business, hotshot. This isn’t your fight.” The man stood a good two inches over him, but Tucker had the girth and hard body of a man who swung a Pulaski, who toted 110 pounds of gear on his back for miles, who breathed smoke and stood his ground when fire wanted to chase him down a hill.

      But oh, he didn’t want trouble. “Hey man, just…give the woman some respect.” He held up his hands, a gesture of peace more than surrender.

      Still, he could almost hear the spark ignite as chairs scooted across wooden floors. Tucker didn’t have to look to see his tired, edgy, and not a little jacked-up team of rookies assembling behind him.

      What he didn’t expect was for Nate to size him up and glance over to a table of locals.

      Who’d risen to join him.

      “Nate—” Stevie started.

      “Don’t—” Tucker said at nearly the same time.

      “Too late,” Nate snapped, fire in his eyes.

      Shoot, but Tucker felt it too. The hot rush of adrenaline lighting inside him.

      No. He wouldn’t let a brawl cut short his—or his team’s—night off. He glanced at Stevie. “I just want to make sure—”

      The punch hit him across the jaw, an explosion of heat and pain and fury that spun him into the bar.

      Screaming, a roar, and by the time he turned back, the bar had erupted.

      His teammates launched themselves at whatever local seemed in on the fight, hopefully one their size, although even as he grabbed Nate around the waist to tackle him back, away from the brawl, he spied Riley jumping on a guy with the girth of a moose.

      Tucker hit the floor on top of Nate, and instinct took hold. He grabbed Nate’s arm and rolled, pinning his head with his legs. Then he twisted Nate’s arm and shoved his fist under his elbow, wrenching it down into an arm bar. Submission, hot and fast, and the fight burned through bones. “Stay down!”

      Nate kicked but Tucker held on. Around him, shouts rose, furniture crashed, and men growled, all behind the fierce anger of Vic who had come around the bar gripping a baseball bat, thick in it, like a bear roused.

      Nate howled, shot off his mouth, and Tucker didn’t dare let him up.

      Riley landed beside Tucker on top of one of the flannels, heat in his eyes.

      Shoot, he’d been left in charge for all of five minutes, and the entire night had flashed over.

      Of course. Because no matter how he tried to hold it all together, to keep everyone safe—

      A shot. Fierce. Piercing. The sound ricocheted off the ceiling.

      For a second, everyone stopped. Found the source.

      Stevie. She stood like a gunslinger from the days of the gold rush, a Glock in her grip, raised. Her voice emerged dark and even. “Stop it!”

      Breathing. Then Vic released a loud, vibrant string of adjectives that had the bracing effect of Stevie’s gunshot.

      “Every one of you, get out!” Vic hauled up one of Tucker’s guys from the floor. He bled from the nose. “Unless you’re willing to behave yourself.”

      Tucker looked at Nate, who deliberately looked away, angry and defeated.

      Tucker took that as a yes and eased off the man. Found his feet. His team, including Skye Doyle, who had gotten out of her booth, stood breathing hard, at the ready.

      “Let it go, guys,” Tucker said, trying to douse the fury that still simmered in the room.

      Nate scrambled up as fast as Tucker and, shooting a glare at Stevie, picked up his hat and marched out.

      A few flannels followed, a couple more returned to their booth.

      The team picked up the chairs, mumbled apologies to Vic.

      Riley headed back to the blonde still sitting on the bar stool. Tucker saw her face clearly now—Larke Kingston, their hostess out at Sky King ranch. Clearly Riley had just achieved hero status by the way she reached for a napkin and touched it to the corner of his mouth.

      Tucker picked up a chair and slid it back in place, then returned to the bar. Vic had grabbed a broom, heading for a broken glass.

      “You okay?” he said to Stevie, who just stood there and watched.

      Slowly, she turned to him. Pale green eyes, a petite mouth, her sable hair down and framing her face. She stood maybe five foot three, and some Shakespearean quote rose and filled his mind. And though she be but little, she is fierce. Her gaze settled on him, took him in, dragging up his body and landing on his eyes.

      She was silent as she considered her answer.

      Then, “This isn’t your fight, hotshot.”

      He just stared at her as she turned and walked out of the bar.

      See, his instincts always got him in trouble.
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      Stevie hadn’t come back to town to stir up old fires.

      She shoved her gun back into the shoulder holster, her hands shaking. That hadn’t gone at all how she’d hoped.

      And now she’d probably have to sleep in her truck. Because Vic certainly wouldn’t rent her one of her rooms over the Midnight Sun Saloon. Which happened to be the only no-reservation hotel in town. And she hadn’t a hope of finding a place at one of the local resorts in mid-July, the height of tourist season.

      As Stevie pushed her way out of the bar, sweat slicked down her back despite the sixty-five-degree semi-warmth of the early evening. The sun still hung above the mountains to the north and would for the next four hours, sinking just enough to shroud the valley in gray for three-plus hours, then rising with a fury around 4:00 a.m. The massive amounts of vitamin D acted like a shot of adrenaline, lighting a fire under the inhabitants of the town of Copper Mountain. As if they were sixteen again, fueled on what-ifs and I-cans.

      She loved the summer of the burning sky in Alaska. It made up for six months of darkness, cold, and despair.

      Except, well, she hadn’t been able to climb out of that darkness for the better part of three years now.

      She shouldn’t have gone in…and probably deserved Nate’s words in her ear. If you’re looking for forgiveness, just keep driving.

      Maybe. Because tonight’s fiasco seemed plenty enough trouble for one night.

      Stevie leaned against her truck, arms folded, staring at the faraway Denali mountain. Smoke still hung low, bearding the white-capped peaks. She’d seen the remnants of the fire all the way from Wasilla as she trekked up the George Parks Highway.

      She should have guessed she’d find firefighters or—given the emblem on the shirt of her “protector”—smokejumpers invading her hometown. With RV parks and lodges and visitor centers under the shadow of Denali, the park couldn’t afford to let a fire take out tourism.

      The BLM had probably called in a team from the Lower 48 to add a little muscle to the recent firestorm west of Denali. With fire season already accelerating, she had no doubt that the in-state team, the Midnight Sun Jumpers out of Fairbanks, might have their hands full.

      Yeah, she should have kept driving because the mix of out-of-town tough guys with smoke under their skin and the local off-duty deputies that hung around Vic’s could be incendiary. Not that the deputies let themselves off their tightly tethered leashes—not after being trained by her father. But even the most disciplined of law enforcement officers came to the aid of their fellow cops. At least the ones still on the force.

      Of all the bad timing…to have pulled up right ahead of Nate.

      The screen door to the Midnight Sun Saloon squealed, and she spotted her “hero” emerging from the saloon. Perfect. She should have simply nodded that she was just fine, thanks, and walked away.

      But something about the way he looked at her as she walked away…

      She closed her eyes. She could still feel it, those brown eyes, a deeply resonant gaze that found her bones, settled her, if only for a moment.

      Frankly, it scared her just a little. Enough for her to want to draw a line, give him a hard shove away from the tender soil of her heart. This isn’t your fight, hotshot.

      He hadn’t deserved that. Not at all.

      See, she was trouble, just like Vic had said. Trouble and heartache and frankly, she shouldn’t have volunteered to return to this backwoods town in hopes of…what? Redemption? Forgiveness?

      Restoration?

      No, it was too late for any of that. Where she went, destruction followed.

      The smokejumper wore his slightly curly dark brown hair cut short in back, long and tousled in front, as if he’d once sported a man bun and had cut it in rebellion. A grizzle of dark whiskers outlined his jaw, giving him just enough of a roughneck, dangerous-is-my-middle-name aura.

      Perfect. Just the type she should steer clear of.

      He carried a Styrofoam box in one grip, a sweatshirt jacket in the other. A tattoo banded his upper arm, what looked like a Celtic cross sneaked out from under his black T-shirt. He was lean and broad shouldered, his Gore-Tex pants were cinched at the hips with a webbing belt, and ash blackened his steel-toed boots. His easy gait suggested the kind of confidence that bespoke a man who knew how to handle himself.

      He’d certainly taken Nate down and kept him there without a blink.

      She’d expected him to walk past her, to one of the many trucks parked in the dirt lot.

      Instead, he walked right over to her, his gaze on her, as if pinning her there. And, for a second, it worked.

      “You didn’t get dinner,” he said and handed her the container.

      She stared at it.

      “Wings,” he said. “And Vic threw in a fresh container of blue cheese.”

      “You must not have told her it was for me.”

      “No, but it doesn’t matter. It is for you.”

      Really? How thick was this guy’s skin? “It’s your dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry anymore.” He offered a half-hitch smile. “Lost my appetite.”

      “Adrenaline rush. You will be later.”

      “Probably.” He shoved the container at her. Raised an eyebrow.

      “And the strings are—?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “Whatever you want them to be.”

      Oh. A piece of her past rose and for a second made her wonder just what her options were. Especially with the music twining out from the bar—someone had refired the juke box with the rambling tones of a country singer. Overhead, a blazing orange sun gilded the lush Denali mountainscape, and the fragrance of wildflowers, a hickory grill, and long summer nights hung in the air.

      She might not be that girl anymore, but she still didn’t have the fortitude to stop herself from taking the offering.

      From wanting this night to turn out better.

      She took the box around to the back of her pickup, pulled down the tailgate, and hopped on the back, setting the box on her lap.

      He stood there, hands shoved into his pockets.

      She gestured with her head to the empty place beside her, not sure just where she’d left her better sense. But maybe he deserved at least the tiniest of explanations.

      Even if she hadn’t needed his help. Really.

      Really.

      Her gaze deliberately stayed away from the corner of the parking lot where her lies lingered.

      The man slid onto the tailgate beside her.

      She turned to him. “So, what’s your name, hotshot?”

      He drew in a breath, but she chased the nickname with a smile.

      He returned it. “Tucker Newman.”

      “Nice to meet you, Tucker.” She opened the box of wings. “By the way, thanks for whatever in there, but really, I had everything under control.”

      “Yep.”

      “Really.” She poked around and found the least messy piece. “Nate was just…”

      “Being a jerk. And the fight wasn’t about you, not really.”

      “Yeah, well, I have a little history here.” She took a bite. “Mmm, that’s good.” Sweet and biting, exactly how she remembered Vic’s wings. She might have emitted a tiny moan of delight, and a chuckle went through his body, a hum that pulled her gaze to him, almost involuntarily.

      He was grinning at her, something sweet in his expression. He had white teeth, a scar on his chin that dissected the layer of golden-brown whiskers, and if she read the other scars right, formerly gauged earlobes. A bad boy turned hero, then.

      Oh boy, she knew how to pick ’em.

      “Good shooting in there, by the way. It was starting to flash over.”

      She wanted to shrug, like no big deal, but frankly she hated guns. At least the kind that killed people. A necessary evil in her profession.

      “I don’t normally draw my weapon.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      She liked him, the easy way he sat there, no judgment in his expression.

      “Actually, I hate fighting. Back in high school, I used to get into it, but…well, I learned that life is a little easier when you follow the rules.” He looked at her, then took a packet out of his pocket and handed it to her. A wet wipe. He winked. “You can wait until you’re finished.”

      He pointed to a tiny dribble of sauce on the side of her mouth.

      “I just… These are so amazingly good.” She licked the sauce from her mouth. “I used to eat wings with my dad every Friday night.” She didn’t know why she’d admitted that. Maybe because she could.

      After all, it wasn’t like he was sticking around, right? “So, where are you from?”

      “Northwestern Montana.” He leaned back on his hands, watching the horizon. “It’s pretty far north, but we still get night. I don’t think I could ever get used to the sun not going down. I think I get about four hours of sleep every night, at most. My body has this strange, sleep-deprived buzz, but I’m not tired.”

      “Sun sickness. You’ll get used to it, hotshot.”

      What? And now she was flirting with him? Had she not learned anything? Maybe Nate was right. She should have kept driving.

      He raised an eyebrow at the nickname. “Not a hotshot, by the way. I’m with the Jude County Smoke Jumpers. Hotshots are ground pounders. We jump out of the sky.”

      “Oh. I see, like Superman.”

      He grinned and waggled his eyebrows.

      She rolled her eyes.

      He laughed. “We got called in a few weeks ago to provide support for a fire west of here.”

      “Staying in town?”

      “No. We’re out at Sky King ranch. They have a landing strip for our jump plane, and Barry Kingston provided supply support for us.”

      “Nice spread,” she said. “They run adventure trips to Denali. Or used to. Kingston has three sons—triplets. But they all joined the military a few years ago. Followed in their sister’s footsteps. She joined the army right after high school.”

      “Larke. Yeah, she’s inside getting hit on by one of our smokejumpers.”

      Of course she was. Stevie knew Larke well…but good luck getting past those brothers of hers. She could almost feel sorry for his friend.

      Stevie finished off the wing, dropped it into the container. “Their mom died when Larke was a kid—cancer. She’s had to learn to survive in an all-male, frontier family. I sure hope your friend knows what he’s getting into. Lots of kindling for trouble there.”

      “Oh, Riley loves jumping into the middle of a fire. He’ll be fine.”

      “I’m sorry—I haven’t even introduced myself. Stevie Mills.” She held out her hand, then winced and pulled it back, reaching for the wipe packet.

      “Save it. Eat your wings.”

      He angled her a look, considered her. “Can I ask why Vic called you trouble?”

      She was wiping her fingers with the wet wipe. “It’s a long story.”

      He nodded then, and she had the bone-deep sense that it wasn’t just a platitude. “There are always two sides.”

      That made her reach deeper, take out a little more of the truth. “No one cares, really, about my side.”

      “I do,” he said softly.

      She really wanted to like him. Could see them becoming friends.

      Although, that’s what she’d said about Chad, too.

      “The story is short and not very sweet. I used to be a cop in this town. And I dated Nate’s brother, Chad.”

      Tucker had gone quiet, just his chest rising and falling.

      “One night, right here in this parking lot, Chad…” She swallowed. Found her voice. “Got out of line.”

      He glanced at her, and his jaw tightened.

      “There was a…an altercation with…someone who thought I might be in over my head.” She didn’t know how else to say it. Or rather, couldn’t put specifics to a night that had taken everything from her. “Chad was injured in the fight and, well, later…he died.”

      Now Tucker turned, his full gaze on her. “Oh my—”

      “Yeah, I know. I feel terrible—”

      “Wait.” He held up his hand. “Full stop, right there. A guy hears no, he stops. What happens if he doesn’t is on him, not you.” The growl in his voice, low and lethal, rumbled through her.

      Crazily, tears slicked her eyes. What? Then, “Yeah.” And she was horrified by the fracture in her voice.

      Get ahold of yourself, Stevie.

      He lifted his hand, as if to touch her, then must have thought better because he put it back in his lap. “I am right.”

      “Maybe. Except not everyone thinks like you do, and I got blamed. And…well, it only got worse from there.” And nope, she couldn’t tell him the rest.

      Still could hardly believe it herself.

      “So I left town and joined the Anchorage police department and became a federal marshal.”

      “You’re a US marshal?”

      She nodded at the hint of surprise in his voice. “I’m here to pick up a fugitive sitting in the Copper County Correctional Facility.”

      Tucker raised an eyebrow. “Okay, maybe you didn’t need my help.”

      She grinned. “But I was hungry.”

      He laughed and oh, if…well, what-ifs wouldn’t erase her regrets. Wouldn’t help her crawl out of her shame.

      Wouldn’t free her father from prison for involuntary manslaughter.

      Voices spilled out as a cadre of men emerged from the saloon. Tucker glanced over his shoulder. “Shoot. Those are my guys. And I’m their ride.” He pulled out a key and nodded to the passenger van adorned with the Sky King logo.

      He eased off the end of the tailgate. Stood in front of her, and for an unbridled moment, she had the strangest urge to reach out and pull him to herself. To sink into his arms…

      And that would be a hard No. Because yeah, he had a devastating smile. Eyes that unraveled her. And an aura about him that made her want to trust him.

      And oh, how she needed someone she could trust.

      But she didn’t have any room for more disaster in her life. And falling for a short-term hero only meant trouble and heartache for both of them.

      So maybe Vic was right.

      “Thanks, Tucker. Nice to meet you.” She held out her hand.

      He took it, his grip warm and strong and roughened by callouses and chips. But he clasped his other hand over hers. “You going to be okay?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Don’t worry about me.” He couldn’t fix anything, not really.

      “Okay. Stay out of trouble, Stevie.” He winked, then walked away, swinging his keys around his finger.

      She watched the team load up, all guys except for one gal, who glanced at Stevie. Interesting.

      Then the van pulled out and headed west, into the lingering sunset. And Stevie closed her tailgate and climbed into her truck.

      She still needed to find someplace to sleep tonight.
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      “The scout base is located here. About three miles south of the fire.”

      Tucker leaned over the massive terrain map spread out across the long, rough-hewn table in the kitchen of Sky King ranch, listening as Barry Kingston drew an area on the map that encompassed the fire. Don Trotter from the BLM worked the same map on the other end of the phone set on speaker in the middle of the table.

      A massive window looked out toward Denali National Park, the glorious infamous peak rising into the clouds in the distant horizon. All blue sky, save for the tiniest chimney of new, black smoke in the distance, something so faint it could hardly be called a threat.

      Except, of course, to the handful of lodges and private homes along the outskirts of the park, not to mention, well, the Boy Scout camp.

      A bush pilot from a local wilderness guide service had caught the smoke early this morning. Tucker had no doubt, with the wind off the mountain and today’s low humidity, the fire was growing. But they still had time to get in and stomp it out before it grew into something inter-agency.

      He and his team could handle it.

      Tucker reached for his travel mug. A few other team members had trickled in to the makeshift headquarters. Not a bad place to convene, with the massive great room, overstuffed leather sofas, a log-top table brightly shined, a massive two-story river rock fireplace. Hand built in the 1950s from local Sitka spruce and Alaska pine, the place was a fortress carved out of the untamed wilderness surrounding it. A tiny lake edged the ranch to the west, surrounded beyond that by more mountains.

      A few cabins for guests hugged the eastern shore of the lake. To the west, a tiny homestead cabin sat in the shadow of a ridge that cordoned off the land to the south. A road wound along the property to the cabin, clearly an outbuilding that belonged to the ranch.

      The entire setup was remote, rugged, and quiet. So quiet that when Tucker got back last night, while the rest of the team hung out on the Kingston’s deck recounting the past few days, he’d retreated to the porch of his tiny rental cabin and simply listened to the wind in the trees, watched the moon struggle for presence in the tepid gray sky.

      He wanted a place like this.

      Someplace quiet where he could build a life. A wife, kids.

      Once upon a time, he thought he had that, with Colleen. But he’d been so very young. So very stupid.

      So very willing to be anything, do anything just so Colleen would love him. But she’d wanted him, ultimately, for one reason only.

      The gauged ears, the tattoo had told her he was someone else. Someone dangerous. Someone her parents would hate. Someone who looked on the outside like the turmoil going on inside Colleen.

      And he’d simply been too desperate to be anything else.

      He was tired of trouble.

      I’m leaving you in charge, Tuck.

      He still couldn’t believe that Jed had so easily handed over the keys to the team.

      Don’t do anything stupid.

      It wasn’t a big fire yet, but it could be if they didn’t get it under control.

      “Last eyes on it had it at about ten acres, and it’s crawling, so I think your team can knock it down. But if not, then I need your team to get in there on an initial attack, get eyes on it, and slow it down. We’re short on tankers—they’re on a fire north of Fairbanks. So I’ll need a status on your reinforcement needs asap,” Don said. A division one boss, Don had devised the fire action plan that had finally killed the Chelatna Lake fire.

      Riley came over holding a cup of coffee in a travel mug, eyeing the map.

      Don had paused, and now his voice came through the phone. “Just checking, but are you guys okay to deploy? I know you just came off a fire—”

      “We’re good,” Tucker said, aware of Riley’s gaze on him. Sure, they were tired, but that’s why they were here. “As soon as Barry gets the plane fueled, we’ll get loaded up.”

      Don hung up, and Tucker leaned over the map, trying to pick out the right drop zone.

      “We need to get our chutes repacked,” Riley said. A few more of Tucker’s team had assembled, probably feeling the buzz of a jump in the air.

      Shoot. He hadn’t thought of that. Probably, Jed hadn’t either. Repacking all the chutes would take precious time. “We could use the extras from the BLM team.”

      “Those are squares. Not rounds.” The Alaskan team deployed on ram-air canopies while the USFS used round, FS-14 chutes that deployed automatically from the static line of the plane. But the ram-air offered more precise steering and could handle the higher winds coming off Denali.

      Except, of course, the landings came at a faster velocity, which meant a higher chance of injury.

      He glanced at the layout. “There’s a Boy Scout camp at the base of that mountain, about three miles from the blaze. And we’re just down the road another five clicks.” His finger landed at Sky King ranch.

      Riley nodded. “I’m in, Tuck. But you’ll need to babysit the rookies.”

      “We did at least five jumps on rams before coming up here.”

      “Yep,” Riley said. “At least five.” He glanced up as Larke came into the room, her nearly moon-white blonde hair pulled back into a wispy ponytail. She wore yoga pants and a T-shirt that read Take to the Sky King.

      Riley looked away. “I gotta pack my gear bag.”

      Larke poured herself a cup of coffee and joined Tucker at the map. Didn’t even look at Riley as he left. Interesting.

      “Another fire?” she asked.

      “Lightning strike,” her father said and hung a hand on her shoulder. “This one’s up past the McGinty place.”

      “That’s not far from Alicia Salmon’s place. She’s almost to term. Maybe she should evacuate.”

      “Where does she live?” Tucker asked.

      “Southwest of the fire, about a mile from the main road.” She pointed to a place just south of the state park line. “Rough road, mostly for a four-wheeler and snowmobile,” she said. “Or, of course, horseback.”

      She turned to her father. “I’ll see if I can get her on the CB.”

      “Don’t go in without checking in with us,” Tucker said, feeling a little odd to be giving orders, but, well, Jed had put him in charge.

      “I’ll load up a Fat Boy in case you guys need to set up a strike camp and we need to drop in supplies,” Barry said. In his mid-sixties, Barry was every inch the picture of an Alaskan bush pilot—rangy, tough, unruffled. He shaved his white hair down to bristles, wore a white handlebar mustache, had blue eyes and a rare smile. Now he pressed a kiss to his daughter’s temple, reached for the cap folded in his back pocket, and headed out to his Otter drop plane.

      “Roll call,” Tucker said to a couple of the rookies from Minnesota. Crazily, they hailed from his hometown of Deep Haven in northern Minnesota. They’d joined the Jude County hotshot crew two years ago on a recommendation from Jed. This year, both had tried out and made the team. A guy named Romeo—lean, wide shouldered, with long, dark blond hair. The other, a lumberjack named Seth. Their other sawyer, he handled a chain saw like he’d been born with one in hand and bore the reddish-blond beard and white-blond curly hair of a true Norseman.

      Seth nodded at him and went to grab his fellow rookies, two Zulies—Hanes and Eric—who had transferred from the Missoula team. Jed had hired them after they passed their training.

      The team assembled a few minutes later outside the lodge, and Tucker gave them the update, including the decision to use the squares. Not a word of dissent and by the time Barry had his Otter fueled up, the team had packed their PG bags, along with the cargo box of fuel, water, fusees, chain saws, water canisters, and hose line and dragged it all out to the tarmac.

      Tucker grabbed his own gear, added a few extras—streamers, a low-range antenna, toothbrush and paste, an extra T-shirt and socks—and joined the seven-person team assembled near Kingston’s yellow Otter. A bumblebee in the sky.

      Tucker noticed Skye crouched before her PG bag and headed over to her. “How are you?”

      She wore her hair in a tight braid, her aqua-gray eyes just a little troubled as she forced a smile. “I’m good.”

      “Right. Okay, stand up, let me check.” He ran through the equipment in her leg pouches—a hundred-foot letdown rope, extra drogue deployment bag, 12x12 camping tarp, a knife. She held her gridded face helmet and wore a bandanna tied behind her ears.

      “Good. And your PG bag—you have your hard hat, leather gloves, signal mirror—”

      “Yeah.”

      “Bug dope?”

      “You mean large animal repellent?”

      Good, so she still had a sense of humor. He pressed a hand on her shoulder. “You’re still first stick, with me, so just do what I do. You’ve done this before—the winds might be a little higher, but we’ll put down far enough away from the fire line it shouldn’t be too bad.”

      She nodded.

      “Grab an extra protein bar, then get aboard.”

      Barry Kingston wore a canvas jacket, a fraying baseball hat, and aviator glasses and met them with a hand out. “Before you go—I gotta pray for you guys.”

      Huh?

      “Listen, guys. You’re headed into danger, and the only thing I have to give you is this.” He met Tucker’s eyes first. “‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.’”

      His gaze scanned the rest of the assembly. “‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.’”

      His eyes finally landed on Larke standing just outside the group. “‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”

      Barry recited the psalm as if it might be conversation, a truth that belonged to him. “Lord—You have this team’s back. You go before them to prepare the way and will shelter them as they do the job to which You’ve called them. You are their good shepherd. Protect them. Guide them. And bring them home safely.”

      He glanced again at Tucker. “God is able. And you are able through Him. Let’s go.”

      Right. Whatever. But the words lingered. Sort of reminded him of Colleen’s dad, mayor of Deep Haven. He was always paraphrasing scripture—God is with you, don’t be afraid—that sort of thing.

      Frankly, he wanted to hope that God was on their side.

      They loaded into the plane and took off, and again, Tucker compared the terrain to the Montana landscape he’d spent the past three years jumping. The Alaskan wilderness was less tangled, with more pastures and streams down here at the base of Denali. But the soil was tougher, the lines harder to scrub out, the land brutal and unforgiving. And breathtakingly majestic.

      If someone would have told him when he grew up in the tiny town of Deep Haven, Minnesota, coming home to a dark and cold house, that someday he would not only be smokejumping, living large and free, but that he would be in charge of the lives alongside him, well, it took a lot for a guy like him to believe anything but tragedy.

      Anything but small, dark, and despairing.

      And sure, he’d once reached for the stars, but that had turned out just like his father had predicted. Don’t think more of yourself than you are.

      Yep.

      Except, for the moment, he was in charge of this crew, and he intended on living up to every bit of faith that Jed had shown in him.

      “Tucker, we’re coming up on the jump spot,” Barry said over the mic. The sky had turned murky, the plane flying through spots of gray soup.

      With Barry at the controls, they were short a spotter, so Larke had climbed into the copilot seat and now crawled into the back.

      “Guard your reserves!” she shouted.

      He hooked in his pony line and opened the door. The wind washed in, crisp and bracing, thunderous. The plane jerked with the turbulence.

      Tucker took the opportunity to look out the door and assess the fire.

      A towering smoke column of black, boiling heat rolled into the blue sky. The fire had expanded to well over fifteen acres and was chewing south along a high, dry ridge dotted with Sitka spruce and reindeer moss. About three miles south, he spotted a lake, and through the trees, a log lodge. Maybe the Boy Scout camp.

      A river ran north-south three miles to the west. Which meant they had to head off the fire, turn it before it could reach the camp, and, worst case scenario, send it into the river. Which may or may not have the strength to stop it. However, he couldn’t make out any other water sources within walking distance.

      At least their jump spot seemed in their favor—a tiny pocket of meadow to the west of the fire, the wind at their backs.

      Her head out the door, Larke dropped the first of the streamers. The wind sucked it into the tornado of the blaze, a spiral of death.

      “Bring us around, to the southwest flank,” Larke said, and Barry banked for another go-round, flying over the fire.

      This time the streamer fell right in the breadbasket, and Larke motioned to Tucker. Skye lined up beside him, strapping on her helmet.

      They pulled up on final approach, and he spotted a few flames, maybe four feet high, edging toward the meadow, runaways from the inferno at the head, some eight to ten feet in flame length, shooting up black spruces and sending flames through the blackened smoke.

      Not so big they couldn’t knock it down before it got out of hand. But they’d have to dig in.

      Tucker did a quick four-point check, then glanced at Skye, a final once-over.

      Patted her rip cord, just to reassure himself that it was out and accessible.

      Probably they would all be just fine.

      “Your spot is about three hundred yards southwest of the fire. You should be able to pick your approach quartering in. If you overshoot, head south.” Because north might wind them back around, into the flames.

      The plane flattened out, and Tucker leaned back, bracing his hands on the open door. Kept his gaze on the far edge of the wingtip, where beyond that, the smoke billowed. His heartbeat swished in his ears.

      “Ready?” A tap on his shoulder and he pushed.

      The count went fast, the air pummeling his ears, and he ripped his cord.

      The hard jerk, quiet into the blue, and he glanced up to check on Skye.

      Away, falling, and then she pulled her cord. Her chute plumed, and he felt his pulse again.

      See, she knew what she was doing.

      He drifted down, cleared the southern flank of the fire, and came in at an angle. A gust billowed out from the fire, blasting him with heat and ash, but he let up on the toggles and rode it out, landing just outside the jump zone in a passable roll.

      He came up to yelling, just in time to spot Skye. The gust had reverted, caught her in a downdraft, and flattened her canopy right above a stand of flaming black spruce.

      “Reef down on the toggles!” Tucker was on his feet, unstrapping, his gut coiled as he watched her struggle. She pressed down on the toggles, fighting to keep her chute filled, and he nearly wept as she cleared the trees, her feet so close to the flames he thought she might have lifted them.

      The wind had refilled the chute as if the hand of God caught her, and she landed just beyond him, tripping over some strewn logs.

      He unclipped his gear and pulled it together before running over. “You okay?”

      She untangled herself. “You wouldn’t pass me for that.”

      “You’re alive. You pass.” He helped her up, then left her to climb out of her gear while the second stick jumped.

      Romeo and Riley. Then Seth and Hanes and Eric.

      Tucker left Riley in charge of landing the cargo, including a five-gallon cubinator of water, and headed to a lookout point just north of their landing zone.

      He surveyed it through his glasses. The entire western flank was moving south at a dangerous rate, and spot fires were igniting a hundred yards from their jump area. They needed to scratch out a line along the west, get another team on the southern front, along a broad saddle of meadowland that could prove to be the perfect spot for a burnout, killing the fuel between the fire and the forest beyond.

      He got on the radio. “Base, this is Tucker.”

      Don came through the line. “Go, Tucker.”

      “This thing has the potential to blow up, but I see a way to stop it. We’re going to need another team to cut a line about a half mile south of our position.”

      A pause as Don most likely was looking at the map. “Roger, but you’re the only jump team we have in the area.”

      “Send in a hand crew. They can come in through one of the service trails.”

      Another pause. “No can do. We have no one to send.”

      Tucker pressed the radio to his forehead, wincing. C’mon. “No one? Maybe a team out of Fairbanks?”

      A pause, then, “Sometimes we draw from the correctional facility. But they’ll need supervision.”

      What? “A correctional facility?”

      “How many do you need?”

      “Eight? Ten?” He was mentally doing the math. Who’d he get to watch them? Not Seth, but maybe Riley. Or himself. Riley could stay here and cover the flank.

      “Roger. So, are you a go?”

      Prisoners. Well, certainly they wouldn’t be sending murderers. Probably guys in for DUI, speeding, and maybe some petty crime. “Yeah. We’re good.”

      “We’ll have them to you by lunchtime.”

      “We could use some mud, too, Don. Just to slow it down.”

      “That’s not going to be easy. Maybe we can attach a bucket to Kingston’s chopper. The rest of the bombers are up at B-407.” The fire north of Fairbanks.

      “Copy. Clear.”

      Tucker headed down the ridge, met up with the team, and pulled out his map, crouching in front of them. He spread the map out, the wind ripping at the edges. The fire gusted cinder and ash into his eyes, and he blinked, letting them water. Fury roared downwind. “The BLM is sending in a hand crew—south of here about a half mile. I want you to scratch out a line down to this point here.” He indicated the far western edge of the saddle where the ridge flattened to rock. “I’ll work the crew coming in, meet you there. Our goal is to corral the fire enough for Barry to get some mud on it and take it down.”

      He was met with a few military hooyahs and tucked the map back in his pack. Skye had picked up her Pulaski, but he stopped her. “You’re with me.”

      She frowned. “I don’t need babysitting.”

      “I know. I need you on watchout.” He pointed to where he’d climbed earlier. “Watch our backs.”

      She sighed. “I can keep up.”

      “I know. Believe me, I wouldn’t have passed you if you couldn’t. But we need someone to make sure we all stay alive.”

      She nodded. “Firefighting Order five. Post a lookout when there is danger.”

      He grinned at her as he watched her go.

      Make sure these yahoos get back to the ranch in one piece.

      Yes, sir.
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      It took Stevie twenty minutes to stir up the nerve to go inside the tiny homestead loft cabin. A wide porch overlooked the mountains to the north and west, the mountains hazy in the blue of the morning. The empty rocking chairs practically called to her to come home. To sit and soak in the view, let the memories curl up next to her, to heal, and perhaps even restore.

      Or, alternatively, bruise, rend, and destroy.

      Perhaps her mother felt it too—the fear that should they call a truce, it might only lead to something darker.

      Worse, more bloodshed.

      Because it wasn’t like her mother didn’t know Stevie had parked just down the dirt road, her pickup black and shiny in the morning sunlight.

      Didn’t know that she’d spent the night curled up on the front seat in her emergency kit blanket.

      Maybe she should have gone inside.

      Yeah, well, her life was rife with maybes.

      She’d woken early under the sauna of the morning sun in the cab, but her mother was already up, a curl of smoke trickling from the cook stove. Stevie’s entire body ached for a cup of coffee, but she waited and let the voices inside her brain wage war.

      Stay out of trouble, Stevie.

      Tucker’s voice in her head—she’d let him walk into her brain and sit there for a good portion of the night. The way he’d winked at her, the fierce expression of concern in his eyes.

      How he’d walked away, swinging his key around his finger, those wide shoulders, his tousled dark brown hair, the kind she’d like to twirl her fingers around.

      Oh, good grief. This was how she got named trouble in the first place. Besides, Tucker was probably already on his way back to the Lower 48, if not at another fire.

      But his caution hit the mark. She shouldn’t go inside, stir up the past, reopen the wounds.

      Besides, what would she say? “Hey, Ma, how are you?” She knew perfectly well how her mother was.

      Lonely.

      Angry.

      And an “I’m sorry” would probably be met with a “There’s nothing to apologize for.”

      Which, of course, wasn’t the truth, but that would only lead to an argument, a rehashing of her guilt, and she’d spent the past three years trying not to drag up the indictments.

      She’d had her hand around the handle of the door when her mother came outside, dressed in a flannel shirt, a pair of dirty cargo pants, and work boots. She’d loaded up cut firewood into her arms off the porch and headed back inside.

      Moments later, she returned wearing a grimy jacket, embedded with years of oil and grease, and Stevie predicted her morning activity. One of their many vehicles needed repair. No one knew how to turn a wrench like her mother. In fact, there wasn’t much Alva Mills couldn’t do. A born homesteader, Alva had grown up on an original homestead in Homer before meeting her husband—Archer—and moving with him to Copper Mountain.

      They’d carved out a home in a meadow under the watchful eye of Denali, growing their own food, fishing in the nearby river, raising cattle, pigs, and chickens. Hunting, trapping, making their own clothes, fixing their own vehicles, taking care of themselves in the deepest hollow of winter.

      Except for her father’s job as the county sheriff, they might have disappeared off the grid. Her mother was still wary of the government, and frankly, her reasons were well founded.

      Especially now.

      Alva wore her long, raven-black hair pulled back in a braid and tucked into her jacket as she opened the overhead door to the garage that housed her pickup, their four-wheeler, and their small fleet of snowmobiles.

      And, it looked like, Stevie’s old dirt bike. Which Alva wheeled out into the driveway. Her mother had made some modifications—a chain saw attached to the back, a bear gun pouch on the front handlebars. She set it up and headed back to the garage.

      When she emerged, she was lugging a runabout tool box, hefting it in both hands.

      Stevie slid out of the truck and ran toward her. “Ma. You're going to hurt yourself.” Stevie grabbed one end of the heavy box.

      Her mother grabbed the other, not a word about Stevie’s sudden appearance until they’d set down the box by the bike. “Want some coffee?” She motioned to a thermos parked on the roughhewn steps to the house.

      Stevie poured coffee into the thermos top and watched as her mother clamped a fuel line. “Why—”

      “The four-wheeler’s got a flat. I need to take the tire in to get it repaired, but until then, I need something to get around in the woods.” She grabbed the vent tube and let the fuel drain into an old laundry soap bottle. “I need to replace the fuel line. It’s been sitting too long.”

      No mention as to why, but of course, Stevie hadn’t ridden the bike for…well, she knew the math.

      Silence as the fuel glugged out. Alva fished through the tool box. “I can’t find the pliers.”

      “Did you look on the tool bench? Dad used to keep his everyday tools in that coffee can—” Stevie set the cup down.

      Her mother looked up at her, something of a stripped look on her face, and Stevie wanted to grab her words back. Of course her mother would have used the pliers since her dad went away…

      But Alva just sat back on her haunches, staring at the fuel line.

      Stevie got up, unable to bear the weight of responsibility that crested across Alva’s face. To be alone in the wilderness for three years—what if she’d fallen or gotten sick or couldn’t dig herself out of a snowstorm or—

      More what-ifs. Stevie gulped for breath even as she headed into the garage. The reek of oil and gasoline embedded the walls, the packed-dirt floor, and the memories rose, haunting. Her father standing at the table along the wall, sorting through his collection of screws for just the right one. The sparks off his welder as he repaired a snowmobile tread, an axle to one of their four-wheelers. The curl of steam from his coffee always perched on the sawhorse near the door.

      Stevie, hand me that Allen wrench.

      She found the pliers in the coffee can. Held them in her grip for a long moment. Grimy. Worn. Heavy.

      “I try not to move anything,” her mother said. Stevie turned, and Alva stood at the door, her arms wrapped around her waist. “When he comes back, he’ll have a lot to do. I can’t keep up with everything.”

      Stevie didn’t know what to say. Except, “I’m sorry, Ma, I—”

      “Stop.” Her mother held up her hand. And Stevie waited for it—“It’s not your fault.”

      But it didn’t come. Instead, “I forgive you, Stevie.”

      She stared at her mother, the words like a hand curling around her heart, squeezing. “I…”

      “You didn’t want to listen to your father—I get that. More than you know. But I know you’re sorry about…well, it was just an unfortunate accident.”

      Yes, but that wasn’t the worst part. “I was angry. Embarrassed. Horrified.”

      Alva said nothing.

      “But I shouldn’t have been the one to arrest him. It’s just—I didn’t want Nate to do it. And…”

      “And you wanted to prove that you didn’t need your dad protecting you.”

      Stevie ran her thumb along the pliers.

      “I forgive you, Stevie. It’s time you do, too.”

      Alva had taken a step inside the garage. Touched Stevie’s arm. “You should go see him.”

      Stevie shook her head. “I…no.”

      “He misses you.”

      “He hates me.”

      Alva shook her head, but Stevie pressed the pliers into her hand. “I have to go.”

      “Stevie—”

      She stepped out into the sunshine. Turned, fighting the shards in her voice. “I have to pick up a prisoner. A guy named Eugene March. He’s wanted for murder and rape and a list of other crimes.”

      Her mother followed her out of the garage.

      Stevie kept backing up. “March got picked up on a recreational drug bust a couple days ago, and it alerted the system.” She nearly tripped over the bike. Pressed her hand to the seat. “It’s my job.”

      Don’t let go of the clutch, Punkie! Not until you’re ready to give it gas! She shook away her father’s voice, a ghost rising above the roar of the engine.

      “Stevie, stop. Don’t run away—” her mother said.

      Stevie righted herself. “I’m not running. I’m just—”

      “You’re running. But you can’t run from yourself.” Now Alva stood in the sunlight. Three years had added lines to her face, stripped weight from her body, added threads of gray to her hair. She appeared suddenly frail, easily broken, and pale.

      Overhead, a hawk cried. Stevie finished her coffee, then set the thermos cup down on the step. “I’ll be back to check on you, Ma. Maybe get that tire fixed.”

      Alva didn’t move. But she offered a tight smile, the barest of nods.

      Stevie ignored the tear glistening on her mother’s cheek and fled to the truck. Climbing in, she held in the ache until she’d backed out the long drive, turned around, and taken the rutted, two-laned service road to the highway.

      She wiped the heel of her hand against her cheek, her stomach raw and empty as she drove back to town to the Copper County facility.

      I’m not running.

      By the time she pulled up to the tiny county holding facility, the ache had subsided, her cheeks dried. She pulled into the gravel drive, dearly hoping they had March ready for her. She pulled on her blue US Marshall windbreaker, affixed the divider between the seats, turned on the child safety locks, and planned on making sure he had a gag for the road. Last time she’d transported a prisoner, he’d run his mouth the entire four-hour drive from Homer.

      Someday she might be able to graduate from prisoner transport to apprehending fugitives. Even tracking down most-wanteds, the real criminals, the ones who deserved to spend their lives behind bars.

      Not men like her father.

      The facility for Copper County served as both a short-term correctional facility and a holding center for pretrial and presentenced felons and misdemeanants. A nondescript cement building with a rickety front walk, a small yard strung with barbed wire, and one lookout tower, the place had all the menace of a small pit bull. That and the handful of guards made it the exact wrong place for a criminal like Eugene March to hang out while waiting for his trial down in Anchorage.

      Stevie secured the truck and headed inside. Flashed her creds to the woman behind the glass and got buzzed into the administrative area.

      A thirty-something woman emerged from the superintendent’s office. Brown hair, no makeup, she wore a black pantsuit, a white blouse. “Brandy Perkins,” she said and met Stevie’s grip.

      Stevie didn’t recognize her.

      “I’m here to pick up Eugene March,” Stevie said, handing her a folder.

      Perkins gave it a quick read, then addressed a nearby guard. “Go get him.”

      She turned to Stevie as the man left to the cell areas. “Can I offer you some coffee?”

      Stevie shook her head. “No, thanks.”

      Perkins frowned. “Are you…wait. Aren’t you Archer Mills’s daughter?”

      Of course Superintendent Perkins would know her father. He’d probably been here dozens of times back when he ran the county sheriff’s department, either for drop off or pick up, or, well, even via the grumbles of inmates he’d arrested.

      And because of that memory, Stevie nodded. Smiled. “He’s my dad.”

      Brandy gave her a tight-lipped nod, and something inside Stevie tightened. Oh. Maybe…

      “I’m sorry. I suppose you want to see him while you’re here?”

      Such a quiet, easy question, but the words shut down Stevie’s lungs, caused her heart to turn to a fist in her chest. She stared at Perkins, got out a small, pained, “What? My father is doing his time here?”

      And this is why she didn’t come home. Because the pitying looks could take her out at her knees. Especially from people in the system who knew her father or at least his reputation. Before. His reputation before.

      “Yes,” Perkins said. “He got transferred here about six months ago. Minimum security—we actually let him supervise some of the prisoners on work detail. I think he’s only got about three months left on his sentence, right?”

      Stevie nodded. Eighty-seven days to be exact. Still, no one had told her that he’d been transferred from the Fairbanks Correctional Center.

      The door buzzed. Stevie turned, expecting to see Eugene shackled head to foot, dressed in an orange jumpsuit, hopefully hooded, or at least gagged.

      Instead, the returning guard wore something of a pained expression. Overweight, balding, the kind of guy who could easily be overpowered by a big man like March. Her instincts lit, even as he came over.

      “Sorry, boss. He’s not here.”

      Perkins frowned, glanced at Stevie, back to the guard.

      “I don’t know how it happened, but he went out on that firefighting detail.”

      “What firefighting detail?” Stevie snapped.

      “We got a call this morning from the BLM,” Perkins said. “They needed firefighters in the park, so we sent a crew— How did March get on that list?”

      “I don’t know, ma’am. But he and seven others are headed into the back country right now.” The guard turned to Stevie. “They’re choppering in from Sky King ranch, but I think it’s too late.”

      “Where are they deployed?”

      “I don’t know. You could call the BLM. They’re going in to support some smokejumpers. Apparently they’re in over their heads.”

      Tucker.

      But they’d all be in over their heads if they let a man like March loose. Of all the inept—

      “They’re in the middle of nowhere,” Perkins said. “Your man isn’t going anywhere.”

      Stevie grabbed the folder from Perkins’s grip. “Yeah, but I am.” She pushed past them, out to the parking lot, and climbed back into her truck.

      Sat for a moment, schooling her voice before she put her truck in reverse and pulled out of the lot.

      It only took a call to the Copper Mountain sheriff’s department to hook into the BLM channel. To find a guy named Don who seemed to be behind this stupidity. To inform him of the mistake and get the destination of the prisoners.

      To discover that she wasn’t going to track anyone down behind the wheel of her pickup.

      She pulled up the long driveway of her parents’ house, this time pulling all the way into the yard.

      Her mother looked up from where she was finishing the fuel line repair. She stood up, wiping her hands on a grimy towel as Stevie walked toward her.

      “Hey, Ma. Can I borrow your wheels?”
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      They just might put this fire down before sunrise. Well, given that sunrise came at 4:00 a.m., perhaps that might be overreaching. But as Tucker surveyed the fire line, he let himself breathe, just for a moment.

      Heard Jed in his head. Standard Firefighting Order number nine. Be in control of your forces at all times.

      Oh, I’m trying, boss.

      Tucker’s team had cut a line three feet wide, about two hundred back-breaking yards down the side of the ridge toward the saddle, where he’d anchored a line from the bald granite, working out below the ridge. Here in the meadow, the white reindeer moss grew four inches deep, the mineral soil easy to scratch out. Once the team cleared it of any ladder fuels and assembled along the line, he’d fire a burn and further choke out the oncoming blaze. When the fire crested the ridge, it would dead-end before it reached more forest.

      Meanwhile, his jumpers were hotspotting, putting out spot fires along their line, and mopping up while he supervised the indirect attack made by the prisoners.

      Correct that—firefighters. Because while he’d expected tattooed, bald, and angry men with the demeanor and girth of grizzlies, what he received from the Copper County facility was actually a handful of quiet, hardworking men. Eight in total, they wore a facsimile of the standard fire service uniforms of Nomex shirts, hard hats, and green pants, although their shirts were orange and had CCCF Prisoner stamped across the back.

      “Rule number four!” he’d shouted to the prisoners after they’d first arrived, when they lined up to be accounted for. “Identify your escape routes and safety zones and make them known.” He’d gone through the safety zone they’d established, then the other fire orders, along with the watch-out situations.

      One man introduced them, a fellow prisoner who seemed to be in charge, named Archer. Late fifties, thick brown hair, whiskers, a lined face, but his body was lean and toned for a man his age. He barked a few orders, picked up a shovel, and started digging with the rest of the men.

      The fact they hadn’t been issued Pulaskis seemed like the right decision. The half axe, half scraper could do serious damage to a man’s skull, never mind the brush he might be trying to clear.

      Tucker had pointed out the objective to the crew—dig a line three feet wide down to the mineral soil and almost two hundred feet long.

      They dug in with the fervor of a bona fide hotshot crew.

      “Rule number six! Be alert. Keep calm. Think clearly. Act decisively!”

      Tucker worked alongside them—shouting directions when needed, stealing glances at them—and couldn’t help but wonder what they might be serving time for.

      Take, for example, the three dark-haired youths no more than twenty-one. DUIs? Maybe drug charges? They stuck together, grinning like they might be frat brothers of a different order.

      What about the clean-cut lawyer type with the brown hair and glasses? He looked like he’d taken the wrong turn out of some graduate school. What had he done—skipped on his taxes? Tucker tried to remember his name. Clancy, maybe?

      The slightly overweight redhead hardly seemed the type who landed in prison. Baby-faced and more determined than capable, he kept his head down and worked and didn’t emanate even the faintest bad-guy aura.

      And then there was the ex-military guy. Or at least he carried himself like a soldier—maybe a mercenary. He called himself Thorne. Short brown hair, thick beard, ruddy and bearlike, he kept his eyes down and stood away from the group, his arms folded, as if not looking for trouble.

      The only one Tucker pegged as a real criminal might be the dark-haired, pensive-eyed fighter who worked with the intensity of three men but wore suspicion in his gaze, watching the rest of the crew as if they might turn on him. A tribal tat inked the back of his neck and darkened his right arm in a nearly full sleeve, something faded, and a scar dissected his jaw near his ear. He even had a gangsta-type name—Rio.

      Yeah, Tucker might stay away from that guy.

      Which only knotted his gut because he knew a little what it felt like to be judged by his looks. And outside one night in the county jail, he’d never done real prison time, despite a few predictions by his teachers and one angry mother.

      “Take a water break!” Tucker yelled, walking over to the cubinators the helicopter had left behind. Barry had also dropped a gear box—a Fat Boy—with overnight supplies—a tarp, sleeping bags, MREs—but Tucker wanted the prisoners off his line before they bedded down.

      And there he went again, prejudging them. So far, the crew had worked with every bit of commitment as his own jumpers.

      But the last thing Tucker wanted was some sort of catastrophe, injury, or even a prisoner uprising.

      Maybe he’d seen too much television.

      Tucker walked up to Archer, who wiped his arm across his sweaty face after taking a drink. “Once we get across the meadow, we’re going to set a back burn. That means—”

      “I know what it means, Sport,” Archer said. “I used to fight fires, long before you were even a twinkle in your mother’s eye.” He winked at Tucker.

      Oh.

      “Have you called in a drop?” Archer said, his eyes watering. “Because if you throw down some mud along the right flank we could box ’er in.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Tucker said, not sure why he weirdly wanted this man to like him. Or why he wasn’t annoyed at his use of Sport. “They’re short on tankers, but Barry is trying to get a drop in. Hopefully he’ll have found one by the time we’re ready to burn.”

      Tucker noticed how Rio took his drink, stood off from the rest of the group, watching them. He gestured to the man with his chin. “What’s his story?”

      Archer took off his helmet, lifted his face to the sky and dribbled water on it, then shook his head. “I don’t know. He came in about a month ago. Got into a fight in the chow hall yesterday and spent last night in solitary.” He wiped his face with the arm of his shirt, glanced at Rio. “Perkins isn’t lenient about fighting, so I’m not sure how he got this gig.”

      Tucker glanced at Archer.

      “Don’t worry, kid. I’m watching him.”

      Again with a nickname, and Tucker placed it. The guy reminded him of his racing coach. Confident, easygoing, but a driver. The kind of man you could depend on.

      As if to prove it, Archer capped his canteen. “Okay, boys, back to work!”

      What could he be in the joint for?

      They reassembled and kept digging. The late afternoon was punctuated by grunts, the clang of metal against rock, the redolence of fresh, overturned earth mixed with the pungent odor of burning resin, smoke, and the occasional spray of embers where the line sparked and chewed at the boreal forest, some five hundred yards away.

      In the thick of it, flames climbed up black spruce and shot fire into the sky. Over it all bloomed a cloud of lethal smoke drifting down into the valley. The haze of the fire watered Tucker’s eyes, and he pulled up his bandanna to filter it away from his lungs.

      But the fire had slowed to a crawl, and with the long hours of daylight, they had plenty of time to put this baby to bed.

      He spent the next hour walking up and down the line, fielding updates from Skye, whose patience had stretched to a tight, resounding string after sitting lookout all day, given her terse, “Nothing’s changed, boss. Same wind speed, same humidity. Flame lengths short and tight.”

      “Just a bit longer, then I’ll get Romeo to spell you,” he said.

      “Whatever,” she responded, and clearly she’d fallen into a snit.

      Yeah, well, maybe he couldn’t quite get her scream out of his head, the way she’d frozen when her torch erupted. Skye normally knew how to keep her head.

      Something didn’t seem right in Skyeville, and he didn’t want that thing spilling over into his fire.

      The afternoon sun fell slowly, still above the claw of the mountains when he decided to hike up to the top of the ridge to get a good look at the progress along the right flank.

      The fire had chewed the growth slowly, but the layer of moss, pine, and resin conspired to turn the landscape into an oven, the resin acting as napalm, burning deep into the earth. It had latched onto a stand of spruce and lit it like a firebomb, the cinders blowing in the wind.

      He could almost feel it under his skin, and the air was beginning to tremble as the afternoon winds started to kick up.

      Even from two hundred feet away, the fire roared, crackled, hissed at him. Angry.

      Now. He needed to start the burn now, before the fire rounded up a head of steam and plowed them over.

      He got on the radio. “Riley, you get down the ridge and start the burn. Seth, you and Hanes and Eric, watch the flanks. Romeo—you spell Skye on watch. I’ll call in the drop to Barry.”

      Riley affirmed, and Tucker watched through his glasses as Riley trekked the hundred or so yards down the ridge to the fire line of the hand crew. He fired a torch and set the blaze, yelling at the men to watch for spot fires.

      The blaze caught, started a sweep toward the ridge.

      “Air Attack, Tucker, come in.”

      Barry’s voice hopped on the line. “I’ve got a bucket on the chopper. It’s the best we could do.”

      “Bring it in along the right flank and drop it near the head.”

      He turned, trying to spot the chopper. Burnt orange bathed the valley below him in the burnished light of late afternoon, and in the far distance, he made out a blue-gray lake. From it came the low whump-whump of a chopper swinging a bucket.

      Behind him, the brush fire chewed its way to the ridge, protected from the winds that might push it back.

      “Tucker, if that’s you I see, get out of there. You’re standing between the two fires.”

      Indeed. Embers started to drop around him, starting spot fires. He made his way along the flank and into a bald, unburnable area of rock and scree. “Drop it, Barry!”

      The water came down in a tsunami, and he ducked behind a tumble of boulders to avoid the splash. Barry dumped it right along the edge of the flames, cordoning off the flank, a perfect drop, just lipping the fire line. Tucker emerged from his hiding spot to watch the steam rise. He climbed back up to the top of the ridge.

      The front had rallied, edged closer to the ridge. Good. It would meet their burn and find that it was out of fuel. He got on the radio to Barry. “Can you get me another load along the northern flank, just to shut down any spurs that might try and escape?”

      “It’ll take me a bit, but hang on,” came the reply.

      Tucker turned to hike back toward his line when his foot slipped on a scree of rocks.

      He let out a word as his ankle turned, and he fell back, his knee twisting, pain spiking up his leg. He landed on his backside, rolled, and lay face up for a moment, the wind knocked out of him.

      Cinders fell on his face, bandanna, the fire hungry as it lapped up the moss and willow, chewing its way to the top of the ridge. He rolled over to his hands and good knee.

      The fire had seen his fall, gotten ambitious.

      He pushed to his feet and bit back another word. Of course it would be his left knee, nearly blinding him as pain ground into his bones. He grabbed his Pulaski, used it as a crutch, his eyes watering as the smoke turned the world black.

      Uphill was the wrong way to run, but he just had to get on top of the ridge, then down into the rocky, unburnable, recently doused terrain.

      Except tongues of fire burned at his neck, landing on his shirt. He batted away the ash, trying not to cough.

      Trying not to panic. But when he looked over his shoulder, the flames roared only twenty feet away.

      He bit down on his pain and took off at an awkward run.

      His knee buckled.

      He fell again and didn’t bother holding in a grunt. And when he scrambled back to his feet, his shout contained more anger than pain.

      How had this turned into a fight for his life so quickly?

      He stumbled forward, tripped again—and fell into someone’s strong embrace. He hadn’t a clue who, but his rescuer grabbed him hard around the waist and pulled him up to the top of the ridge, nearly running.

      At the top, his hero pulled his arm around his shoulder, held on, and scrambled into the wettened, bouldered escape area.

      “Get down!” Tucker said, and they hunkered behind a tumble of boulders.

      The fire crested over the ridge, an inferno on their tail, thirty feet away.

      “You okay?”

      Tucker stared at Rio, not a little stymied. The man wore the exertion of the afternoon on his skin—dirt, sweat, and the scum of ash. “What—how—?”

      “I was on this end of the burn and saw you go over the ridge.” Rio peeked over the edge of the boulder, watching the fire burn. “That was close.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Tucker said, not finding any other words.

      “I think it’s working—your plan.” Rio glanced down at Tucker. Then he offered a small, one-sided smile.

      Huh. “Yeah. The fires should collide, collapse in on themselves as all the fuel is consumed, and if we can hold this right flank, we’ll get to spend tomorrow mopping up.”

      Tucker finally let out a breath, aware of how close he’d come to not even deploying his shelter but burning to death right in front of his team. He turned around, sitting with his back to the boulder, reaching to knead his knee. “Thanks,” he said.

      Rio nodded, also turning his back to the fire. “Feels good.”

      “What?”

      “To win. I haven’t gotten a win for a long time.”

      Tucker didn’t know what to say to that, but before he could respond, a voice lifted from beyond the boulder, from the bottom of the hill.

      “I know you’re up there, and I just want you to know that if you try anything, I’m a federal marshal.”

      Huh?

      And shoot, but the choking smoke, the swelling pain in his knee, and the fact that he’d nearly been burned alive simply dropped away as—seriously?—Stevie Mills came charging up the slope, her weapon out, and wearing a look that had Rio glancing at him and raising his hands in surrender.

      Tucker wanted to get to his feet, to defend Rio, but instead he simply sat there, stunned. “Stevie?”

      She had tied her hair back in a ponytail, wore a blue windbreaker, and ran up the hill as if she might be on fire.

      “What are you doing here?” Tucker said, then glanced at Rio. “He’s not a threat.”

      She regarded Rio with a stern eye, then lowered her gun. “You can put your hands down. I’m not going to shoot you.”

      “I appreciate that,” Rio said.

      Tucker winced as he worked his way to his feet. “I don’t understand—what’s going on?”

      She tucked her gun away in her belt. “You have a murderer among your fire crew recruits. I’m here to bring him back.”

      He glanced at Rio.

      Who frowned. “It’s not me, dude.”

      “It’s Eugene March, the guy I told you about last night.”

      “Uh, there’s no one here named Eugene.”

      “Right—he’s going by Clancy Smythe.”

      “The professor?”

      She frowned at that. “Yeah. He’s murdered three people, along with a few other charges. Like rape.”

      Oh, just perfect. He shook his head. “Let’s keep March’s list of charges on the d-low,” Tucker said. “I don’t want to freak out the team. But, how soon can you get him off my line?”

      “As soon as I can get a chopper in here.”

      Which, given the smoke clutter, might be a while.

      Tucker leaned on his Pulaski, aware of the strange rush of adrenaline, the thunder of his heartbeat, and the wincing heat in his knee as he climbed down to her. The sun had brushed a spot on her nose, and she looked windblown.

      “How’d you get here?” Tucker asked.

      Rio hiked down beside him, as if to catch him. Tucker tried to let the pain blow through him. It wasn’t the first time he’d worked while hurt. He just needed an emergency ice pack and some ibuprofen.

      “I rode my dirt bike.” She gestured to an ancient-looking bike down the hill, out of the burn area.

      Huh. But he turned to her and grinned. “Well, welcome to my fire. I don’t suppose you brought supper.”
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      “It’s a crazy kind of beauty, isn’t it?”

      Tucker sat down beside Stevie against a pile of boulders in their strike camp, and his voice sliced into her thoughts, the ones that centered on two problems.

      How did she keep Eugene from escaping under her nose?

      And just what did she do with the fact that her father sat ten feet away, his gaze flickering to her, hurt in his eyes?

      She didn’t blame her father. Not after the crazy, panicked exchange that occurred when she’d hiked up to the fire line with Tucker and Rio, the prisoner she’d thought just might be taking Tucker hostage.

      Whoops.

      But the criminal had put his hands on Tucker, dragging him down the hill, and that usually didn’t mean that said prisoner and hostage decided to be BFFs.

      Usually. To hear Tucker tell it, Rio had snatched him out of the flames of death, but Stevie wasn’t taking her eyes off the guy.

      Well, mostly. When she didn’t have her gaze pinned to Eugene, that was.

      But before that, she’d had to figure out how to keep her father from getting in the middle of the entire mess.

      To be honest, she’d nearly broken out into a run, taken by the urge to fling herself into his strong arms, so shaken by seeing him. His ash-black face, dirt-strewn and sweaty, his body still lean and strong—Archer Mills was every inch the hero she remembered.

      She’d wanted to weep when he looked up, his brown eyes landing on her, so much shock and crazy joy in his expression, she wanted to believe her mother’s words. He misses you.

      Dad.

      He’d opened his mouth as if to say her name, and frankly, blow her very fragile cover, and her brain had kicked in. “Deputy Mills, from the US Marshal’s office.” She gave him the tiniest shake of her head, then addressed the cadre of prisoners, who were tending the grass fire whipping in the wind. “In case any of you think that you’re going to make for the hills, I’m here to make sure you finish your work and head back to the Copper County facility as soon as possible.”

      And that had cut off any reunion with the effectiveness of a slap. The light in her father’s eyes had died, and he’d nodded, turning away from her.

      She hated herself then. More. Hated herself more. And now, as he sat away from her, not acknowledging her, she longed to tell him the truth. She missed him too.

      But if Eugene knew Archer Mills was her father, the real criminal might use him as leverage. Might make her choose between the law and her father.

      Again.

      So she took a breath and glanced at Tucker. The smokejumper had amazing eyes, and when he looked at her, his face still sweetly grimy, his dark brown hair poking from a red bandanna, and a layer of grizzle and ash on his face, he resembled some ethereal dragon slayer.

      “What—?” she asked in reference to his crazy kind of beauty comment.

      “The fire against the aurora borealis.” He nodded to the darkening horizon. The blaze, although stopped by the burnout when it had crested the ridge, still fought for life north of the ridge, an orange glow and flicker that rent the shadows of the crimson night. Behind it glowed the arching lime green light off the polar cap. Smoke drifted off the fire in a haze.

      “Fire settles down at night as the humidity in the air rises. We’ll be safe here, but I’ll keep watch,” Tucker said. “Hopefully it’ll die in the night, but if not, we’ll put her down in the morning, do some mop-up, and we can call in the chopper and send the hand crew home.”

      “You mean back to prison.”

      He nodded. Glanced at her. “Funny. The one guy who I pegged as a criminal turned out to be a hero.”

      Her gaze went to Rio. She supposed he could be called handsome. Short, wavy black hair, muscular, quiet. Rio sat with his back against a tree, one knee drawn up, holding a cup of coffee in his fingers. In the flames and glow of the night, he appeared tightly wired, watching everyone.

      Stevie noticed that the female smokejumper had offered him her power bar and even sat and talked with him. Whatever their exchange had been, she finally moved off to sit with the rest of their crew.

      Now, Stevie turned to Tucker. “March is my responsibility, so I won’t be sleeping. Go to sleep. You worked hard today—you must be exhausted.”

      “It’s the buzz of the fire. It’s still under my skin. I won’t sleep for hours.”

      She gestured to the emergency ice pack tied to his knee. “How is it?”

      “I’ll be fine. It’s just an old snowboarding injury. Acts up sometimes.”

      “Snowboarding?”

      He nodded and pulled his pack over, opened a side pocket, and pulled out a Snickers bar. He opened it and broke it in half. Held out one to her.

      “Really? That’s sort of like giving me your last sip of water.”

      He grinned. Nice teeth. “Sorta. But we’ll be out of here tomorrow, and I’m hoping you’ll make it right and agree to have dinner with me.”

      Oh, Tucker. “I’d…love to. But I’ll be headed back to Anchorage with…” She nodded toward Eugene, who lay on his back, his arms folded over his chest as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      “Right.” Tucker continued to hold out the candy bar. “Then I guess this is it. Our one and only date.”

      She looked at him, the way his mouth hitched up on one side. “This is a date?”

      “Scenery. Good food, a little campfire…”

      She laughed and took the candy bar. She nearly moaned with a stupid kind of joy as the chocolate hit her taste buds. She hadn’t eaten all day, having left her mother’s place on the bike, fueled only by panic.

      Panic that had choked off clear thought because it wasn’t like she could put Eugene on the back of the bike and whiz them back to Copper Mountain. She’d have to call in a chopper in the morning.

      Tucker finished his half of the candy bar and took a swig from his canteen before handing it to her. Their hands brushed, his work worn. She could admit to having enjoyed watching Tucker fight the fire this evening, the way he’d stomped out spot fires, yelled instructions to his crew, directed the water dumps. Too bad their hard work had created such a mushroom cloud of steam, or she might have been able to get a chopper in to extract her and March tonight.

      She’d just have to keep a weather eye on March and the rest of the prisoners. She noticed that her dad was doing the same thing. Once a cop, always a cop.

      She could feel her father’s gaze on her as she took a drink and handed the canteen back to Tucker.

      She and Tucker sat close, his leg against hers. Strong, powerful, and again, like last night, she fought the craziest urge to tuck herself against him. Maybe just lean her head on his shoulder, close her gritty, tired eyes.

      Oh, for Pete’s sake, she must really be exhausted because she didn’t do dependency. Or leaning.

      “What made you go into firefighting?” she asked, resting her head against the boulder instead.

      “A guy named Jed Ransom. He was a hotshot boss for the Jude County Hotshots and he recruited at my college. I joined right after my freshman year. Fighting fire sort of got into my bones, and I applied to the smokejumper team three years later. Made it my first year.”

      “My dad was a firefighter back in the early Alaskan firefighting days. He told me stories about smokejumpers.” She didn’t look in her father’s direction but wondered if he could hear her. “Said they were the special ops of firefighting.”

      Tucker drew up his good knee and leaned back against the rock, staring at the sky. “I dunno. It’s more like three minutes of crazy adrenaline and three days of backbreaking work. Usually around night three of eating ash, crying our eyes out from the smoke, and popping blisters from our cracked hands, we all sit around and wonder who hit us in the heads.”

      She laughed.

      “But other times…yeah, it’s probably a lot like the military. A team, working together. We get pretty tight.” He scrubbed his hand down his face. “A few years ago, the team lost seven of their men. It was pretty rough. They had to practically start over. Only Riley and I are left from that year of rookies.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah. Well, accidents happen. But not if I can help it.”

      She glanced over at him, and Tucker was serious, given the way he met her eyes.

      She didn’t know why, but the words just bubbled out, soft and low. “My father is here.”

      He blinked at her. “What?”

      Oh, why had she said that? But it was too late now, so she cut her voice even lower. “My father, the cop, is Archer Mills.” She glanced in his direction.

      Tucker followed her gaze. Then cut his back to her. “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t expect that question, out of all that he could ask, and it found unguarded soil. “Yeah. I think so. I don’t want anyone to know.”

      “But you want me to make sure he gets home in one piece.”

      Her jaw tightened against a wash of heat in her eyes. She thought she’d gotten over the worry. Apparently not. So she nodded.

      Tucker touched her hand, wrapping his fingers through hers. Met her eyes. “I got this.”

      She caught her lip between her teeth, painfully aware that Tucker Newman stirred in her a wash of forbidden desires.

      “Hey, boss, can I talk to you?”

      Stevie looked up just as Tucker released her hand. The female smokejumper stood over them.

      “Hey, Skye,” Tucker said, trying to get up.

      Instead, she crouched in front of them, her eyes flickering briefly to Stevie before returning to Tucker. “I was thinking… I just sat up on that hill all day. I’m not tired at all. Not like you guys. I’ll stand watch tonight, let you get some sleep.”

      “Skye—”

      “Tucker, listen. I want to do my part here. And if you don’t want me on the line, then let me at least keep watch. Firefighting rule number five, right?”

      Tucker sighed. “Post lookouts when there is possible danger. Fine.”

      “I’m going to hike up to the ridge, get a view of the fire, and I’ll radio you should anything change.” She stood and glanced again at Stevie. At their hands, still touching back-to-back.

      A tiny smile tweaked her face. Then she turned and headed off into the semidarkness of the Alaskan midnight.

      Stevie watched Tucker as he followed Skye’s steps. “She’s right. Let her do something.”

      “I know. It’s just that she reminds me of someone I once knew.”

      “Your sister?”

      “Girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend.”

      Oh. Which meant—what? Did he have feelings for Skye?

      It didn’t matter, really. “You always follow the rules?”

      He glanced at her. “Yep.”

      That’s right. She remembered his words at the Midnight Sun. Life is a little easier when you follow the rules.

      She drew her hand away from his, zipped up her jacket. “I forgot how cold it gets at night here.”

      He was looking at her, frowning. Then, “I have a sleeping bag and a tarp. I don’t need both—”

      “No, Tucker. Besides, I won’t be sleeping.”

      “Then at least you should be warm.” He pushed himself to his feet, and she winced a little as he limped over to a metal container from which they’d retrieved their dinners, more water, and other supplies. He dug out a sleeping bag and a reflective blanket.

      He returned, dropping the bag in her lap before he hunkered down beside her. And shoot, but she liked his warmth next to her, acutely aware of the chill that shuddered through her when he had left to fetch the bag.

      Oh, Stevie, what are you doing?

      Tucker wrapped the blanket around his shoulders, grabbed his pack, and rolled over onto his side, his head on the pack. He stared at her with those dark, seeing eyes. “You going to sit up all night?”

      And keep an eye on Eugene? You bet. She just nodded. But she unzipped the bag and pulled it over her legs and chest, to her shoulders.

      After all, Eugene seemed dead to the world just six feet away.

      But she still sat up, her back to the rock. She met her father’s gaze across the darkness, and he offered the smallest of smiles. It washed tears into her eyes, and she tightened her jaw. This would have to be enough.

      She leaned her head back, staring at the beauty of the aurora borealis against the fire light.

      Tucker’s hand snaked out from his blanket and touched hers. Squeezed.

      And for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why, but she squeezed back.
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      The dream came most often in strike camp, with the scent of fire in his nose and his aching bones dissolving into the piney loam of the forest, his skin salty with grime, his tongue thick and dry. Tucker blamed the exhaustion, the drop of adrenaline that came from the aftermath of the fight.

      He knew that kind of fatigue—the kind that made him collapse in a corner, breathing hard, wrung out and dizzy. And in his dreams, it brought him back to the beginning.

      Every time, he started as it should be—on top of the mountain. Pristine white snow frosting the slope below him, a biting wind chapping his lips, the heat of his blood pumping through his veins as he stared down the marked racecourse. Beside him, three other racers were lining up, shaking out, keeping loose. And in backdrop, the crowd pressed along the perimeter, all the way to the bottom, some two miles long, their cheers a low hum in the back of his mind.

      Stay low. Out fast. Tuck in the jumps, not too much air, tight in the curves, jockey for the inside position. The first thirty seconds mattered the most in the snowboard cross, a free-for-all derby that resembled a hot-rod race on snowboards. The fastest one down the slope won. No points, no tricks, just an all-out fight to the finish line.

      His breath formed in the air. Silence in his ears, waiting for the whistle.

      Every muscle strained, poised—

      They pushed off.

      Every time, he rode the course with perfection. Tight air off the first three steps, a hug in the first curve, and he pulled away from the pack, just one racer in front of him. Jordi Wescott from Maine—they were buddies off the course. Hot behind him raced a guy from Montana University, and a newcomer out of Washington state.

      Two slots left to fill on the Olympic team.

      Tucker owned one of them. His thighs burned, but he stayed low, right on Jordi’s line around every curve, searching for a hole, a cut to the inside.

      He found his chance as he came off a jump just a hair faster than Jordi, staying so low he felt himself burn through the air. He landed beside Jordi and edged him out, taking the inside cut, pulling ahead.

      Three more turns—nearly to the end. The crowd thundered. He found air off another jump—

      He’d wanted it too much, maybe, but he leaned too far over, trying to stay tight, and in that moment, the ground rushed up. Too fast, too hard. He hit, jerked, and his knee turned to fire.

      The board whipped around, his edge snagged on the snow. The momentum threw him onto his back. He skidded into the sideboards as the other racers whizzed past him.

      Usually, right then, he woke himself up, the cry of frustration razing through his subconscious into the milky night. Other times, he just lay shivering, his knee on fire, his future burning down around him.

      But every single time, whether he awakened into the soot-strewn dawn or simply wept in his dreams, he heard her voice. My son, Tucker. The Olympic champion.

      Mom—

      “Tucker!” Hands shook him, and for a split second, he was back at home in Deep Haven, tangled into his comforter, the dawn barely hinting through the louvered window shades in his tiny bedroom, his mother waking him for early practice. He half expected to see her—her tired-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, wearing her uniform, on her way to the morning shift at the Blue Moose café.

      It took a second to realize that no, he was lying on the soft tundra of some remote Alaskan mountain, a woman shaking him—not blonde, her hair sable and waterfalling down upon him.

      “Tucker!”

      Her panic had him bolting upright, the blanket sliding off him. “What?”

      And instinctively, he shot a look at the fire line, his pulse in his throat. Watch Out Rule number eighteen—never nap close to a fire line. But they’d killed it, and Skye—

      “They’re gone, Tuck! They’re gone!”

      Stevie. The girl from the bar. No—the US marshal.

      He’d held her hand last night. Had wanted to pull her into his arms, stop her shivering.

      Now, he stared at her, trying to untangle her words— “What—who…what?”

      “The prisoners. They’ve escaped.”

      Stevie stood up and strode away as he scrubbed a hand through his sooty hair, feeling yesterday’s battle in his stiff body. Prisoners—

      Wait. The morning sun rose high—he guessed it was nearly five, but he’d been a bad judge of time since coming north. Riley was up and on his feet, his golden brown hair nearly blackened with soot and matted from sleep. Viking Seth had risen also, staring at Tucker with not a little confusion in his expression.

      Tucker did a quick scan of the camp. Where Eugene had lain remained only his blanket, tangled on the ground.

      “My PG bag is gone,” Seth said, holding his sleeping bag. “It was right by my head, but it’s gone.”

      “So’s mine,” said Hanes, one of the Zulies.

      “How long have they been gone?” Seth asked. “Anyone get up in the night, see anything?”

      Tucker couldn’t help but look at Stevie, who stared at Seth with a stricken expression. “I fell asleep,” she whispered, and Tucker winced.

      This wasn’t her fault. Not in the least. Tucker should have known better than to let his guard down. They should have posted guards over the prisoners as well as the fire.

      He rolled to his knees and nearly face planted, the stabbing pain in his swollen knee cutting off his breath. He grabbed onto the boulder and eased to his feet. Walk it off—

      He spotted Stevie rounding back to him, her voice cutting low. “They’re all gone—even my dad. Do you think…” Her eyes were wide, and she swallowed. “What if March figured it out?”

      It took Tucker just a second, but he did the quick math and added up her concern. “Do you think Eugene took him? As a hostage?”

      She tightened her mouth, did a quick nod.

      “I don’t know, Stevie. I didn’t figure out that Archer was your dad—I don’t know why March would.”

      She seemed to hang on his words. “I need a map of the area.” Her hair had come loose from her ponytail, wild around her face, her pale green eyes sparking. “I knew March would run—I knew it.”

      He couldn’t stop himself from putting his hands on her shoulders. “Take a breath. We’ll find them—”

      She shrugged away from him.

      His expression grim, Riley came over with a map and handed it to Stevie.

      “Riley, get on the horn to Skye, see if she has an update on the fire.”

      He nodded and headed toward the gear.

      Stevie rolled the map out on the boulder. A topo map of the area, it covered ten miles in each direction.

      “We’re here,” Tucker said, pointing to the ridge.

      Stevie tucked her hair behind her ears. “Okay, if I were on the run, I’d want to get to the highway. It’s about five miles due west of here, but it’s over rough country. They have to cross a river and a 1,400-foot peak. They’ll need to go around that…”

      “Unless they went south, along the mountainside. There’s a couple of homesteads marked on the map, although who knows if they’re inhabited.”

      “Some of them are—I know a few of these people. Not to mention the resorts and dogsled training camps, and…campgrounds.” She looked up at him. “That’s where they’re headed. To the Troublesome Creek campground. It’s about four miles southwest of here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because that’s where Eugene March was apprehended. He was camped out there and one of the campers reported him for cannabis use. The forest service called it in, and the Copper Mountain office sent up someone to check it out. He got mad, made some threats, and they arrested him. Once he got into the system, we found him. He’d been on the run for six weeks after breaking out of an Anchorage holding cell after a pretrial hearing.”

      She refolded the map. “He might have a weapons cache there. Or transportation, and if we don’t get there first…well, Alaska is a big state.”

      “Just how dangerous is this guy?” Riley asked. He and the other jumpers had shadowed in for the conversation.

      “Dangerous.” She drew in a breath. “I know he looks like he should be on this side of the law, a DA or something, but…well, his first crime was the kidnapping, rape, and murder of a girlfriend while he was attending the University of Chicago. We tracked him across the country to Seattle where another woman had gone missing. This time a co-worker from a bank where he worked. She was missing for three months, and every day, March went to work, processed loans, and acted like the boy next door. Her body was found in the basement of his apartment two weeks after he quit his job and moved away…to Anchorage.”

      She folded up the map. “Can I keep this?”

      Tucker nodded.

      She pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “The last victim was a cop. Only he didn’t know that when he started dating her. She swiped right and met him for dinner. He was handsome and charming, and she had no idea that three dates later she’d wind up his prisoner. She managed to escape one cold night, walking the streets barefoot in just a T-shirt and shorts, and ran into a local convenience store. The cops stormed his apartment, but he’d already cleared out.”

      She pulled a short-barreled bear gun out of her jacket pocket and opened the chamber. “They caught him on Highway 2, just before he hit the Canadian border.”

      She seemed to be counting the rounds, then she closed the chamber. “He’d just picked up an eighteen-year-old female hitchhiker, backpacking to the Lower 48.”

      Tucker hadn’t moved, too many images scanning through his head.

      “March is…well, I won’t go into the details, but the cop is still in trauma counseling.”

      How could he have let this man work on his team? With Skye—

      “Skye’s not answering,” Riley said, and Tucker grabbed the radio.

      “Skye, come in. Right now. Skye.”

      Static on the other end of the line. Tucker turned to hike up the ridge. “She was sitting watch—”

      “I’ll go, boss,” Seth said, already out in front of him. The big man could move like a running back when he wanted to.

      “I’m headed to that campground,” Stevie said, packing the gun into a pouch on the front of her bike. “I need someone to call the BLM. Tell them to get ahold of the US Marshal’s office in Anchorage and get some backup in here.”

      Tucker limped toward her. Already his knee was starting to loosen. “You shouldn’t go alone.”

      “Tucker—listen, you have a fire to fight.”

      “My guys can do the mop-up—”

      “You could get hurt—”

      “Tucker!”

      Seth’s low voice rumbled down the ridge and Tucker turned. The big man was headed back down the mountain, three figures in front of him.

      The youngsters, whom Tucker had pegged as DUIs. He tried to recall their names—

      And then he didn’t have to.

      “Those are the Cumberland brothers. Evan, Nico, and Bran,” Stevie said. “They probably got into a fight at Vic’s place and she decided to press charges. They’re harmless. Punks who boost a car now and again and smoke weed in their parents’ basement. Maybe they decided they didn’t want to do hard time for jailbreak.” She jogged over to them as Seth practically pushed them into camp.

      “What are you three idiots doing? Why did you run?” She even whacked one of them on the head, through his hard hat.

      “I dunno! Back off, Stevie—” He held up his hand, as if in protection. Skinny, dark haired, covered in ash—frankly, Tucker couldn’t tell them apart.

      “Evan,” Stevie said. “Listen. You came back, so this stays with us if you tell me where March went to.” She gestured to the other two to sit down on a nearby boulder. They obeyed her.

      Evan ran his hand along his chin. “It just happened. One minute I was asleep, the next your dad had his hand over my mouth, telling me to stay quiet.”

      She went white at his words, and Tucker wanted to reach out, grab her arm, hold her up.

      “He said that March was making a run for it, and if I didn’t want to get into more trouble, I’d stay down and keep sleeping.”

      Tucker put weight on his knee, testing. Yeah, he’d be okay.

      “Clearly you didn’t listen. Again.”

      Evan cast his gaze to the ground. “Yeah, well, that was Nico’s brilliant idea. He said that maybe we could grab March, bring him in for the reward money.”

      “You’re a prisoner—you don’t get rewards for escaping!”

      From behind them, one of the men piped up. “That’s what I said.”

      Probably Bran, because the other guy elbowed him.

      “So, we waited until March took off—with your father and those three others. Rio and Darryl and the tall guy.”

      Tucker didn’t know why, but the news that Rio had been in on the escape felt like a punch, deep in his gut. He’d wanted to like the guy.

      “And—why’d you come back?”

      Evan glanced at his brothers, then back to Stevie, something of fear in his expression. “Because March is crazy. Like, nut job, he’s-going-to-kill-everyone crazy. He took the girl—for a second, I thought—” He swallowed.

      “He had a gun to her head,” Bran said. “And a crazy look on his face.”

      Tucker’s entire body went numb, his heart a full stop in his chest, his breath flushed.

      A gun to her head.

      Skye!—

      “And then Rio went up to her and just… He just stood in front of her, between her and the gun, and March changed his mind. Told her that if she didn’t keep up, he’d shoot her, then they all took off and…”

      “We decided we didn’t want to die,” Bran said quietly. “Not for no reward money.”

      “Where’d he get the gun?” Riley asked.

      “It’s mine,” Seth said. “I always carry a bear gun in my gear. He must have seen me securing it in my PG bag last night.”

      Stevie drew in a breath. Looked at Tucker.

      “I’m coming with you,” he whispered. “That’s my teammate, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      She tightened her mouth but gave him a nod.

      Tucker grabbed his radio and turned to Riley. “Call the BLM, tell them what happened and where we’re going. Then put that fire out and get everyone back to base as fast as you can.”

      Riley nodded, his jaw tight.

      Tucker ground down against the pain in his knee and strode over to Stevie, picking up his PG pack on the way. She’d fired up the bike, and he didn’t give a thought to arguing with her. Just threw his leg over the bike. Set his hands on her hips.

      “Let’s go.”
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      She must have left her brains back in Anchorage. Because from the moment she arrived in Copper Mountain, Stevie had made one colossal mistake after another.

      Okay, so meeting Tucker might not have been a mistake, but walking into the Midnight Sun Saloon had turned dark, fast. Which caused her to have to sleep in her truck. Which left her tired and crabby, so when she arrived at the Copper County facility she hadn’t called in for backup or even an update.

      Instead, she’d arrived at her mother’s house, half out of her brain with fury. She’d simply jumped on the bike—barely checking the fuel level—leaving her Glock, walkie, and her overnight supplies in her truck, along with all her training, clearly.

      Because how could she have not seen that March would have figured out who her father was? Of course the CCCF would be populated with inmates who knew him. Whom he’d put away.

      He didn’t have a cover to blow.

      And now March had her father. And Skye.

      If she were a praying person—and once upon a time, she had been—she might start now. In fact— Please God, save them. Help us get there in time.

      Stevie gunned the bike up the ridge, aware of the hold Tucker had on her, his thighs pressed against hers, hands bracketing her hips. He leaned into the momentum, as if he knew how to ride. Still, she didn’t want to throw them. Neither of them wore helmets—never mind that piece of stupidity.

      Yeah, she was racking up the bad decisions like old boyfriends. Not that she had many, but her small list had done enough damage to warn her into happy singlehood.

      Something she should keep in mind, given the way her sidekick was holding onto her.

      They topped the ridge, and she got a good view of the fire that had ravaged over twenty acres of beautiful boreal forest. Once-glorious black spruce now jutted blackened and shunted, the landscape ashy gray as it rolled over hills into valleys.

      The line the firefighters had cut up the ridge had turned the blaze back on itself, but even out of the corner of her eye, she could see the flames still gnawing away to the east, smoke drizzling up into the sky.

      “At least we turned it away from the camp!” Tucker said into her ear, and she supposed he was referring to the Boy Scout camp some three miles southeast.

      It hadn’t occurred to her that March might be headed that direction, and for a moment, she slowed the bike down to a stop, stepping a foot out to balance it.

      Ahead of them, to her right, a mountain rose, jagged and pricked with forest. Not snow peaked yet, it wasn’t an impossible climb, and five miles due west March would run into the highway.

      But he’d be exposed then. And yes, tourist season kept the highway busy, but…

      “What’s wrong?” Tucker asked.

      “I’m just…I’m not sure.”

      He leaned back and pulled out a set of binoculars from his pack. Set it to his eyes. “They’re on foot. They won’t have gotten too far yet.”

      He scanned the mountain, then the landscape ahead of them.

      Roughed out with dry riverbeds, alpine meadows rife with goldenrod and blue forget-me-nots, and spires of white spruce and aspen, thickets of white birch heavy with willow brush, the forested terrain could hide someone standing ten feet from them. Below them, south, the forest thickened, with black spruce and tamarack closing in like a wall.

      Brutal, unforgiving country, not made for dirt biking, at least not at the speeds she wanted to achieve.

      Breathe, Stevie.

      “I think I see something.” He pointed to the southwest and handed her the binoculars.

      She followed his gesture. The world loomed large, almost indecipherable, and she panned too quickly, nearly missing—

      A flash of orange.

      She pulled the binoculars away, stupidly thinking she could spot it with her naked eye, then raised them again. A large man, he was trekking into a nest of forest. “That looks like Darryl.”

      She passed the glasses back to Tucker, staring at the route. They had to cut down the ridge, into the meadow, then along the canyon riverbed to the opposite forest.

      How March had covered so much ground…

      She shouldn’t have fallen asleep.

      Tucker’s hands settled back on her hips, his feet on the ground to steady the bike. “Go.”

      She edged the bike forward, moving it along the rocky edge, toward the ravine. From here, the rocks stairstepped down the side of the mountain, the edge narrowing as it descended. “Don’t lean. Let me do the work,” she said. “And stay on the bike.”

      He took his hands off her waist and gripped the back of his seat. His thighs tightened around her. “Once we start going, we don’t stop until we hit the bottom.” Hopefully in one piece.

      She eased the bike forward, throttled, and they moved over the edge, down the wall. A hard drop—she put her feet down to steady them, even as she banged on the seat. Tucker grunted but didn’t release his hold, and she kept going, over another lip, across a bumpy path, then down a steep wall that shucked out her breath. They were moving too fast toward another set of stairsteps, and she hit the brakes.

      Tucker just barely stopped from careening over her, his chest tight against her back as he reigned in his momentum.

      She kept the speed steady as they maneuvered down, then back up the trail, and veered back into the mountain along a fifteen-foot wall. She slowed, and at the precipice of another run, put her foot down. Stopped.

      He put his foot down beside hers.

      She glanced behind them.

      They’d traveled a good fifty feet, maybe more. The meadow spread out below them, another thirty feet down.

      And between them and escape lay a jagged wall of tumbled rock, not steep enough to jump, too vile to traverse. But if she could get enough speed and run them down the trail farther, they could fly off the edge, clear the wall, and land on the meadow below.

      Or kill them both.

      “Do it,” Tucker said, his breathing hard in her ear, as if he could read her mind.

      Right. “Hold on, whatever you do.”

      He tightened his hold and she gunned the bike. She fought the bouldered path, arrowing them straight for the edge, praying she had the guts to maintain her speed enough to shoot them over the cliff and clear the rubble at the bottom of the wall.

      They shot into the air, and Tucker’s legs tightened around her. She bit back a scream and held on.

      The ground slammed up too fast, and when they hit, she would have jerked right off if it hadn’t been for Tucker’s arm flinging around her, grabbing her tight to his body.

      They bounced, but she ground down on her hold, kept the bike’s speed steady, and let Tucker center her.

      She rode them down the trail, easing into the brake when they hit the meadow. He finally loosened his hold on her as they slowed to a stop.

      Sweat slicked down her back despite the cool morning, and she fought to catch her breath.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Tucker said, his words oddly stilling her shaking.

      She wanted to turn, to look at him, but feared the emotion he might see in her eyes. So she gunned it over the meadow, loosening her arms to give the bike movement as they bounced over the ground, rough and rutted. The wheels trampled the reindeer moss, the wildflowers, and she cut a path around the occasional spruce jutting from a lonely patch of earth.

      The forest loomed ahead of them, rimmed only by the dry river ravine, and Stevie searched it for glimpses of the orange shirts.

      She increased her speed, her eyes on the forest—

      They hit the log hard in a bone-chilling crunch.

      She screamed, Tucker’s body hard against hers as they flew from the bike.

      Airborne.

      She landed so hard, her breath slammed out of her.

      She sprawled, dazed and broken, her body jarred.

      Only after a moment did she feel Tucker next to her, his arm around her.

      He’d tried to cushion her fall—she got that much as she gulped for breath, wheezing—because she lay half on top of him, half in the grasses.

      “Tuck—” Her voice wouldn’t return to her, and she sat up, huffing hard. Her head spun.

      She put a hand to it, found a welt growing just above her eye. “Tuck—”

      Her vision cleared, her breath full in her lungs.

      Tucker lay on his side, unmoving beside her, eyes closed.

      “Tucker!” She hit her knees, leaned over him, her fingers pressed to his jugular artery. A heartbeat— Thank you, Almighty God. And breath—she put her face close to his mouth to confirm it.

      “Tucker.” Stevie pressed her hands to his face. “Wake up.”

      Movement, and in a second his eyes blinked open, widened. She stared at him, and it took a moment, then his breath sucked in, hard.

      She touched his chest. “You’re okay. Just got the wind knocked out of you.”

      He put his hand over hers on his chest. “You…okay…?” The voice seemed torn from the wreckage inside.

      “I think so.” She gripped his hand and helped as he pushed himself to a sitting position.

      He shrugged out of his backpack—and sure, that was what had shucked the breath from him, landing crazily on his gear.

      He turned to her and ran his hands down her arms, gripped her hands.

      “No broken bones?”

      “I think you made a good landing pad.”

      His mouth tweaked up on one side. “I’m not that padded, I hope.”

      Oh no. All hard planes and muscled surfaces. And he’d scuffed his chin. “How’s your knee?”

      He reached out, kneaded it. “Fine. Let’s get the bike up.” He grunted, however, as he climbed to his feet. Closed one eye in a wince, hobbling over to the bike.

      The fact they hadn’t broken any bones—a shiver went through her. She followed Tucker over, just in time to hear his word of frustration.

      “The fuel line broke.” He crouched next to a black puddle spilling onto the earth.

      “My mother just replaced it. Maybe she didn’t clamp it on tight enough.” Stevie pressed her hand to her forehead, hot and pulsing against the blood flow of the hematoma.

      He noticed and winced. “That looks like it hurts.”

      “No more than your knee, liar.”

      He hid a smile, gave her a look. “Okay, so we’re both liars.” He got up and half limped, half ran to his backpack. “Let’s get going.”

      She retrieved her gun from the bike’s front pouch, shoved it into her belt, and walked over to him.

      He was shrugging on the pack.

      “Maybe I should carry that.”

      “Maybe you should keep up. This is what I do.” Then he headed toward the forest in a wretched, high-speed hobble that had her scrambling.

      They walked in silence across the meadow, just the occasional grunt from Tucker to thicken the morning. The sun gilded the field, the sky arched and blue. A wind scurried off Denali to the west, sneaking under her jacket. If Tucker hadn’t given her his sleeping bag last night… Well, she’d spent the night shivering anyway.

      “Your dad called me Sport,” Tucker said, and his weird segue had her looking at him.

      “He likes you, then.”

      He made a tiny harrumphing sound. Walked in silence. Then, quietly, “Can I ask how he ended up in prison?”

      She’d known it would come sooner or later, really. Should have been armed, ready with some quick and easy response. He killed a man.

      Except, the truth had tangles and barbs and needed unknotting if she were to tell it right.

      “It’s my fault,” she said.

      He didn’t comment, didn’t pause his steps. Nothing of surprise or even blame in his reaction.

      It made it easier, perhaps.

      “Involuntary manslaughter. That’s how it played out after the dust settled, although Nate wanted more. Second degree murder at the least.”

      “Nate, the guy at the bar.”

      “Nate, Chad’s brother.”

      “The guy who didn’t stop at no.”

      Her lips tightened. “My boyfriend.”

      Tucker glanced at her then, his eyes tightening just a little around the edges.

      “I told you it was complicated.”

      “Still seems pretty simple to me. Except the part about your dad.” He kept walking.

      “It would have been simple, had I listened to him.” She tucked her hands into her windbreaker, not sure how far back to go. “My dad had been sheriff in Copper Mountain for about eight years. He knew Chad pretty well—had coached him in football, had picked him up a couple times at parties for underage drinking.” She drew in a breath. “Had taken a report from a girl who said he attacked her. She later recanted.”

      “He told you to stay away from Chad.”

      “If you haven’t noticed, I am a little…”

      “Stubborn?”

      “Headstrong. Always have been. I don’t like people telling me what to do, how to live my life, and I was twenty-one-ancient-years old at the time.”

      His lips tightened. “But you’ll always be daddy’s little girl.”

      “I was a deputy. I knew how to handle myself. Or…I thought I did. Hold up.”

      Tucker stopped, and she pulled the binoculars from his pack. Scanned the forest. “Nothing.”

      “We’ll climb up the ridge and see if we can spot them.” He was pointing to a bald spot in the forested mountainside.

      She handed him the glasses.

      “If you hadn’t noticed, the only place in town to go to watch the game or unwind is Vic’s. Chad and I were there, and I saw my dad walk in, so I wanted to leave. Chad thought I meant something else…”

      Tucker handed her back the glasses after scanning the forest, and she put them back in his pack. “I’m feeling a lot of empathy for what I think your dad is about to do.”

      “He was coming out of the bar just around the time I pushed Chad away. Just about the time Chad came back at me—”

      “And they didn’t call it self-defense?”

      “Dad shouted his name right when Chad took a swing at me. Which, by the way, I deflected. Give me credit for being quicker than that.”

      “Did your dad lose it?” Tucker’s jaw had ground tight.

      “No, actually. He was completely calm. Called Chad out. Probably to give me a chance to get away, but I suddenly didn’t want my dad fighting my battles. I told him to go away—that I could handle it. He ignored me completely. Walked up to Chad, who decided he wanted a chance at him. Then Dad lowered his voice so I couldn’t hear him. Whatever he said, Chad freaked out and took a swing at him. Dad ducked, then hit him so hard he dropped Chad right there. Except Chad hit his head on a cement parking curb.”

      “Wow. That’s dark. But again, self-defense.”

      “Nate saw it—said Dad had provoked Chad. It only took a couple seconds for Nate and a couple other guys to pin Dad, and by the looks of it—well, I couldn’t just stand there and let them beat him to death.”

      “Nate’s a cop, right?”

      “Yeah, but not back then.” She shook her head. “Nate had run against Dad in the last election for sheriff and lost. Nate quit the department—didn’t come back until after Dad was sentenced.”

      “What did you do, Stevie?”

      She drew in a breath. “I arrested my dad. Right there in the parking lot with blood running down his face, his nose broken, and the stench of death in the air.”

      “Which meant your testimony was compromised.”

      “I couldn’t testify as the victim, no. But…well, even after I told my side of the story, I didn’t know what Dad had said to Chad, and that, plus the fact that Dad had been drinking…he got three years.” They stood at the edge of the ravine, the forest gathering on the other side. “And I left town.” Punk. Stop. Don’t run away!

      She couldn’t look at Tucker, even when he reached out and lifted her chin. “Stevie.”

      She winced, pulled herself away. But he found her hand. “Stevie, listen to me. We’re going to find him. And Skye. I promise—”

      A gunshot cracked across the blue of the sky. She all but tackled Tucker, yanking him down into the ravine, behind a boulder.

      More shots and she reached for her gun. Tucker put his hand on her arm. “Save your shots! C’mon!” Then he grabbed her hand and took off across the ravine, right into the protective wall of the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Tucker wanted to crawl away and lose it on the soft, piney loam as he handed Stevie the binoculars. “Skye’s there. And from what I can tell, she’s not hurt.”

      Next to him, hidden behind a range of well-placed boulders, Stevie took the binoculars and surveyed the homestead where March and the fellow escapees had stopped.

      “It looks like they’re trying to get that old Ford running,” Stevie said. A well-used, rusty Bronco sat in a cleared patch of forest that also hosted a tiny cabin and an open shed. From here, it looked like a hunting setup, with a drying rack of antlers and even a bearskin hanging inside the building. An older model four-wheeler sat in the shadows.

      He half expected another member of America’s Most Wanted to emerge through the rough-hewn door affixed with graying antlers, as if in omen.

      He and Stevie had followed the sound of the shots, working their way through the forest like they might be army rangers. In fact, after realizing that he wore the bright yellow, here-I-am-now Nomex shirt, he took it off and shoved it into his pack, leaving just his black T-shirt on.

      Never mind the wind that had begun to stir off the western mountains, as if by bringing fugitives into its shadow, Tucker had awakened something angry and feral.

      Yeah, well, he understood the feeling. His anger burned deep, a coal embedded in the soil of his regrets. Especially when he spotted Skye. Alive—thank You, God—and sitting a few feet away from Eugene on the porch next to Rio. She looked bedraggled. And sure, Tucker had seen her bone tired before—but this was different. Her disheveled appearance—hair down and matted, a terrible scrape on her chin—had his gut in knots. She kept glancing up toward the forested hills, as if she knew he might be out here, looking for her.

      Rio sat next to her, too close in Tucker’s opinion, talking to her. Also surveying the forest.

      Rio looked downright beat-up, sporting a bruise on his face. He held a cloth and kept pressing it to his nose, checking for blood.

      So maybe those shots hadn’t been directed at Tucker and Stevie. Interesting.

      Darryl, the redhead, still wearing his bright orange shirt, stood a little way away from where March held a gun on the mercenary, the tall, quiet one. He was bent over the hood of the truck. Tucker searched for his name and couldn’t remember.

      Occasionally, Skye glanced over at Rio, as if afraid of him, and Tucker knew he shouldn’t have trusted the guy.

      Yeah, he was definitely going to lose it. He even turned away, onto his hands and knees, and did a little deep breathing.

      He’d never been this scared. Not when they’d picked him and all his debris off the slope after his epic Olympic trial wipeout. Not even when he’d stood at his mother’s bedside, watching her slip into the beyond.

      That had been different. Something almost expected after years of cancer treatments. Rough, but different than watching a woman he’d helped train, had worked alongside, who was as tough as any of the guys, looking battered and terrified.

      “I should have never agreed to let those guys work with us.”

      “Stop,” Stevie said. “Believe me, I’ve been what-iffing my way through the woods for the past six hours. Right now, we’d better hope they don’t get that truck running.”

      He glanced at her.

      “That’s the McGinty place. I dearly hope Jim and Kathy aren’t there, but…well, I didn’t realize we were that far west. We’re only a couple miles from the highway. If we don’t stop March now, he’ll disappear again, and…”

      “We have to get Skye back,” Tucker said. “I’m not letting that guy disappear with her.” He took the binoculars again. “And who knows what those other guys are up to.”

      Stevie nodded, a grim look on her face. “My dad won’t let anything bad happen to her.”

      “Where is your dad?” He scanned the yard. “I didn’t see him.”

      She stared at him a second too long. Took the glasses from him and lifted them to her eyes. “I don’t see him. I don't…” She drew in a breath. “What if that was the shot we heard? What if he did something to escape and got himself shot!” Her eyes widened, and he grabbed her wrist.

      “Stop. Maybe he’s just in the house. You said you knew these people—what if he’s inside with them, keeping them safe?”

      She swallowed. Nodded. Closed her eyes and winced.

      “We gotta stay calm, Stevie. Just…one thing at a time. Right now, let’s get somewhere where we can get reception and see where our backup is.” They’d tried calling in to the team, but either the distance or the terrain had cut off their communication.

      She bought into that idea—he saw it by the way her mouth tightened.

      “We could hike up to the top of this ridge,” Tucker said. “But I don’t want to lose sight of Skye.”

      Stevie seemed to consider his words. Nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay here, keep an eye on them, and you try to find reception and get ahold of your team.”

      He caught her eyes, the dark pinch of her mouth. “Okay.” Grabbing his radio, he climbed to his feet and cast one more look through the trees to the homestead. “Stay right here.”

      She gave him the barest of nods, and he took off.

      Never mind that his body felt like he’d landed hard on a bad fall from the sky. His knee screamed with every step, his bones tender from the fall off the bike. But he let Skye’s expression fuel him as he hiked up the ridge, where the land turned from heavily treed to mostly granite, bald and dangerous. Sweat dripped down his back as he fought for footholds, the scree falling from his steps.

      He finally turned around, sat on a ledge that overlooked the valley, and tried the radio.

      “Jude County, Tucker. You there?”

      Static. Please.

      “Tucker, this is Seth.”

      Seth? “Where’s Riley?”

      “Injured. We had to chopper him out. Snag fell—he’ll be okay. Broke his arm, maybe. Have you found Skye?”

      Wow. But he didn’t have time to catalog another catastrophe. “We have eyes on her. She’s alive. But we need backup.”

      “Confirm. The Marshal’s office sent in a couple guys from Anchorage, but they’re on foot, so it’ll be a while before they get to you. Where are you?”

      A couple of guys? For an entire crew of fugitives? Tucker wanted to throw something. “About two clicks southwest of you. Stevie identified the cabin as belonging to someone named McGinty.”

      “Got it.”

      “You guys bugging out?”

      A pause and in it Tucker read the weather, the gusts off Denali, and knew the answer.

      “We’re still wrangling the blow-up, but we’ve got it.”

      Shoot. “How bad?”

      “The wind shifted, and she’s burning down into the valley to the east, outside the burn.”

      Tucker should be there. The smoke had thickened in the distance, a burr of gray against the blue sky. “Keep at ’er. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      He signed off, not sure what, exactly, he intended. Because frankly, he just wanted Skye back. Leave the apprehension of a murderer to the feds.

      To Stevie?

      Yeah, she wasn’t giving up on March. Not with her father missing or hurt or maybe just an accomplice, but that might be worse.

      He didn’t want to suggest that her father might have been on the plotting side of the escape, but it had been nagging him. Archer knew where the McGintys lived. What if he’d directed them there?

      What if he was not a hostage but an instigator of the prison break?

      Tucker worked his way back down the mountainside, easing off his knee as much as he could—going down just might be worse. Still, he made decent time, and when he reached Stevie, the sun had moved farther behind the range, casting a fiery, ethereal glow against the peaks, leaving a murky haze in the forest.

      It couldn’t be called dark, but shadows fell over Stevie as she tucked behind her lookout.

      “Any movement?”

      “The truck has turned over a couple times. It backfired once, threw out some exhaust, but nothing. My guess is that the fuel filter is clogged. Which, if they figure out, can be fixed with some carburetor cleaner and a little elbow grease.” She handed him the binoculars. “I spotted my dad. He’s not hurt. He was in the house getting food. They downed a couple MREs.”

      She offered a tiny smile, and he met it before he lifted the glasses to his eyes. “I got hold of Seth. A couple of your guys came up from Anchorage, but they’re coming in on foot, so they won’t be here anytime soon. I told them where we are, but we need to keep our eyes on these guys until they get here.”

      “They’re never going to get here in time. We need to get down there—”

      “Are you kidding me?” He stared at her. “We’re two people. There’s a gang of five guys down there, and sure I’m angry enough to take on a few of them, but from what you told me about March, he’s not going to be shy about shooting you, or me. Or Skye.”

      “So we just let them get away?” Stevie’s voice emerged low but sparked. “I’m a federal marshal. Our job is to track down fugitives. And let’s not forget that my dad is down there—he’ll help us.”

      “You hope.”

      She blinked at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Aw, shoot. He didn’t want to go there. “I’m just saying…of all the places for these guys to find, they go to a place you know.”

      She stared at him, her mouth agape. She closed it. Shook her head.

      “I’m sorry, Stevie—”

      “No. You’re…you’re right.” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “What if he was in on this?”

      “Stevie—”

      “No.” She held up her hand, as if to stop his words. “He’s a criminal, just like the others, and yeah, you’re right. I don’t know what happened.”

      “Actually, I think you should give him the benefit of the doubt here. I mean—I was just saying, we’re up against some big odds, so we need to be sure about what we do. Your dad could have gone along with them to track them, make sure they didn’t all just vanish into the mountains.”

      She nodded, as if she wanted to believe that. “But we can’t just sit here and let them get away.”

      “I agree. So…I have an idea.” He reached over to his pack. “I have a couple fusees in here. I don’t normally keep them in my PG pack, but we deployed so fast, I shoved them in here.”

      “What’s a fusee?”

      “We fight fire with fire sometimes—like we did yesterday. And a fusee is a firing device, something like a flare. It’s made of phosphorous and is very, very hot. It’ll ignite grasses and leaves and light fuels.”

      “So it won’t burn the cabin down?”

      “Not if I throw it into the far side of the yard, where there’s mostly grasses. It creates a lot of smoke, hopefully panic—”

      “And in that panic, I take down March and you grab Skye.”

      He hated the way she said that, because the idea of her grappling with March, alone…except, if they took down March together, Skye would be free. “We take down March.”

      “And the others? What if they run off?”

      “I dunno. I just know Skye is in danger. And I have to save her.”

      Stevie offered a slow nod. “We have to get much closer.”
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      This was never going to work, she could feel it in her gut. And if her father, let alone her cohorts back in the office, knew she was crouched behind a pile of firewood with a smokejumper who was just about to light a fire bomb, they’d wave her off.

      Maybe. Because just twenty feet away, Eugene March stood, a bear gun—Seth’s?—trained on his fellow prisoners, the redhead and Thorne, who had both turned into mechanics. It looked like they were trying to reattach the now cleaned carburetor into the rusty Bronco.

      Hopefully that hadn’t been her father’s suggestion, either.

      No. She simply couldn’t bear the idea that her father might be a mastermind, or even a willing participant, in this jail—or rather, chain gang—breakout.

      Tucker’s suggestion had rattled her, however.

      What if the man she had known, loved, even admired…well, wasn’t the man she had known, loved, and admired?

      No. Prison couldn’t have changed him that much. Please.

      At the very least, her father wouldn’t stop her, even if he took off in the chaos. But she was counting on his cooperation to plead his case.

      Hostage, not the hunted.

      “Normally, you use the fusee for a controlled burn, with a handle. It’s toxic, so you need protective gear, but we’ll throw it. And I don’t have to throw this far. They won’t want to put it out, so it’ll burn and smoke and hopefully give us the cover we need to take March down.” Tucker crouched next to her, and for a moment she felt his hand in hers, a remnant of last night’s grip.

      Tucker had taken off his bright yellow shirt, effective for firefighting, not so much for sneaking around in the woods. His black T-shirt skimmed his lean body, his biceps stretching out the sleeves, the bottom tucking into his Nomex pants. He’d taken off the bandanna, too, and his brown hair lay in sooty tousles. He glanced at her, those brown eyes fierce with determination. The man was honed and powerful and yes, they just might stand a chance.

      They just needed to separate March from the others. Disarm him. Hope that no one came to his defense.

      Just…

      But their plan just might work, with Tucker positioning himself behind the truck, ready to throw the fusee. Once he threw it, she would surprise March, then Tucker would run behind him, and tackle him.

      It sounded so simple when they’d sketched it out, she’d bought into Tucker’s confidence.

      Ignored the fist in her gut.

      Although, she did have to confess— “I’ve never shot anyone before.”

      Tucker had been studying the layout of the compound through his binoculars. He drew them away and looked at her. “That’s a good thing, right?”

      “Yeah. I guess, but…” She shook her head. “It’s one thing to shoot a paper target. Another to shoot a person.”

      He touched her hand, the one holding the revolver. “This will work,” he said. “You won’t have to.”

      This will work. She clung to his words now as he turned to her.

      “Ready?”

      Oh boy. “I’ve actually never done anything like this,” she said quietly. “I’ve never had to chase down a fugitive before. And we always train as a team. I’m never alone—”

      “I’m your team,” Tucker said, his voice low, finding her bones. “And you’re not alone. So trust me a little, okay?”

      And it struck her again how she already did, really.

      The sun had fallen to just above the mountains, tufting the sky in striations of blood red and fire, pitching shadows into the yard. Not enough to hide them, but with the scrim of tall black spruce and birch edging the property, the shadows fell thick and abundant.

      She crouched behind the firewood, her revolver drawn. What she wouldn’t give for her Glock right now—but no, she’d left that in her truck.

      She wasn’t impulsive, no, not at all. Sheesh.

      Please, let them not get anyone killed.

      Tucker had put his gloves on and now removed the striker cap on the fusee—a long orange flare—and held it in his left hand.

      He struck the fusee against the striker cap, and it lit, buzzing, a hiss from the sparks.

      “Meet you on the other side.”

      Wait—

      Tucker stood up and heaved the fusee into the air. It arched across the yard, a snake of fire tracing a bold line of orange against the woods.

      It landed with a whump on the far side of the yard, the Bronco between the cabin and the fire.

      Sparks bit into the pine brush, igniting the loam.

      Shouts from the prisoners as, just as Tucker predicted, chaos erupted.

      Rio grabbed Skye and shot off the porch. Thorne and the redhead jerked away from the Bronco.

      March yelled at them to put the fire out.

      Tucker had taken off, using the distraction to dash through the woods.

      March leveled his gun at the woods beyond the fire, arching around the darkness to the pile of firewood. “Stay back!”

      Now. Stevie double gripped her revolver and stepped out from the cover of a trio of birch. “March. Put the gun down.”

      He whirled toward her, and instincts told her to move! She dove, skidding hard into the earth just as his shot pinged off the birch behind her. Her gun flew from her grip and she scrabbled for cover.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Tucker launching himself at March. A full-out flying tackle that took March into the dirt. She hadn’t considered Tucker a big man, but seeing him emerge like a grizzly from the woods shucked the breath from her lungs.

      This. Might. Work.

      March slammed into the earth, and his revolver went off again, clearly cocked for a second shot.

      Tucker might have just saved her life.

      Behind the truck, the piney earth crackled as the flames sparked the resin, little gunshots of heat. Smoke clogged the air.

      Her gaze fixed on Tucker, who banged March’s wrist against the ground, fighting to dislodge his grip on the gun. March writhed beneath him, hammering his fist into Tucker’s ribs. Tucker rammed his elbow into March’s chin. “Let go!”

      Another shot cracked from March’s gun. It hit the Bronco, zinged off it.

      She heard screaming—in the corner of her periphery, she caught the redhead scrambling into the woods. Thorne had vanished. And going the other direction—Rio had Skye in his grip.

      “Stop!” Stevie scrambled to her feet, but Rio had already dragged Skye into the thickening veil.

      Stevie stood, dazed for a second, not sure—

      But Rio wasn’t a murderer. She turned to March just as he clocked Tucker with a piece of firewood he’d gotten his grip around. Tucker must have dislodged his gun.

      With the hit, Tucker flew off him, clearly stunned because he lay on the ground, unmoving.

      “Tucker!” She needed her gun.

      March rolled over on him, raised his arm to clock him again, and she didn’t have time to locate her weapon. She took two steps and leaped on March, wrenching his arm away.

      With a roar, March jerked back, rolling and body slamming, landing on top of her. Her breath huffed out, the weight of his body crushing her. Her brain told her to wrap her legs around his, to pull him down into a choke hold, but everything turned into a black whir as she gulped air.

      He bounced off her, and she sucked in a full breath.

      Then he turned and pounced on her, his legs pinning her arms, his hands on her throat.

      Squeezing.

      She’d fallen on a root or a rock in her spine, and as he leaned on her, the pain spiked through her back. It shunted her kicks, kept her from rounding up and wrapping her legs around his neck. She worked her hands between his arms, tried to force his hands away, but even as she writhed, her world turned gray. Splotchy.

      “Let her go, March! You don’t want to kill a fed!”

      The voice—Dad!

      “March!”

      She spotted him in her periphery, her father’s hands on March’s shoulders, wrenching him away. “Let her go!”

      And then, glorious air as March abruptly released his hold, jerking to his feet and rounding on her father. She didn’t catch much as she sucked in wind through her burning throat.

      “We should kill them both and let the fire burn them,” March said. He turned back and leaned over her.

      She threw a punch, hoping to catch him in the jaw, but he pushed her away and picked up a gun. Her gun—the one she’d been lying on.

      She heard it cock, the muzzle near her ear.

      “March—don’t.” Her father’s voice sounded remarkably calm given the moment. But he’d always been that way. Calm. Even. Not prone to emotion and crazy bursts of impulse. “Let’s get out of here.”

      The smoke had turned her vision hazy, but she could still make out her father standing a few feet away. Not looking at her as if he knew her, but angry, as if March was messing up his plans.

      Maybe March didn’t know she was his daughter. Maybe—no, Tucker couldn’t be right.

      “Fine,” March said and moved away from her.

      She sat up just as March took off into the woods. Her father paused, just a moment, met her eyes.

      “Sorry, Punk.” Then he fled after March.

      Stevie stared after him, the smoke burning her eyes. Behind her, the fire crackled, hissing at her as she rolled over.

      Tucker had gathered himself to his knees, groaning, and she crawled over to him. A hematoma rose on the side of his forehead. He touched his head to the ground. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      And then he was, retching right there, dry heaves, and she winced for him.

      Turned away to give him privacy.

      After a moment, he came up for air, wiped his mouth and collapsed on the ground.

      She touched his back. “You okay?”

      “I’ll live.”

      Thank you.

      Stevie spotted the gun Tucker had knocked out of March’s hand and scrambled over to it. Opened the chamber. “There’s one round left.” She stuck it into her belt. “We need to go.”

      Tucker pushed to his feet, put a hand to his head. “We need to put this fire out before it grows.”

      Already it had eaten up a ten-foot swath. She glanced into the forest. “But—”

      “I know!” He rounded on her, his eyes thick with what looked like frustration and fire, reddened, tearing. “I know. I heard Skye scream as Rio grabbed her.” He leaned over, grabbed his knees. “I got her into this mess. If she hadn’t been doing my job, sitting watch—”

      “That wasn’t your fault,” Stevie said.

      He looked up at her. “Jed left me in charge. I’m the one who okayed the hand crew from the correctional facility.”

      “Actually, the BLM made that call.”

      “No. Don asked me specifically, and I thought—I’ll lick this and prove to Jed that I…” He shook his head, stood up straight. “Let’s get this fire out.” He gave her a look, something she interpreted as the end of the conversation, and she let it go.

      “I spotted a couple shovels earlier in the shed,” he said and jogged over to retrieve them. “See if you can find a water source.”

      “The McGintys have a pump,” she said and followed him, grabbing a tall bucket. She dumped out the debris inside and headed to the hand pump.

      Tucker ran over to his pack and pulled out his bandanna, tying it over his nose and mouth. Then he cut a perimeter into the loam so fast that by the time the bucket had finished filling, he’d created a one-foot-wide line across the leading edge of the fire.

      “Douse the flank with water, half in, half out of the fire. Starve it of fuel.”

      Stevie’s eyes watered as she dumped the water. It sloshed on her legs, but the flames sizzled, white smoke rising from the blaze. She emptied the bucket, nearly to the far edge, then ran back for more.

      Meanwhile, the fire had burned up to Tucker’s line and simply died, the black a fine line along the edge of the turned earth. He continued scraping along the forest line, halting the fire there, also.

      She was just finishing filling the bucket when he came up behind her, picked it up, and ran it back to the line, dousing the fire that wanted to escape the far edges.

      “Fill it again!” he said, tossing it to her.

      Then he walked right into the burned area and began to turn over the earth. Great swaths of smoke rose and with it, ash and cinders as he buried the fire into the ground.

      The fusee was still lit, and he used the shovel to bang it out.

      She returned, the water sloshing on her jeans. He took it from her again and reinforced the edges, then poured the water over the surface.

      The fire died, white smoke dissolving into the flames of the meager twilight.

      He dropped the bucket and headed over to Stevie, tugging down the bandanna. “You okay?”

      She nodded. Sweat dripped down his forehead, and he wiped it with his arm.

      Then he picked up the shovel, walked over into the unburned clearing.

      He launched the shovel like a javelin into the forest with a roar so guttural that it found her bones and shook her to the core.

      Then he fell to his knees and covered his face with his hands.

      She stayed away as she watched his shoulders shake.
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      Stevie shouldn’t have let Tucker come along. Shouldn’t have given in to the fierce look he’d given her back at camp.

      Shouldn’t have let her heart be wooed by the idea that she might, for however briefly, have a partner.

      Because Vic had been right—she was trouble, every single time—and she couldn’t help the gut-deep sense that she’d dragged Tucker in with her.

      Her throat felt swollen, bruised from March’s grip. She kept swallowing, as if that might help dissolve the scratch inside, but she felt like a burr had lodged.

      The hour was late, the sun now faded beyond Denali, the sky a bruised, purple haze that had turned the mountains black. Tucker had spent the last hour turning over the dirt around the edge of the fire. Mopping up, he called it. The patch had stopped steaming, mostly.

      Stevie sat on the front steps of the cabin and held March’s revolver in her grip, running her thumb over it.

      She should have just shot him instead of giving him the chance to surrender. But she’d wanted…maybe to prove that she could do this job.

      Like when she arrested her father. When she swore a statement that indicted him. When she testified to the events that put him away.

      Sorry, Punk.

      No. She was sorry.

      Tucker came over. He looked rough—a bruise across his temple where March had clocked him. Reddened eyes, which probably had just as much to do with what happened, quietly, in the shadows of the yard as the fire he’d fought. “Now what, boss?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “You said you were in charge.”

      She shook her head. “Now I think we wait for reinforcements.” She tucked the gun back in her belt. Looked up at him. He was staring down at her with so much intensity, she had to look away. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

      “Huh?” He sat next to her and took off his gloves. “I would have gone without you, so you can just stop blaming yourself. Besides, the fusee was my brilliant, stupid idea.”

      “He could have killed you.”

      He clasped his hands together between his knees. “Yeah, well, he is going to kill Skye if we don’t do something.” He looked over at her, his jaw tight. “We can’t just sit here and wait for help.”

      Stevie shook her head. “It’ll be dark soon. And it might not look like dark, but in the woods, it can get pretty hard to see. My guess is that they’ll have a hard time finding their way, too, so I’m calling an audible, and I’m going to sleep for a couple hours.”

      He stared at her, a muscle pulling in his jaw. Then he got up and opened the door to the cabin.

      She knew what he’d find inside. She’d visited the McGintys a few times over the years. A simple couple, they had homesteaded here for years before they tired of the backcountry life. Jim got a job in Homer, fishing, and now they only visited on occasion.

      He’d find a two-room cabin with a double bed in the tiny bedroom, a simple kitchen with a wood-burning stove, a sink with a refillable water tank above it, a small trestle table and chairs, and a sitting area with a willow rocker and a padded bench. Simple living for simple folks who kept to themselves and relied on no one.

      The way she was raised.

      She got up and followed Tucker inside.

      He had set his PG pack on the table and was now rooting through it. Pulled out a couple protein bars and handed one to her. “I have a stash for emergencies.”

      “Thanks.” She took the offering and tore it open.

      He pulled out a chair, scooted up another, and set his leg on it. Blew out a breath that contained a shard of pain. Clearly, his knee was still an issue.

      He opened his dinner. Sat in silence as he ate it, as if thinking.

      Then, “I wanted to prove to Jed that I was worth the chance he took on me.”

      Stevie glanced at him. Oh. She sank down into a chair.

      He met her eyes. Dark and intense, his casual tone was clearly a front for the deep well of emotions roiling inside.

      “I told you I hurt my knee snowboarding. That was…well, the Cliff’s Notes version. The detailed part included years of training to be on the Olympic snowboard cross team. I wiped out during the final tryouts.”

      She made a face. “Oh, that’s rough.”

      “The worst of it was that my mom…” He folded the wrapper between two fingers. Creased it. “My mom was dying of cancer and I chose to go to tryouts instead of be with her.” He didn’t look at Stevie. “I really wanted to come home and tell her I had made the team. But…I didn’t make either. She died before I could get back to Minnesota.”

      “Oh, Tucker, I’m sorry.” She wanted to reach out to him, but something about his posture held her back. Maybe the way he stared at the wrapper, his jaw tight.

      “I felt pretty alone. My brother died when I was fourteen—a snowboarding accident in Colorado. He was buried in an avalanche. And then my parents got divorced. I dated this girl named Colleen for a couple years, but she broke up with me during college.” He made a wry face. “That was fun. I drove all the way from Bozeman to Sioux Falls, South Dakota, to see her play a big volleyball game, only to discover her new boyfriend was there.”

      Stevie winced.

      “So, I admit, losing my mom was sort of…well, I didn’t handle it well. I dropped out of school—it was my senior year of college, too—and started getting into trouble. Lots of trouble.”

      She didn’t want to ask, but yeah, he looked like a guy who could find trouble if he wanted it. The way he’d handled himself at the bar with Nate. And today, jumping on March. Never mind the look in his eyes that said he wasn’t afraid to light a fire—and bear the consequences.

      “The funny part was…I was never really that guy. Colleen, my old girlfriend, dated me because she thought I was into drugs and partying. And maybe I was for a while, but once I started snowboarding, I quit all that. I wanted to be someone I respected. Someone who could someday have the life I saw Colleen and her family having.”

      He set the wrapper on the table.

      “But after Mom died, I sort of let life bulldoze me. I stopped listening to my training, all the rules I’d made for myself, and just…lived without boundaries.”

      He looked at his palm, ran his thumb over it. “I was already a member of Jed’s hotshot team, and I don’t know how, but he got wind of some of the trouble I’d gotten into. Nothing serious, but I knew the inside of the county jail.”

      He drew his hand across his face. “I got it in my head that I wanted to be a smokejumper, and Jed was putting together this new team, so I showed up to apply.”

      He said nothing more, so she finally filled in for him. “He gave you a chance.”

      “He gave me an ultimatum. One screw up, and I was out.”

      “Which is why you follow the rules.”

      He nodded.

      “Clearly you haven’t screwed up.”

      He moved his leg off the chair and massaged his knee. “He put me in charge of the team, Stevie. And I screwed up.”

      “Tucker—”

      “The thing is…I changed my life, Stevie. I started going to church and started thinking that maybe I could put my life back on track. That if I just…well, if I did things right…”

      “No one would get hurt.”

      “But they did.”

      “Tucker—”

      “I know this wasn’t my fault!” His change in voice shook her. “But it’s still my responsibility to get Skye back. She’s terrified and alone, and I’m not going to leave her behind.”

      His eyes filmed then, and so much wrecked emotion from him undid her.

      And shoot, she knew it was wrong, but she wanted a guy to feel about her the way Tucker did about Skye. Because she didn’t have to use her investigator skills to hear the affection in his voice.

      The guy was probably in love with Skye. Of course, he couldn’t do anything about it—they worked together.

      Stevie nodded and got up. “We’ll find her, Tucker.”

      “Not sitting here, we won’t.”

      She sighed. “Listen. There’s a bed on the other side of this curtain. Your knee is in bad shape. Go lie down, just a couple hours. We’ll leave as soon as it’s light enough.”

      He stared at her. Then finally gave a tight nod and got up.

      He pulled back the curtain and yes, the bed was made with a flannel blanket and a couple pillows. He untied his boots, worked them off, then eased down on top of it, leaned back on the pillows.

      “What about you?”

      She frowned.

      He scooted over. “I promise to keep my hands to myself.”

      Oh. Well, yes. Good. Because she had no room in her life for a man who was in love with someone else.

      She sank down next to him, the bed giving under her weight. He lay on his back, his arms folded over his body. His breaths deepened, the darkness cottony, alluring.

      She settled back next to him, shoulder to shoulder, his body warm alongside hers.

      Figures that she’d finally find a decent guy…who was already taken.
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      The minute Stevie settled down beside him, all the fatigue swished out of Tucker’s body. What had been a scum of exhaustion and hurt lifted, every cell suddenly, acutely aware of Stevie’s warmth, from her shoulder to her legs snugged up along his. Not that she was trying to lean into him, but the very nature of the saggy mattress tilted her against him, and he struggled to keep his breathing even, to ignore the smell of her, earthy, yes, but feminine too, enough to rouse a keen awareness that maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

      Apparently, he hadn’t thought it all the way through when he’d scooted over and suggested she rest alongside him. Then again, he wasn’t thinking a lot of things through lately.

      Like his stupid plan to take down March. He still couldn’t believe that the man had nearly killed Stevie while Tucker lay dazed, trying to stop the world from spinning. He’d seen her struggle, and by the time he got his head put back together, Archer had pulled the murderer away from his daughter, and they’d sprinted into the woods.

      She’d nearly died as he lay like a dazed trout. The image of her trying to find her breath, the bruises on her neck made his own breathing snag in his chest.

      He’d nearly gotten Stevie killed.

      Not to mention he could have ignited another out-of-control fire.

      So yeah, maybe he should keep his mouth closed, try and silence the buzz that consumed his body, and actually get some sleep.

      Except, now his brain wouldn’t shut off because—why?—why had he told her all those things about Colleen? Frustration, maybe. Or exhaustion.

      Or just the desire for her to understand why sitting here, even for an hour of rest, felt like he was abandoning Skye.

      He might be a screwup, but he didn’t abandon his team.

      He lay quiet, listening to Stevie’s breathing, the minutes turning the simmer inside to a burn.

      Then he felt her shift. Ever so slightly, she eased away, rolling as if trying not to disturb him. She slipped off the bed, her feet shuffling across the floor.

      A creak, and she caught her breath.

      He heard the front door latch click, then ease open.

      He sat up as it closed.

      The so-called midnight hour seeped an eerie gray light into the room. He swung his legs over, ground his jaw as he put weight on his leg, slid into his boots and hobbled over to the door.

      He opened it and stood on the porch.

      Spotted her just disappearing into the woods, following the path March had taken.

      Wait—what? “Stevie!”

      He tied his boots, whirled around, grabbed his pack, and slung it over his shoulder. Then he tucked the pain in his knee back into a place where it wouldn’t slow him down and took off across the yard.

      The forest at night turned haunted, the trees outlined in black against a hazy purple darkness. In the clearing, it felt almost like daylight, the sun never quite surrendering, a thin streak of orange over the horizon. But in the forest, the shadows thickened, and while he could make out his immediate steps, the growth of hemlock, towering spruce, and white pine shuttered the light.

      Still, he knew the forest—at least the Montana forest—and he could make out a natural trail, perhaps a deer path, and followed it.

      Picked up his pace.

      He spotted Stevie some twenty yards ahead and sped up.

      His footfalls must have alerted her because she turned, fishing out her gun behind her from her belt.

      “Whoa, it’s me,” he said, holding up his hands.

      Her expression fell. “Tucker. You should be sleeping.”

      Wow. And that felt like a slap. He slowed, a little winded, stopping five feet from her. “Right. And let you leave to track down March alone?”

      She tucked the gun back into her belt. “I’m a federal marshal. You’re not. And I wasn’t going to do it alone. I was going to radio in when I spotted them.”

      It took a second, but, “You took my radio.”

      Her mouth tightened. “Your team knows where you are. They would have found you.”

      He just stared at her, no words, a heat bubbling up through him that he didn’t know how to put down.

      She must have seen it, because, “Tucker, you’re really hurt—”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Your knee—”

      “I’m fine! Yeah, it hurts, but don’t you get it? Someone I care about is out there with a murderer, and I’m not going to stay put while something horrible happens to her.”

      “Like your brother or your mom—”

      “Yes!” He didn’t mean his outburst. “Yes. Whatever. I’m responsible for Skye—”

      “And I’m responsible for you!”

      He recoiled. Stared at her. “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am. I dragged you along—”

      “Hardly. I didn’t give you a choice.”

      She drew in a breath, and then her expression turned so raw, he couldn’t breathe. “I can’t have you getting hurt because of me. Alone is best.”

      “What—?”

      “Go back, Tuck. Wait for help—” She turned away.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

      He closed the gap, grabbed her arm, and whirled her around to face him, maybe a little more forcefully than he intended. But, “Alone is not the best. Believe me, I’ve spent my entire life alone. I used to come home to a cold house every single day, alone. Make myself a pot of macaroni and cheese and eat it, alone. I dated Colleen because of her family—because I didn’t want to be alone. I wanted what they had. Family. And that’s what this team is.” He let her go with a shake of his head. “Alone is not best!”

      She glared at him. “Alone doesn’t get people hurt. If I hadn’t dated Chad, then my dad wouldn’t be on the run with a killer right now!”

      Tucker blinked at her. “Well, that’s a big leap, but—”

      “It isn’t. I knew better than to date Chad. I knew…” She sucked back a breath, shook her head. “I knew he was trouble, and I did it anyway.”

      For a moment, he had a flashback of Colleen staring up at him, those same words coming out of her mouth. She knew Tucker was trouble—and dated him deliberately to annoy her mother.

      “What do you mean?” he said softly, almost an echo of his old disbelief.

      “I mean…I was…well, I was this rough-around-the-edges, backwoods girl liked by the best-looking guy in town. I knew he was a Casanova, that he had a string of girlfriends before me, but…I wouldn’t listen. I was always the tough girl. But I wanted to be the pretty girl, the girl Chad took dancing.”

      He tried to sort out this Chad from the previous jerk.

      “The reason Chad and I were fighting in the parking lot that night wasn’t just because he wouldn’t take no. I was angry because I found out he had a girl on the side.”

      Nope, same guy. Tucker shook his head. “Chad was a real piece of work.”

      “Yeah, well, if I hadn’t been so needy…”

      “It’s not needy to want to be loved.” He touched her arm. “You can’t judge every man by one, Stevie,” he said quietly.

      She drew in a breath. “I know—”

      “I’m not Chad.”

      She nodded then. “I know. You’re not trouble.”

      Oh, well. Yes, yes he was. Or had been and might still be, because then he let slip the words he probably shouldn’t have said. The words that made him cut his voice soft. “And, by the way, you are pretty.”

      She stared at him. Swallowed, so much emotion in her eyes. She might as well have asked, Am I?

      Aw. Shoot. Because all the feelings she’d roused in him earlier had flashed over.

      “Yeah,” he said, in answer to the question she hadn’t asked. “Really pretty.”

      He hadn’t meant to move, but somehow he found himself closer, her back to a birch tree, those pretty eyes holding his. “And I’ve been wanting to do this since I saw you in the Midnight Sun.”

      He stopped just a whisper from her lips, his gaze searching hers.

      Yes. She didn’t exactly say it, but her eyes flicked to his lips—

      Whatever simmered between them for the past twenty-four hours ignited. He wound his hand behind her neck, pulling her mouth to his, and dove in.

      She tasted like the protein bar, smelled of smoke, and turned to fire in his arms. Kissing him with the same delicious fierceness that she possessed when she’d charged up the hill to save him from Rio or flew down a cliffside on a motorbike. Hold on, whatever you do.

      Oh, yeah.

      He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her to himself, feeling her body mold against his. And when she lifted her arms and curled them around his neck, he realized it was a good thing she’d run out of that cabin and away from the bed.

      Because the temptation to roll over and for a good long moment escape into her embrace might have been too much.

      As it were, she kissed him with the same all-out, all-in passion that he was beginning to realize embodied just why Vic had called her trouble.

      Yeah, his heart could be in big trouble here. Because for the first time, he’d met a woman who didn’t see him as trouble, but as her hero.

      And he hated to admit how good that felt.

      So he ignored the warnings and let himself surrender, just for a moment, deepening his kiss, letting the midnight sun fall around them in soft shades of lavender and gold.

      Because no, she wasn’t going anywhere without him.
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      Oh, this was going to end badly. Stevie knew it in her gut. But still she sank into Tucker’s kiss, the way he cupped his hand behind her neck, the way he angled his kiss deeper. He was fire and the depths of a periwinkle night, power and determination and everything she wanted to cling too.

      Despite her better sense.

      Despite knowing this could only end with at least one of them—if not both—regretting this moment.

      But he had such a strong, work-honed body, such delicious shoulders, and yeah, she hadn’t been kissed like this, well, ever.

      As if Tucker might know exactly what he was doing.

      And that thought stopped her, pushed her hands to his chest.

      He let her ease away, his breathing hard as he looked at her.

      And she must have worn something of her regret in her expression because he stepped back. “What? Oh…I thought I was reading you…I’m sorry, Stevie.”

      Yeah, see, and that’s how she got in over her head. Because her brain said one thing, but her pitiful, weak emotions screamed another. She gave a hard chuckle, nothing of humor in it. “Oh no, you were reading me right. Which I’m sure you’re plenty good at. But…we…this is a mistake.”

      “What do you mean…plenty good at?”

      She walked away and headed into the woods. “Nothing.”

      “It is something. What do you mean—”

      She couldn’t look at him, her face hot. “Just that you probably have plenty of practice reading women, and I…I’m not…I’m…”

      He scooted up beside her, then in front, turning to walk backward. “Plenty of practice?”

      “Well, you mentioned Colleen, and the fact you were a snowboarder—an Olympic snowboarder—”

      “I didn’t make the team—”

      “Not to mention a smokejumper, so I’m pretty sure you had a plethora of girls.” She pushed past him.

      He touched her arm. “Stop. Please.”

      It was the please that had her. Soft, and a little hurt, and yeah, she heard her own words.

      She sounded like a jealous middle schooler. “Sorry. I just…this is silly. We have no future, Tucker. I shouldn’t have…” She stopped but shook her head.

      “Okay, let’s start with the plethora of girls.” He ducked his head, searching for her eyes. “I had a few girlfriends before Colleen. But when I met her, it was different. We were in high school, but she was…she wasn’t like the others, and I really wanted her to like me. When she broke up with me my freshman year, sure I was hurt, but I had my eye on competing, and there wasn’t a lot of room there for any…extracurricular activities. I was hurt and angry and grieving my mom, and I wasn’t a good guy then. Nobody wanted to be around me.”

      Something like regret flashed across his face in a wry smile. “And then I started to go to church with Jed and a few of the other guys when we were home, and…well, I’m not the guy you apparently think I am.”

      Perfect. Another one of her trouble-making skills. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Okay, so let’s talk about why you think this is a mistake.”

      “We have to find March.” She pushed past him, stalking through the forest.

      He turned, hot on her tail. “I realize that I didn’t declare my undying love before kissing you. But I really like you, Stevie, and…”

      She looked up at him. “And what? You want to move to Alaska? Build a life with me?”

      He drew in a breath. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      She stared at him. “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t…don’t make me want to trust you. This can’t be anything.”

      “Why not? What are you so afraid of?”

      She shook her head. Kept walking. No, no—

      “Stevie. I like you. You like me. What if—”

      She rounded on him. “No what-ifs!”

      He recoiled.

      “Listen. You are a good man. I can see that.”

      His eyes held hers, and for a moment, she felt the crazy tug to step back into his arms. But, well, “Some people were made to be alone.” Her throat thickened. “I’m one of them.”

      She turned away, kept walking.

      “Stevie—that’s…why?”

      “It’s how I was raised, Tucker. I was taught that you couldn’t depend on anyone but yourself. If you did, you were setting yourself up for…well, if not disappointment, then death.”

      “Death?”

      She glanced at him, aware of his limp, and wished he’d stayed back in the cabin.

      Sorta. Because the midnight sun left eerie shadows creeping through the woods, and with the cool tongue of the wind in the trees and the rustle and moans embedded in the wilderness around her…

      Maybe, right now, she could be glad for someone to soften the steel edge of the eternal Alaskan burning sky.

      Still… “Yes, death. This is dangerous country, and if you don’t know how to take care of yourself, you could find yourself alone, in a snowstorm. Or facing down a grizzly. Or—”

      “You faced down a grizzly?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “It’s no big deal. That’s life in Alaska.”

      They had come to a divide in the path, the deer trail diverging. She considered the paths a moment, then— “This way.”

      He followed her. “How do you know?”

      “My dad taught me to look for clues. Like trampled forest. And broken limbs.” She fingered the stripped leaves of a spindly poplar.

      “Archer taught you how to survive in the woods.”

      “He’s not Daniel Boone or anything, but yeah, he gave me ample opportunity to learn to fend for myself.”

      Tucker fell in step behind her as the path tightened. She brushed past thick spruce and fragrant cedar, her footfalls soft on the thick pine loam. He went silent long enough for her to glance back at him. He was frowning at her. “Were you caught in a snowstorm too?”

      “Of course I was. This is—”

      “Alaska. You said that. Did your dad leave you alone in that snowstorm?”

      “That wasn’t really his fault. Mom and he went to town—and got stuck. I got snowed in.”

      “For how long?”

      She bent to consider a darkened patch. “I think someone is bleeding.”

      He bent beside her.

      She picked up a wet leaf. Smelled it. “It’s still fresh. Smells tinny.” She handed him the leaf as if in proof.

      “Maybe March got shot,” Tucker said.

      She didn’t want to mention that he hadn’t seemed shot when he was on top of her, trying to kill her.

      “So, how long?” Tucker asked when they got back up.

      “How long—?”

      “The snowstorm. How long did you have to fend for yourself?”

      “Once, five days. I was about thirteen, I think.” She held a branch so it wouldn’t slap him. “It was early in the season, and some deer came through the yard. I decided to track them. So I went out and I shot a buck. A big one.”

      “You shot a buck.”

      “I’ve been hunting since I was about nine years old. But this was…well, my first one. I wanted my dad to be proud of me. I field dressed it and started to pack it out when I heard this grunting.”

      They had come to a clearing, and she stopped.

      He edged up behind her, his body close, the woodsy, smoky smell of him hot and solid behind her.

      She ignored it.

      Then he put his hands on her shoulders. And what was she supposed to do with the way heat streaked through right to her core, his voice low and close to her skin? “What was the grunting, Stevie?”

      She swallowed. “A bear. A grizzly. It had followed the blood smell.”

      He drew in a breath. “What happened?”

      She could practically feel his heartbeat through his grip on her. And it compelled the truth from her. Her voice fell, caught, and she was again right there, the air crisp, the snow bright and crunching under her feet. The odor of her kill rising, the heat from the carcass warming under the high sun. And the grizzly, a feral smell souring the air, claws so sharp she could feel them slice the air as the animal rose.

      “I…completely froze. I didn’t even think to drop the pack. I just turned and froze. The bear was about twenty feet away, and I had my gun, but I… But I just… I kept thinking, What if I miss? I’ll only make it worse.” She shook her head, cleared the image away. “He would have mauled me if suddenly someone hadn’t shot him.”

      “A fellow hunter?”

      “My dad.” She walked away from Tucker, escaping the memory. She turned and met Tucker’s eyes. “He was shouting, ‘Shoot the bear! Shoot the bear, Stevie!’ But I just froze. So…he did it for me.” She blew out a breath. “I was so relieved…until I realized how furious he was at me.”

      “For not staying home?”

      “No. For not shooting the bear. And rightly so. I should have been braver. Stronger. Smarter.”

      Tucker just blinked at her. “Are you kidding me? Stevie—you were thirteen years old. You were nearly mauled—”

      “Yeah,” she said, nodding, and found the words, the ones that girded her. “Old enough to take care of myself. But I learned that day that there would be a day when no one is there to save me. And I have to be ready for it.” She turned back to the clearing. “It looks okay.”

      She stepped out, her heart banging, but no shots, no sounds.

      Tucker followed her in silence until they came into the other side of the meadow.

      When they reached the forest, however, he grabbed her arm and turned her, such a dark earnestness on his face that it rooted her through to her bones.

      “Stevie, listen to me,” he said, his voice a low, almost desperate rumble. “Maybe your dad was just as scared as you were. Maybe he was completely freaking out with the idea that you were nearly killed.”

      She shook her head, the thought— “No, Tucker. My dad doesn’t get emotional. Besides, he—”

      “Doesn’t love you that much?”

      She looked away. “Love is weak.” She couldn’t believe she’d actually admitted that. But, well, “It’s vulnerable and scary, and frankly, there’s no room for weakness out here.”

      Tucker said nothing for so long, she looked back at him. He was staring at her with those brown eyes that had so much power to unravel her, her throat simply tightened. She tried to break away.

      He wouldn’t let her. “Stevie, you couldn’t be more wrong. At least I hope so because I’ve seen love—the kind of love that holds families together. The kind of love that doesn’t give up, even in the face of danger. Love gives us power, makes us risk everything we have, everything we are. Love is not for the weak. It’s for the strong.” He put his hands on her shoulders, a tenderness in his touch. “And I want that kind of love someday.”

      She caught her lip, hating how much his words wheedled into forbidden places.

      “Listen. You’re not in this alone. And that day…that day when no one shows up? It’s not today. Because I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      But, no. “Tucker—you mean well, I know it. But…you can’t save everyone.” She gave him a tiny smile. “And I don’t need saving, remember?”

      She shrugged away from him. But inside a voice had risen, a tiny scream.

      She swallowed it back down. Because she was right.

      Alone was best.

      Behind her, he sighed.

      The sun had begun to arch back into the sky, a glow lighting the western face of the faraway peaks, glacial ice packs glistening in the runnels and crevices of the granite mountains.

      An owl hooted, and in the distance, wind rushed through the trees, a hush that hummed through the awakening shadows.

      “That’s a river,” Tucker said softly. He moved ahead of her as they came to the edge of the path. The route turned and followed the granite path that edged a cliff. Some twenty feet down from the cliff’s edge, the Troublesome Creek dissected the gorge, tumbling in a white, icy froth downstream. Mist rose from the water, catching rays of the sun, turning them to gold.

      Tucker dropped his backpack and pulled out his binoculars. Scanned the forest below.

      “There’s a bridge.”

      Stevie took the proffered binoculars. Some fifty feet away, a wooden hanging bridge spanned the cliff. She examined the shore where the forest thinned. A flash of orange made her pause, and she spotted a figure—the redhead—trekking through the woods, on the way to the bridge. She waited and spotted another—March. He’d taken off his fire shirt, just a white T-shirt underneath. And with him, Skye and Rio, walking ahead of him. Her father pulled up the rear.

      “We need to get down there,” Tucker said.

      But Stevie had pulled out the gun, now kneeling, propping her elbow on her knee.

      “What are you doing?”

      “If they’re going over that bridge, then I have a shot. The one I should have taken back at the cabin.”

      He looked at her. “That’s a hand gun. A bear gun. You can’t make it from here.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “That bear I told you about—it wasn’t the last bear that ever crept up on me, Tucker. I can and will shoot Eugene March.”

      He met her eyes a moment. “Really? Because—”

      “I can do this, Tucker. I have to do this. It’s my last bullet.”

      He put the binoculars back to his eyes. “Please don’t shoot Skye.”

      She didn’t need the binoculars to spot the redhead, in his orange shirt, edging out onto the bridge. Or to see Skye being pushed onto it by March. Rio went next, and then her father. Then… “I can make this.”

      Please. But her hand trembled.

      She could almost hear the roar of the past in her ears as she sighted March, her aim center mass as he followed Skye onto the bridge.

      Then she exhaled slowly and pulled the trigger.
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      You can’t save everyone.

      Stevie’s words flashed through Tucker’s brain as he watched the horror play out on the bridge. The shot shattering the morning air. Birds scattering from the poplar and birch, the froth and anger of March as he ducked, then grabbed Skye, pushing her forward to the other side of the bridge.

      The other prisoner had already crossed and now disappeared into the woods at the far edge.

      Rio and Archer Mills fled behind March.

      “I missed!” Stevie said on a thin wisp of breath. She leaped to her feet. “I missed!”

      “Maybe not—it’s hard to see.” Tucker held the binoculars on the drama unfolding. The way March grabbed Skye, held her body against his, as if a shield. Archer had hold of Rio, had pulled him behind a tree.

      “I don’t see any blood on anyone.”

      But now March held Stevie’s gun against Skye’s temple, staring almost directly at them.

      A cold hand closed around his throat, tightened, cut off his breathing.

      “He’s going to kill her,” Stevie said, her voice stripped, hollow. “How did I miss—”

      Tucker couldn’t move, couldn’t answer—

      Rio broke out of the forest, leaping at March, grabbing his arm, and forcing the gun away. Skye ducked under his grip, away from the gun—

      It reported into the sky.

      March rounded and slammed the gun against Rio’s head.

      But Archer appeared, also leaping on March. They rolled as Rio stumbled to his feet. Another gunshot shredded the air.

      “We have to get down there!” Stevie shouted.

      But Tucker couldn’t move his glasses off the spectacle of watching Rio grab Skye. He dragged her to the edge of the ravine and—oh no—no—

      “He threw her in!” Stevie said. “Skye’s in the river!”

      Tucker dropped the glasses, watching with his naked eye as the frothy water grabbed Skye and propelled her downstream.

      Stevie was running down the path toward the bridge. “C’mon!”

      Except—Skye was fighting to stay afloat, the water merciless as it tossed her. And cold—it had to be hypothermic temperatures. Tucker dropped his pack. “Stevie! Stay here!”

      But Stevie was already down the hill, running hard along the path.

      And by the bridge, a tussle for life ensued as Archer and March beat each other. Rio had gone down, bleeding from the mouth.

      Skye’s scream lifted like the mist off the river, light and eerie.

      Tucker grew up in Minnesota. He knew how to swim—in lakes, in rivers, and—

      Shoot. Stevie was running full tilt into trouble.

      And below him, Skye fought for her life.

      You can’t save everyone.

      Maybe not. But he intended to try.

      He took a running start and leaped off into the blue.

      Windmilled his arms.

      Landed with a hard splash into a current that grabbed him and threw him hard against a boulder. So hard it nearly jolted his bones loose. But the cold had him in a fisted grip, yanking out his breath from his lungs, a thousand knives that made him cry out in a roar.

      “Skye!”

      The current dragged him down, grabbing his boots, slamming him against boulders and other debris, filling his mouth with foam and icy spray. “Skye!”

      His hands dragged over a boulder, and he grabbed hard, his fingers digging into the rough grooves long enough to get his bearings.

      There—ten feet downstream, Skye had propped herself against a boulder, fighting her way out of the water. Her skin had turned translucent and pale, her blonde hair in strings around her face, and she shivered, hard, her teeth chattering.

      “Stay there!”

      She looked at him then, her eyes widening. Then past him toward the bridge. Her horrified expression made him turn.

      Oh no—

      March was on his feet, doubled over, bleeding from the mouth and—Tucker saw it now—side. So Stevie had shot him. He held the gun to Archer’s head, beckoning Stevie over the bridge.

      And she held Seth’s pitiful, empty bear gun, as if it might actually produce bullets as she barked at March to put his weapon down.

      Stevie had guts—he gave her that. And maybe she didn’t need saving—

      Except March was calling her bluff.

      The urge to jump in and save her gripped him, and he couldn’t stop himself.

      “Stevie!”

      She looked his way.

      A shot rang out, but not at Stevie.

      It hit the boulder—a fraction from Tucker. What—?

      He jerked, the rapids ripping him from his hold, yanking him under. He slammed into a downed tree, came up gasping, blinded, choking.

      The river spun him, and he hit another slab of rock, the air whooshing out of him, his vision blurring.

      “Tucker!”

      His name carried deep in the roar of the river, but he couldn’t get a fix on it.

      His boots turned to cement, the river clinging to them, dragging him down. Water crested over his head. His lungs burned as he kicked hard.

      Surfaced, the spray in his face.

      A hand grabbed his wrist. Held with a vice grip. He grabbed hold of his rescuer, fought his way to stay above water.

      Skye was just barely balanced on a boulder, one hand gripping a downed tree that had fallen over the rapids. “Don’t let go!” she yelled, dragging him toward her. His feet hit something solid, and he cupped them into a crevice under the water. Clawed for the boulder.

      Tucker hooked his fingers into a groove in the face of the rock and pulled himself in, breathing hard. Skye had his arm, gripped her hand under his shoulder, and yanked.

      He cleared the water, just enough to find purchase. To scrabble up the rock, coughing out water, gasping in breaths.

      Skye grabbed his belt, urged him farther onto solid rock. Then, she collapsed next to him, breathing hard.

      “You okay?”

      He lifted his head, nodded, then crawled to safety and searched upriver.

      The bridge, with all its drama, was empty.

      “Where’d they go?” He looked at Skye. Her hollow, horrified expression banded his gut.

      “I don’t know—I don’t—”

      He crouched there, shivering, the wind chilling his body. And heard his own stupid voice in the hollow of his chest. And that day…that day when no one shows up? It’s not today. Because I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.

      Oh…no. No, no!

      “Tucker, c’mon! We need to get out of the river!” Skye had him by the shirt, was pulling him across the boulder to the shore, gripping the tree for balance.

      He shook all the way through to his core as he worked his way across the tumble of rocks to the granite shoreline. Skye was already scaling the gorge wall.

      She reached the top, lay down, and held out her hand to him.

      He ignored it, climbing up beside her, sitting hard on the cliff’s edge. He scanned the opposite shore.

      Stevie.

      He rolled over to his hands and knees, feeling ill.

      “Tucker, what are you doing here?” Skye said.

      He raised his head. “What am I—I’m rescuing you.”

      “You’re nearly getting me killed is what you’re doing.”

      He just stared at her. “What are you talking about—”

      “There’s more to the story, is what I’m saying. And now you only made it worse!” She held out her hand and had the kindness not to say anything as he held in a moan, wrestling his body to his feet.

      “Have you lost your mind? March is a murderer and a rapist—”

      “I know, okay? I know. But…let’s just get going. We have to catch up to them.”

      “You’re not going anywhere—”

      “And you’re not the boss of me!”

      He had nothing for a long moment, then, “Actually, I’m exactly that. Your boss. And you’re going to do exactly what I tell you to do.”

      Her mouth tightened, but she ran her hands up her arms, unable to hold back a shiver.

      Shoot. He reached out and touched her shoulder. “Sorry, Skye. I’m just…”

      “Scared?”

      Then, “Yeah, okay? I’m…I’m…yeah. Fine. Scared. Stevie could be hurt—even dead for all I know, and…” He turned, his hand around his neck, his breath trembling out. “I can’t believe how royally I screwed this up. I was supposed to get everybody home in one piece. That’s all Jed asked of me, and now…”

      He closed his eyes.

      “Tucker. You can’t stop bad things from happening. And you don’t need to save everyone.”

      “Just for once, I’d like God to be on my side, okay?”

      “And why are you assuming that He’s not?”

      Tucker rounded on her. “Have you not been paying attention over the past twenty-four hours?”

      “Actually, I have. Very much so, and—”

      “I just don’t get why God has it out for me.”

      “Why do you think this has anything to do with you?”

      “Because I was put in charge!” He walked out, away from her. “I don’t get it. I’m a pretty good guy. I usually do the right things—I mean, yeah, once upon a time, I got into a lot of trouble, but I’m not that guy anymore. I follow the rules. And…I was hoping that God paid attention to that.” He started bushwhacking toward the trail.

      “Where are you going?” Skye caught up to him.

      “I dropped my pack up the trail—I’ve got a blanket, matches—we gotta get warm.”

      “Fine—good, but—” She grabbed his arm. “Tucker. Stop. Listen. Why are you assuming that just because bad things happen that God isn’t on your side?”

      “Because if He was on my side, then…”

      “Then life would be perfect?”

      He drew in a breath. “Fine. Okay. I get that things happen. But it feels very personal.”

      “Trouble always feels personal. But it doesn’t mean that God doesn’t care about you. That He’s out to get you. In fact, the opposite is true. God deliberately put Himself in the way of the ultimate tragedy to save you. That’s what grace is…and frankly, He uses trouble to show you Himself.”

      Tucker frowned.

      “You gotta get out of the mindset that God doesn’t want to help you and start believing that ‘goodness and mercy will pursue you all the days of your life.’ Pursue. As in not give up tracking you down. As in relentlessly showing up in your life whether you are a good guy or not.”

      Pursue.

      “Psalm twenty-three, New Living Translation. It’s the one I learned at Bible camp. Look it up.” She curled her arms around herself. “Listen. People are evil. And bodies are frail, and fires happen. Lightning strikes—it just falls from the sky, and yet in the middle of the fire, in the middle of the darkness, God is there. Pursuing us. Because He loves us. Because He wants to rescue us. Because He is a rescuer by His very nature.” She offered a smile. “Sorta like a guy I know.”

      He couldn’t speak.

      She touched his arm. “You will never be enough to fight your fires on your own, Tucker. That’s why we have a team. And God is on your team.”

      You’re not alone. So trust me a little, okay?

      His words to Stevie, and they resounded inside him, like a shout, a fist, grabbing hold of him.

      “C’mon. Let’s get that pack,” Skye said. “I’m freezing.”

      He nodded and started up the trail.

      And hopefully, yes, God was on his team. Because they were both going after Stevie.
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      She was better off alone.

      That thought had never taken hold of Stevie with more ferocity than when March turned and fired at Tucker. Desperate, shaken, river-drenched Tucker who shouted her name with so much panic in his voice, it found her bones.

      Made her believe his words. You’re not in this alone.

      Except, she was alone. Painfully, achingly, horribly alone. Because despite shouting at Tucker to follow her—what had she been thinking?—he had leaped off a cliff to rescue Skye.

      Of course.

      And she didn’t have to think hard to sort out why—probably her gut had been right that he had feelings for the girl. But even if he didn’t care for Skye, yeah, she’d more than made her point to him.

      Numerous times.

      Alone was best.

      Except, please, please let him not be dead. She’d stuck around long enough to see Skye grab him, but by then, March had her father by the collar, dragging him along, down the path, the gun to his head, shouting at Stevie to stay away.

      Right. Never. And hello, she knew her father wasn’t in on the prison break. But the fact that she was toting around an empty gun kept her at a distance trailing them.

      Helpless. Because yeah, she’d left the radio with Tucker’s PG pack. And what did she intend to do—tackle March?

      Someone was bleeding. She crouched, took a stick to verify the moisture on the trail was blood. Please let it not be her father. Please.

      She pressed her hand to her mouth, clamping down on the shaking of her body. Overhead, the sun had relit the sky, pushing back the shadows, although the shaggy arms of the black spruce still contained eerie pockets. The rush of the river turned to a whisper, the wind off the mountains shivering the trees. The path beneath her feet had widened, the dirt packed, the trail clear of downed trees. They must have hit upon a hiking trail.

      Which meant—oh no.

      They’d connected with some trail coming out of the Troublesome campground, where March was first arrested.

      If March got to his vehicle, or any vehicle there, he’d be gone.

      With her father as his hostage.

      The other two prisoners had taken off when March threatened her on the bridge—so that meant, it was just March.

      So what she was alone? She could stop him.

      She took off in a jog down the path, keeping her footfalls light. Through the trees, she made out a lake— Yes. Troublesome Lake. The sun sparkled against it, turning it a deep indigo. Along the far shoreline, pine trees edged it in lush green, and not far away, she heard a dog bark.

      Shoot. Tourists.

      Stevie cut to the shoreline through the woods, staying just inside, stepping over decaying logs, pushing through willow brush, her feet landing on soft ground.

      The campground edged the lake. She could work her way around and set up an ambush.

      Or…call in for help. That thought trickled through her brain even as she came out on the edge of the camp road, a gravel drive that circled the campground.

      Fifth wheels, RVs, campers, tents—the place teemed with guests parked in the wooded stalls of the campground. Fire grates smoldered, and picnic tables held coolers and boxed food not locked in cars or hanging from trees.

      The tourists, at this early hour, were hopefully still sleeping.

      From her recollection of his arrest details, March had been camped out for weeks—which meant that the campground would be well used. Fortified.

      Her feet scuffed on the road, and she shoved the gun, then her hands into her pockets, her head down. What she wouldn’t give for a loaded weapon right now.

      Or Tucker, coming up with some good idea for how she might take down March.

      I’m not going anywhere.

      She shook his voice out of her head.

      But oh, her entire body wanted to cling to it—and the memory of his arms around her, his hands in her hair, kissing her—

      Yeah. See. She’d been right. Being with him—and now without him—just led to heartache.

      She slowed her pace as she came up to a yellow and white, 15-foot-long camper ringed with rust around the windows, its tires saggy and dug into the soft loam. Yellow curtains hung at the windows. Rickety steps covered in leaves led up to a door. It looked uninhabited.

      A rusty red-and-white striped Ford 150—the wheel wells rusted out, an ancient topper affixed to the back, grass and weeds grown up around the tires—sat a few feet from the camper, facing the road.

      This had to be the place.

      Stevie stole up to the camper, under a window in the back, and listened. Just the rush of the wind, the rustle of a few decaying leaves.

      Creeping over to the truck, she eased open the passenger door.

      The keys—jackpot!—lay on the driver’s side floor mat. She cast herself across the bench seat and swiped them up. Then she backed away and pressed the door shut.

      She crept around to the edge of the woods, crouched behind a trio of birch, and watched the road, her heart in her mouth.

      That day…that day when no one shows up? Why Tucker picked now to edge into her brain wasn’t fair. It’s not today.

      Yes, apparently, it was.

      And of course, her words she’d spoken to him seemed to pulse with her heartbeat.

      I learned that day that there would be a day when no one is there to save me. And I have to be ready for it.

      See, she was right.

      And as soon as she confirmed a sighting of March, she’d find a radio, call in her position—

      She heard grunting. From her position she had a clear sight of the road, and every cell in her body froze when she spotted March walking up the road as if out for a stroll. But he had his hand pressed to his side, his face in a knot of pain.

      So she had hit him. Good.

      Except, with him walked her father. The front of his shirt bore the evidence of a bloodied nose, although it looked like it had stopped gushing.

      He watched the forest, scanning the road, and she wondered if he was looking for her. She couldn’t tell if he was a captive or not.

      She didn’t know which she rooted for. If he were a captive, March could easily kill him. She counted at least four shots left in her gun that March now possessed.

      If he wasn’t a captive, then…

      No. Her father could not be a part of this escape.

      March went right up to the truck with not even a glance at the camper and opened the door.

      An expletive sharpened the air as he slammed the door.

      Then he came up to her dad, yanked him around to the front of the truck, and dispelled any questions about her father’s involvement. He set the revolver against his head. “I know you’re out there, pretty girl,” March said, staring into the woods, nearly right at her. “I want my keys.”

      Her dad didn’t move. Didn’t blink, his face stone.

      March lowered his gun and shot her father in the foot.

      The sound cracked through the silence of the morning, scattering birds, and Archer howled.

      Stevie clamped her hand over her mouth to keep from shouting.

      “Shut up!” March said, grabbing his shirt and pulling him up from where Archer was keeling over. March looked beyond her, as if searching for her. “I have three bullets left. I promise to save one for a head shot, but I have two more to use up. Give me those keys and he goes free.”

      She closed her eyes, almost hearing her father in her head. You gotta watch your own back, Stevie.

      Except she hadn’t, had she? Because when she’d needed her father—even if she didn’t want to admit it—he’d shown up.

      Maybe your dad was just as scared as you were.

      March turned, his grip now around her father’s neck. “You have three seconds.”

      He began to count, and her father’s expression tightened. “Stevie, if you’re out there, don’t—”

      She stepped out on two, holding up her hands. “March!”

      He took the gun off her father, and her father’s mouth tightened. But what was she supposed to do?

      More, she was banking on the hope that he was still a law enforcement officer under all that soot and blood and desperation. That he had some trick up his sleeve.

      She took another step toward March. “I have the keys. But you don’t get them unless you let him go.”

      “Drop the keys.”

      She stopped moving. “Let him go.”

      March considered her, his eyes narrowing. He put the gun back on her father.

      “If you shoot him, I throw these into the woods,” she said.

      March gave her father a hard push. He stumbled forward, one eye closing in a grimace, his jaw tight. But he barely grunted as he dragged his bloody foot across the grass. One step, two.

      “Throw the keys.” March leveled the gun to her father’s back.

      She took a step. “Two more steps!”

      Her father kept walking.

      “Now. I won’t ask again,” March said.

      Her father met her eyes, gave a little shake of his head. But she wasn’t made of the stuff he was, apparently. Because she wasn’t better alone, and frankly, if she could show up to save her dad, then maybe that’s why she was here.

      Today, she showed up to save someone she loved.

      She tossed the keys underhanded to March. He caught them with one hand.

      Smiled.

      And that’s when she figured it out. When she caught up to why her dad had escaped with March, why he’d run with him over and over.

      Her father let out a howl. “No!” He sprinted toward Stevie. He leaped as the gun in March’s grip reported.

      His arms went around her, his body pummeling her to the ground, and he landed on top of her, his full weight pinning her.

      Stopped moving.

      “Dad—” She pressed up against him, wiggling out from under him.

      He groaned, and she wanted to weep with relief. But blood covered her jacket, her hands. “Dad!” Kneeling beside him, she rolled him over.

      Blood ran out of a wound in his gut, spilling onto the dirt road, a through and through that—

      She touched her own body. The bullet had missed her, somehow.

      She tore off her jacket, pressing it into the wound. “Hang on—please, don’t die!”

      A hand curled around her neck. “C’mon, honey,” March said. “We have to go.” Fingers pressed in, cutting off her breath. She gripped her hand around his, fighting for air, then rearing back to slam her hand into March’s wound, to fight him with everything she had.

      He cuffed her hard, the blow stinging, the world spinning.

      Then he hit her again, and everything went black.
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      Tucker spotted the plume of black in the sky even before he got Seth on the horn.

      “The fire’s kicking back up,” Seth said in response to Tucker’s check-in. “Winds from the west have pushed it past the fire line, down into the valley. Last night we had to retreat south. We’re about a half mile from the Boy Scout camp.

      “That lake is your safety zone, then,” Tucker said, studying the smoke. It rose as a thick column into the blue, black in the center with layers of gray and white. “Looks like the fire is burning hot and fast. But as it digs in to the moisture under the dry underbrush, it’s smoldering—that’s the gray smoke, burning wet trees. You may be able to slow it down if you can direct it toward an area with wet fuels.”

      He needed a map, really, but every second he spent on the radio was a precious second that Stevie ran after trouble.

      Alone.

      He’d dug around in his pack and pulled out two pairs of dry socks plus a T-shirt. The T-shirt and one pair of socks he’d given to Skye, who went into the woods to change. He bent to unlace his soggy boots.

      “We need you back here,” Seth said. “With Riley gone, we’re down to four, plus the three prisoners. We need reinforcements.”

      “What’s the BLM doing?”

      “They’re working on getting a tanker in here, maybe calling in another team. By the way, the team of US marshals found the cabin—they can’t be too far from you.”

      Skye emerged from her forested changing room with her hair pulled back into a wet and grimy ponytail, wearing his black T-shirt and dry socks. It wasn’t a roaring campfire, but at least her core might start to warm.

      “Tell them that we followed a deer trail south,” Tucker said.

      “I’ll let them know.” Seth paused. “Can you get back here?”

      Maybe. They could hike back to the cabin and take the old four-wheeler he’d seen.

      Skye met his eyes. Something was up with her—she’d argued with him the entire walk/jog/run back to his pack that they needed to follow Rio. That he was in danger.

      Tucker closed his eyes, pressed the radio to his forehead. Because yeah, he should be heading back to help his team. He wasn’t a cop. The last time he’d tried to play at fugitive recovery he’d nearly gotten Stevie killed. Certainly she was smart enough to stay back, let her team bring down March.

      Except she had no radio.

      And he knew her—shoot, but he knew her. Already. Knew that at her core, she wasn’t going to let March get away.

      And he knew in his core that he couldn’t let her do it alone.

      This can’t be anything.

      But he wanted it to be. Being with Stevie had sparked something inside him. Something alive and yeah, maybe dangerous, but…

      He was tired of playing it safe.

      Love gives us power, makes us risk everything we have, everything we are.

      His own words poured back onto him.

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Tucker said. “But first, we gotta do something.” He looked up at Skye, who nodded. “Don’t do anything stupid, Seth.”

      He clicked off and pocketed the radio, Jed’s words rebounding in his ears.

      Pulling off his boots and socks, he grabbed his dry socks, his secret to keeping healthy on the fire line. He wrestled them onto his wrinkled, chilled feet. Shoved his feet back into the boots. The water had the effect of numbing his knee, and at the moment, he ached everywhere anyway.

      He laced up his boots and made to grab his backpack, but Skye had already reached for it, shouldering it on.

      “Skye—”

      “Stop. Let me do something. I know you think you have to shield me, but I made this team just like everyone else. I can carry a PG pack and keep up with you, boss.”

      He gave her a grim smile. “I don’t have to tell you that March is dangerous—”

      “Listen. Like I said, there’s more going on than you realize here, and I have to find Rio and warn him about something I heard. He’s in real danger.”

      “Yeah, from getting apprehended. Skye, he’s a criminal!”

      She glared at him. “Let’s go.”

      She turned and ran down the trail.

      Okay, he didn’t understand this girl at all. But at least she was running in the right direction.

      Admittedly, without the pack, he moved easier. They hiked down the trail Stevie had taken, then across the bridge where he got a good look at the rapids, the place where they’d climbed out. Farther down the river a roar rose behind a cloud of mist. A waterfall.

      He hustled across the bridge and down the path.

      “Do you know where March was taking you?” Tucker said, moving into a run. Training had taught him that he had a lot more in him than he thought.

      “I heard him talking with Archer. He said he had a campsite and a truck we could take.”

      She was running ahead of him, hardly breaking a sweat.

      “Did anyone ever mention that Archer was a…cop?”

      “No.” She glanced over her shoulder. Frowned.

      “Was he in on the escape?”

      “I don’t know. He was on March like glue, though. So maybe.”

      Or maybe Archer knew that if March escaped, his daughter would go after him. And if she did, Archer would want to be there to make sure March didn’t hurt her.

      That’s what Tucker would have done.

      The path edged away from the river, through the woods, and as he ran, he spotted a lake through the thinning trees. Crystalline blue under the bold sky. The wind raked fingers down his neck, into his T-shirt, still soggy and chafing as he ran.

      Please, let him be running in the right direction. Because he’d seen no sign of March or Archer or even Stevie.

      Skye set a grueling pace, and he had to give her credit. Maybe she hadn’t needed his protection as much as he’d thought.

      You can’t stop bad things from happening. And you don’t need to save everyone.

      Okay, maybe not, Lord. But if Stevie is in trouble, I’d like to save her.

      He spotted a sign for the Troublesome campground and slowed down to a walk, breathing hard. They came out to a gravel road. RVs, pop-ups, and tents were tucked into campsites. Civilization of sorts.

      Which meant people in the way. He caught up to Skye and grabbed her arm.

      “Wait.”

      He thought he’d heard a shout.

      She nodded, drew back, and he stopped to listen.

      A shot cracked the air.

      He glanced at Skye, then took off running.

      The road curved, and he came around the corner just in time to spot March standing in front of his truck, holding Archer by the collar. The man seemed white with pain.

      And standing across the road, Stevie, the wind blowing back that sable hair, her jaw tight, her expression unmoving. “Let him go.”

      Tucker grabbed Skye and pulled her with him into the forest edging the campsite. A rusty, ancient trailer squatted in the middle of the campsite, and he moved around the edge of the forest, watching as Stevie took a step toward March.

      Tucker crouched behind the arms of a shaggy spruce, his heart banging hard. “You stay here,” he whispered. “I’m going to try and get behind March and tackle him.”

      “Don’t die,” Skye snapped, taking off the PG pack.

      “Right. Radio in to Seth, tell him our position so the marshals can get here.”

      She nodded again, and he edged out from the woods to scamper behind the trailer. He couldn’t see Stevie, but he heard March shouting. “Throw the keys!”

      No, Stevie, don’t—

      Tucker came out around the trailer, behind March. The man pointed his revolver at Stevie, and Tucker’s knees nearly buckled.

      Archer took a step toward Stevie.

      Somehow Tucker kept his mouth shut as Stevie tossed the keys to March.

      The next seconds played out in a flash. Archer, shouting, launching himself at Stevie.

      A shot that turned Tucker’s bones to liquid.

      Archer, collapsing on top of Stevie.

      Now. He should tackle March—

      March grabbed Stevie around the neck and hauled her to her feet.

      A terrible heat sparked to flame inside Tucker when he saw March hit her.

      Stevie went down. March hit her again.

      And everything inside Tucker exploded.

      He launched himself at March, a full-out body tackle that slammed him and March into the ground. The revolver bounced out of March’s hand, and Tucker rolled away, hitting his feet.

      March too had rolled, and he came up with a tire iron in his grip.

      He swung it at Tucker and it flew out of his hand.

      Tucker dodged, dove, and rolled, facing the road, hands out.

      “I didn’t peg you for the scrappy type, kid,” March said. His preppy look had turned disheveled, blood on his face, his lip cut, another cut over his eye. “You were all textbook and rules out on the line. Now what—? There aren’t any rules out here.”

      “You’re right, man. There are no rules here.” Just instincts.

      Then he charged March.
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      Stevie fully expected to wake, trussed up and kidnapped, in the back of March’s truck, the next in his line of women who would disappear, only to be discovered—raped and murdered—months later.

      Instead, Stevie swam up through the pain and layers of shadow into the sunlight, her head throbbing, to the grunts and shouts of something feral happening a few feet away from her.

      She opened her eyes. The world was spinning and blotchy, but clear enough to make out March wrestling with—wait. Tucker?

      How did he—?

      She couldn’t unravel it now. They held each other in head locks, scrabbling to bring each other down. Tucker landed a fist in March’s gut, then tripped him.

      They thundered to the ground, the smack of fists against bone sharp.

      She rolled to her knees, nausea rushing through her. Get up.

      She pressed her head to the ground, gulping in breaths.

      Get up.

      A groan next to her, and she glanced over.

      Dad. He held her jacket to his wound, his face pale, his breathing thin and reedy.

      “Hang on, Dad. Just hang on.”

      She pushed to her feet. Still woozy, she reached out, bracing her hand on the truck.

      March had kicked Tucker away. He fell back, scrambling to his feet.

      Tucker glanced over at her then, the fury, the fierceness on his face—yeah, he wore the same look her father had as he’d run toward her. As he threw himself in front of her to save her life.

      I want that kind of love someday.

      Her too. Oh, her too. Because if she could ever love anyone, it would be Tucker Newman.

      The guy who just couldn’t stop showing up.

      March grabbed up his tire iron and swung it at Tucker’s legs.

      “Tucker!”

      The crunch of iron against bone, Tucker’s brutal cry as March took him down ripped through her.

      She fell to her knees. The gun—where was March’s gun?

      “Stevie!”

      She turned and spied a woman creeping around the back of the truck. Skye?

      But her hard gasp, the “No—!” made Stevie turn.

      March had crawled on top of Tucker, his knee in his chest, the tire iron above his head as if—

      A blow like that could kill a man.

      She ran straight for March with a scream. “No!”

      He jerked, and she caught his arm just on his downward swing. She propelled him backward, off Tucker, and for a white-hot second, she landed on top of March, her hands around his neck, her gaze in his.

      Dark. Cold. More animal than man.

      He cuffed her across the shoulder with the tire iron. The pain dazed her, sent her into the gravel.

      You’re not in this alone. And that day…that day when no one shows up? It’s not today. Because I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.

      Tucker’s voice, maybe, although it sounded deeper, resonated in her bones, her cells, a fire that lit her from inside. Galvanized her.

      Yes.

      Because maybe she’d never been alone—not really.

      Even when she’d chosen it.

      Tucker had risen, grabbing at March, dragging him away from Stevie, his arm around March’s neck.

      “You’re done, March! You’re done!”

      March’s feet kicked, his hands scraping at Tucker’s arms. But Tucker had the arms of a man who spent hours slinging an axe, wrestling trees, and fighting fire. He pulled March down, wrapped his legs around his torso and held on.

      Stevie sat up, glanced at her father unmoving in the dirt. Skye bent over him, her hands pressed to his wound, staring at the fight with her eyes wide, frozen.

      “Call for help!” Stevie said and rolled over to her knees.

      The sunlight winked off—yes—her revolver. She scrambled to it. Scooped it up.

      Skye screamed. High and bright and horrified.

      Stevie turned.

      March was writhing and had gotten hold of the tire iron. He used the sharp end to stab Tucker.

      Tucker howled, jerked back, and March broke free. He rounded on Tucker, swinging the iron back like a baseball bat.

      Aiming for Tucker’s head.

      No—no!

      Stevie took a breath, aimed the gun, center mass. Shoot the bear, Stevie!

      Please, don’t miss.

      She pulled the trigger.

      The gun recoiled hard, the sound ricocheting through the trees, rebounding back to her as the smell of gunpowder reeked the air.

      March fell back, writhing in the dirt, bleeding from a wound in the center of his chest.

      Tucker scrambled away from him. Got to his feet.

      Shaking, she held the gun on March in case he moved.

      “Stevie,” Tucker said, breathing hard. “You okay?”

      She nodded, then felt his hands on her shoulders.

      She met his eyes. So brown. Soft in hers. Holding her.

      “You followed me,” she said, more of a mumble than words.

      “You just saved my life.”

      She glanced at March. He’d stopped struggling, his body still. “I think I killed him.”

      Tucker drew her face back to his, his hand on her cheek. “He killed a lot of people. And he would have killed you.” His gaze went to the hot spot on her forehead. “And he hurt you.”

      He wore a bruise on his temple, dirt on his face, a look in his eyes that made her want to stay right here, not move.

      “Alone is not better,” she said softly.

      “No. It’s not,” he said, and a smile lifted. He might have leaned down to kiss her if she hadn’t heard voices. She looked past him to Skye, who had gotten to her feet.

      “Over here!” Skye said, waving, and in a moment a man appeared wearing the blue jacket of a US marshal.

      Newt Kennedy. And right behind him, another man from her office—Blake Warner. Newt knelt next to her father, yanking out his radio.

      Blake ran over to her, his brown eyes assessing her. “You okay?”

      She looked at Tucker, then back to Blake. Mid-thirties, dark-skinned and built like a linebacker, from the Midwest somewhere.

      “Yes. But Eugene March is dead.”

      Blake glanced at March. “Yeah. Good shot.”

      Stevie still trembled deep in her bones. And Tucker must have figured it out because he squeezed her hand.

      She squeezed his back.

      Then she went over to her father. Newt was calling in a medical extraction as Blake checked her father’s vitals.

      “It’s a through and through,” he said, moving him to check.

      “I’m fine,” her father said, groaning.

      “Don’t be stupid, Dad,” Stevie said. “You’re shot.”

      “Yeah, but you’re alive.” He smiled up at her. “That’s all that matters.”

      Heat slicked her eyes as she bent next to him. “Dad. Why did you escape?”

      “Why do you think, Punk? Because I knew you’d go after him. And I…I can’t stop myself.”

      “Daddy. You’re the one who taught me to be tough.”

      He shook his head. “That was just in case something happened and I wasn’t around. I didn’t want to fail you.”

      “You never failed me, Dad. I failed you—”

      He caught his hand around her neck, pulled her down, and kissed her forehead, met her eyes when she drew back. “You saved me that night when you arrested me. That was the right thing to do.”

      She swallowed. “I shouldn’t have been with Chad—”

      “No. Chad shouldn’t have been with you. And he knew it. And that’s what I told him that night. And before that, too. He was going to hurt you someday, and I couldn’t wait for that.”

      “You don’t have to protect me all the time—”

      “Says who? I’m your father. That’s what fathers do. Don’t take the privilege away from me. It doesn’t mean you aren’t capable. It just means…” He gave a wry smile, looked away.

      “I love you too, Dad,” she said and kissed his leathery cheek.

      A man pulled up in an SUV, one of the campers. He got out and ran over to them, carrying a first aid kit. Blond, solidly built, his hair nearly shaved off. “I’m a navy medic. I’m on leave—but maybe I can help.”

      Stevie moved away, and he bent over her father, taking his pulse, then examining the wound in his side. “The bleeding has slowed, and it looks like it hit right above his hipbone. No broken bones. I’ll pack the wound, and we’ll get him into an ER, get him stitched up.” He grabbed his bag and pulled out gauze and packing. Blake worked alongside him, examining his foot.

      Tucker’s hands curled over Stevie’s shoulders, and he pulled her to himself.

      “You should get that knee looked at,” she said.

      Newt came back. “There’s a small clinic near Denali Lodge. We’ll meet an ambulance there.”

      They began to pack her father up, to load him into the SUV.

      “Go,” Tucker said.

      She turned. “Not without you.”

      “I have a fire to fight,” he said, touching her face.

      She caught his hand, wove her fingers through his. “You certainly lit my fire, hotshot.”

      He grinned, one eyebrow raised. The words were awful and corny. She wrinkled her nose, her face heating as she looked away.

      And then he laughed, the tenor of it sneaking under her skin, warm and rugged.

      “Oh yeah, baby.” Then he lifted her chin and kissed her.

      And so what that they were standing in the middle of a crime scene, the forest on fire behind them? So what that she hadn’t a clue what tomorrow might bring, if she’d ever see Tucker again.

      She’d take right now, this moment in his arms as they closed around her. His mouth sweet on hers, gentle, just a hint of flame in the way he deepened his kiss, quick and delicious. He smelled of adventure, fire, and trouble.

      Just what she was looking for.

      He eased away from her, met her eyes. “Fun date. Let’s do it again.”

      “Maybe without the shooting? The runaway prisoners?”

      “Speaking of prisoners…”

      Skye.

      She’d come up behind them and now Tucker let Stevie go.

      “They’re still out there,” Skye said, glancing at the other two marshals, then back to Stevie. “Rio and Darryl and Thorne. They’re out there, and…well, Rio is in big trouble.”

      “Yeah, because he’s on the run,” Stevie said. “Our guys will find him.”

      But Skye’s expression turned wan, and she shook her head, wide eyed. “I know—that’s the problem. He’s not who he says he is. And he’s in big, big trouble.”

      Stevie wanted to roll her eyes. Clearly Rio had done a number on this woman, convincing her of—

      Skye dropped her voice, stepped closer. “Somebody is trying to kill him—a guy named Wayne Buttles.”

      Stevie stilled. “Wayne Buttles?” She looked at Tucker, then back to Skye. “Buttles is on our Ten Most Wanted Fugitives list. He’s…yeah, he makes March look like a small-town hood. Human trafficking, weapons, drugs—he’s a real prize. Why is he trying to kill Rio?”

      “Because Rio—and this guy Darryl—can testify against him.”

      Stevie raised an eyebrow.

      “Listen,” Skye said. “Rio saved my life a number of times. And I trust him. Worse…I think I saw the guy he’s running from.”

      “You saw Buttles?” Stevie shook her head. “How?”

      “I’ll tell you, but…I think Rio is walking into an ambush. I know where they’re going, but we have to get to him before Buttles does. Please.”

      Oh…

      Skye’s eyes filled. “If you don’t help me, I’ll go alone.”

      Stevie glanced at her father, now being loaded into the SUV, Blake and the medic climbing in after him. She turned back to Tucker.

      His jaw had tightened. “No, you won’t, Skye.”

      “Yeah, I will. Just like you chose Stevie over the fire line, I need to choose Rio.”

      Tucker’s mouth tightened. He looked at Stevie. “It wasn’t a choice.”

      Oh, Tucker.

      “I’ll go alone then,” Skye said.

      Stevie met Skye’s eyes, dark and fierce, and oh, she’d seen that look before. In the mirror, actually.

      Fine. Steve turned to Tucker. “Alone is not best.” She gave him a small smile, a shake of her head.  “So, I guess you haven’t gotten rid of me yet, hotshot.”
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      Skye Doyle was going to get everyone killed.

      Including herself, but that would be small consolation to the horrific burning death of her smokejumping teammates.

      Throw it, Skye! Throw it!

      She could still smell it...the acrid smoke, the growl of the fire, the whoosh of flames as they splashed into the brush around her. Riley’s gloved hand around hers, grabbing the drip torch…

      “Skye, what are you doing? Throw the dart!”

      She stood frozen, her hand poised at the dart board. Shaking.

      Oh wow. Talk about killing her teammate. Handsome, dark-blond-haired Romeo stood a mere foot from the target.

      Around her, the crowd of smokejumpers unwound in the Midnight Sun Saloon, a local Copper Mountain, Alaska, grill and pub, drinking beer, consuming wings and pizza, and generally trying to slough off the residue of ten days of a back-breaking, grimy, firefighting battle alongside the Midnight Sun smokejumpers out of Fairbanks. Victory. The blaze had tried—and failed—to consume a resort nestled near Chelatna Lake, some fifty miles west of town.

      “I think I’m done for the night,” Skye said, handing her darts to Seth, their blond, Norwegian lumberjack. She went over to her booth and slid in, her hands shaking around her sweaty glass of Coke.

      If she wasn’t more careful, she—and maybe the rest of her team—would be shipped home in body bags back to their home base of Ember, Montana.

      She fisted her hands. Blew out a breath. Let in the beat of the song on the juke box—“The Boys Are Back in Town”—and stirred her Coke, one eye on her waitress now carrying chili fries to—shoot. Not her booth.

      She nearly followed the fries to the table of flannel-clad locals. Her gaze fell on Tucker, her trainer, seated alone at the bar with a glass of what looked like ginger ale and a basket of wings. At the other end of the bar, Riley, one of the only other seasoned jumpers at the bar, flirted shamelessly with pretty blonde Larke Kingston from Sky King ranch. Their current base camp was a sprawling hunting and bush pilot headquarters where the team was hunkering down during their callout to Alaska.

      If Riley hadn’t taken the defective fire torch from her hand and thrown it into the fire…

      Skye had panicked. Just an all-out, frozen, What-do-I-do-now reaction to having her drip torch flare over, turn into a freakin’ rocket in her hand.

      Not that Riley—or any of her team—had mentioned the fiasco. In fact, they’d invited her to sit with them at least twice. Good guys, all of them. Seth and Romeo from Minnesota and a couple Zulies—Hanes and Eric—who’d transferred from the Missoula team.

      She scrubbed her hands—still grimy despite repeated washings—down her sunburned face. The edges of her blonde hair were curled and fried off and maybe her nose hairs too, given the acrid odor of creosote that had her gut churning.

      She just wanted to sleep. She would have been happy staying home tonight, collapsing in her bunk at Sky King ranch. Not terrible digs for the team—she was used to sleeping in a grubby tent.

      Or under the stars. Except there were no stars out here in Alaska. Not this time of year, at least. The sky was on fire twenty-four/seven which meant her adrenaline never died. She never stopped feeling on edge, never shut down the sense that something was going to go horribly, terribly wrong. And it would be her fault.

      Because she’d frozen at the moment when she needed to think. To act.

      But that was what she did when life got overwhelming. Froze. Denied. Ignored. Sometimes ran the other direction, toward the next great adventure.

      Except now, here in the backwoods of Alaska, she had nowhere to run.

      She leaned against the booth, drank in the smells of fried food, beer, and not a little Alaskan history—and conceded that she might be in over her head.

      “Ease back there, bro. Give her some room.”

      Her head popped up, and she glanced over at Tucker at the bar.

      Uh oh. She caught the whiff of trouble happening at his end. Tucker had gotten off his stool and stood in front of a brunette, apparently appointing himself as her keeper. The woman stood a foot shorter than Tucker, with shimmery dark brown hair, dressed in a leather jacket, black T-shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots and glanced at Tucker as if surprised at his intervention.

      Yeah, well, Tucker pretty much thought the entire world was under his watch.

      The “bro” in question was an oversized Alaskan tough guy who bore a little make-me in his expression as he stepped up, eye to eye with Tucker.

      Skye glanced at the table of smokejumping teammates. Yes, they were watching, the room’s conversation dying just a little. Enough for her to hear Tucker add, “Hey, man, just…give the woman some respect.”

      And Tucker was all about respect. Following the rules of society. Which was a little weird since she’d seen him on the slopes—he was a rule breaker to the core on a snowboard, taking the hill with a speed and skill, balanced on the fine edge of reckless, that stole her breath. Fact was, she was drawn to the bold, the strong, the brave.

      The guy must have muttered something, because Tucker held up his hands as if I don’t want any trouble.

      And probably, he didn’t. Because Tucker wasn’t a brawler. But she’d also seen him swing a Pulaski. For hours and days on end. The man had shoulders, grit and a get ’er done about him that meant Alaskan Tough Guy didn’t have a chance.

      More, given the mood in the bar, Tucker wouldn’t be the only one diving into the simmering brawl. Everyone on the team seemed restless, the burning sky pouring a faux energy into their exhausted bones like a shot of Red Bull that ignited a humming under their skin, ready to flash over.

      Until this moment, they’d found it playing darts and talking trash about some football team playing in a rerun on the flat screen below the moose head.

      Now, the table of teammates stilled, poised.

      Skye cast her gaze over the others in the room. The lucky guys with the chili fries at the table nearby also watched the conversation, a couple of them moose sized. But at the bar, a big guy wearing a denim shirt ignored the entire thing, his cowboy boot hooked onto the rail.

      But Riley had turned, setting his beer on the bar.

      Then, a chair scooted out and Romeo and Seth rose.

      One of the moose men at the table of flannel slipped out of his chair.

      “I just want to make sure—” Tucker said.

      Tough Guy sent Tucker into the rail with a right hook.

      The entire bar erupted. Flannels against firefighters. Tucker tackled Tough Guy so fast that Skye lost him in the crowd. Riley leaped on one of the moose men.

      Grunting, the skid of chairs and overturned furniture, shouts, and the beefy woman bartender went over the bar wielding a baseball bat and yelling.

      Skye pushed out of the booth, not sure where—or how—to start. Because she’d never been in a fight, but her heart told her she had to do something.

      Except, watching men grapple, hearing shouts and curses and grunts—she froze.

      A gun shot punched through the chaos. Sharp and stinging, it jerked everyone to a halt.

      The brunette, fire in her eyes, held a gun over her head. “Stop it!”

      Skye’s heart thundered.

      Then the bartender unleashed enough bar room language to make even the flannels blush. “Every one of you, get out! Unless you’re willing to behave yourselves.”

      Apparently, no one wanted to surrender their dinner. Or their night off. Her team began to pick up the chairs, a couple of the flannels helped, slinking back to their table, a couple more to a nearby booth.

      Tucker got up and ran his gaze across his guys, then her, as if checking in. “Let it go, guys.” Then he turned to the bar.

      Tough Guy slammed his way outside.

      Skye slid back into her booth and took a full breath, her pulse in her ears. Maybe that was it—the flame out, the drama for the night spent.

      Across the room, Riley was getting a little medical treatment from Larke, who picked up a napkin and dotted some blood at the corner of his mouth.

      Oh brother. That Riley McCord was a heartbreaker—she’d seen the damage he’d done in Ember over the past few summers. He’d even made a few moves on her back in the early days. He might not wear any big arm tattoos, but behind those charming brown eyes, the rakish smile, the unruly golden brown hair was trouble.

      And the last thing Skye wanted in her life was a bad boy, thank you.

      Not that she had any room in her life for any sort of relationship, but if she did, she’d pick, say, the clean-cut blond tourist, maybe a little older than herself, in the blue Life is Good T-shirt and hiking boots, watching the action from the bar. He sat on a stool, leaning against the rail, holding what looked like a lemonade. A nice guy, probably in town to do some hiking.

      Riley walked over and put a quarter in the jukebox.

      Come and get your love…

      When he held out his hand, Larke drifted into his arms.

      Skye shook her head. The guy was smooth, no doubt.

      The music soothed the tenor in the room. The Zulies enticed a couple of pretty tourist twins onto the floor. Probably just by flexing their smokejumper muscles.

      And wow, she’d turned cynical.

      Her chili fries came, finally, and she watched the flirting on the dance floor. She wasn’t immune to the fine cut of her teammates, but she’d drawn a line years ago between work and romance.

      Although in truth, she’d sort of forgotten what romance looked like.

      Felt like.

      She did remember that romance was messy and complicated and meant a guy would eventually look beyond the exterior. She might look tough and capable and fierce, but inside lived a mess she spent most of the time trying to ignore. And sure, God had helped untangle a lot of it—enough for her to forgive herself, most of the time. But she wasn’t taking any chances letting someone close enough to see her darkness. Her secrets.

      No, romance wasn’t worth the cost.

      Abba’s “Dancing Queen” came over the jukebox. What, didn’t they have anything from this century?

      She finished her fries, wiped her mouth, her hands, and was finishing off her Coke when Life Is Good came up to her table. He smiled at her as she stared up at him.

      “So, are you with these guys?” He nodded toward her Jude County Smoke Jumpers T-shirt emblem. “Smokejumpers?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she said, stirring the ice in her Coke, trying to catch his vibe.

      The Zulies were cutting it up with the twin tourists.

      Up close, the man looked like an English teacher or a public defender from the Lower 48. Clean-cut, hair just behind his ears, the smattering of a five o’clock shadow. Built, lean body, honed by a gym but suited to the outdoors. He smiled, and it was sweet, and not at all creepy. “Cool. Wanna dance?”

      Oh. Deer in the headlights.

      “C’mon, Pope, let’s get out of here.”

      The voice came from behind the man, over his shoulder, and Skye’s gaze landed on the big man in denim from the bar, and particularly on a scar that ran down his cheek, just below his eye, and dissected his upper lip. As if he’d been clawed by Wolverine. A tincture of red along the scar betrayed either the heat of the bar or a wound not quite healed to white.

      Pope—Mr. Life Is Good—turned at the voice. And for a second, Skye thought she saw his eyes narrow, his jaw tighten. Something about it ran a cold finger down her spine.

      Then, he smiled, and clamped his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Yep, you’re probably right.”

      He turned back to Skye. “Sorry. We’ll have to take a rain check on that dance.”

      She offered him a half smile and watched him go.

      “Hey, Skye.” Romeo slid into her booth. He set his Coke on the table.

      “I’m not dancing.”

      He held up his hands. “Whoa. Where did that come from?”

      Oh. With his sweet brown eyes, tousled dark blond hair, lithe and toned body, Romeo probably could live up to his name. Except he seemed a little shy around the ladies—she hadn’t seen him with even one girl since they started rookie smokejumping camp together.

      Which meant, given his ease with talking to her, he probably didn’t see her that way. Good.

      Still, she’d stuck her foot in her mouth. “Sorry. I’m just in a bad mood.” Her gaze flashed to Riley, back in the corner now with Larke, one hand braced over her shoulder as he leaned against the wall. With the other, he ran his finger across her cheek, tucking her white-blonde hair behind her ear. Definite leaning happening at eleven o’clock.

      Skye shook her head.

      Romeo laughed, turning back from where he’d followed her gaze. “Yeah, Riley knows how to charm them.” He took a sip of his Coke. “Why didn’t you sit with us?”

      She shoved her straw into her ice, like a pick. “I screwed up.”

      Romeo leaned forward, his hands folded on the table. “If you’re talking about the great circle of fire you created, nah. Your torch just malfunctioned. That wasn’t on you.”

      “Riley had to rescue me.”

      “That’s what teammates are for.”

      She eyed Romeo. “I froze—”

      “You nearly pulled a Joan of Arc.”

      “I just… I don’t want everyone thinking I need a babysitter.”

      Romeo held up his hands. “No one here is babysitting you.”

      She shoved her glass away. “Do you know how rare it is for a woman to make a smokejumping team?”

      Romeo nodded. Folded his hands over his chest. “We had bets—”

      “On whether I’d make it?”

      “I had twenty on your success.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. The odds against you were pretty good. I made a pile.”

      She narrowed her eyes and he grinned.

      “C’mon. We’re getting out of here.” He got up and motioned to Riley. “Think we should rescue Larke?”

      Skye put down a twenty on the table, then glanced at Riley, a giggling Larke. “No. Larke can take care of herself.” Anyone who grew up in Alaska, served as an army medic, and knew how to fly a bush plane could probably handle Riley’s charms. Besides, despite his penchant for breaking hearts and his bad boy smile, Riley had a good soul. He knew what no meant when he heard it. She’d heard that firsthand from a few of the gals down at the Ember Hotline Saloon and Grill back home.

      Still, watching Riley lean over and whisper something into Larke’s ear stirred an unfamiliar longing inside her, despite her line in the sand.

      Oh brother. She shook it off and headed outside with her team.

      Tucker was sitting on the back of a pickup with the brunette from the bar. Interesting. He got up when he spotted the team leaving.

      Skye glanced at the woman. Pretty, and she was looking at Skye, too, a little frown on her face.

      Skye climbed into the van from Sky King ranch and leaned back in her bench seat as Tucker slid into the driver’s seat. They headed back to the ranch.

      The hot, red evening sun hovered over the jutted rim of the Denali range, casting twilight-hued fingers through the black pine and across the tiny platinum lake that edged the ranch property—a main lodge, an airplane hangar, a garage, vacation rentals, and a few other outbuildings. A Piper Cub seaplane floated at the dock, bobbing with the ripples from the mountain winds.

      The ranch encompassed an entire valley rimmed by forest, and on the far southwestern edge, a balding, granite ridge that acted as a wall to the state park to the north. A homestead cabin sat at the far western end of the lake, nestled under the shadow of the ridge.

      On the eastern shore of the lake, a cluster of rental cabins housed the team, and as they got out of the van, Tucker headed down to his digs.

      Skye followed a few of the guys to the massive deck that rimmed the ranch lodge, a beautiful log and timber building, and sat down on one of the Adirondack chairs.

      The entire valley smelled of pine and wildflowers and the finest hint of remaining smoke from the faraway mountain fire.

      A motorcycle pulled up and wouldn’t you know it, Riley and Larke had returned. They cut down the rutted dirt road that led along the lake and out to the homestead cabin at the far end.

      That Riley.

      Yeah, the last thing Skye would let herself do was fall for a bad boy like Riley. No thank you.

      “The problem with Alaskan sunsets in summer is that we don’t have them.”

      She turned, and bush pilot Barry Kingston sat down next to her, handed her a bottle of lemonade. “Which makes watching the sunset a very long date.”

      She laughed. “I’ll remember that.”

      She liked him. The owner of Sky King Ranch was in his mid-sixties, with wise, kind, blue eyes, his white hair shaved down to bristles. He wore a faded cap and a thick white handlebar mustache that brought to mind images of an older Sam Elliott. Barry prayed before meals. She liked that.

      Apparently, he could read minds too, because he spoke, “‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul.’” He looked at her. “Living out here always makes me think of the twenty-third psalm.”

      “I learned it at church camp, Living Translation,” she said. “‘Even when I walk through the darkest valley, I will not be afraid, for you are close beside me.’”

      “‘Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”

      Skye wanted to nod. To add an amen and agree with him. Instead, she watched the sun burn through the sky and wished it would char away the feeling of doom that churned in her gut.

      Please, God, keep me from killing anyone.
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      It wasn’t Tuesday. Because if it was Tuesday, then Rio Parker wouldn’t be sitting in the Copper County Correctional Facility cafeteria, dressed in the prison orange shirt and gray pants, stirring the gray swill that might be beans.

      He wouldn’t feel and smell like a criminal. No, he’d be dressed in a suit, in court seeing justice prevail.

      Hopefully. Please.

      Most of all, he wouldn’t have to sit on the sidelines watching Jaden Maguire trying to dodge the lockup bullies.

      “Step back!”

      Rio caught the voice—a tough veneer over a quivering shell, shaky and a little too high to be menacing—from the eighteen-year-old wanna-be thug who’d somehow landed on the wrong side of trouble. Baby-faced and skinny, his head recently shaved to reveal the bumps and scars of a too-white head, Jaden backed up against a pillar, holding his tray like it might be a shield as Boneyard Wells slapped a hand on the cement behind his head.

      Rio set his spoon down, his gut knotting.

      Around him, the other prisoners seemed unmoved. He glanced at Archer Mills—an older guy he’d pinpointed as former law enforcement the way he knew how to handle himself. No one really messed with Archer. But Archer didn’t mess with anyone, either.

      The story was he’d killed a man with his bare hands, but everybody had a story.

      Jaden’s story probably included some petty theft, drug running, maybe even a domestic abuse charge. He wore a few scars on his face, and now lifted his chin, a tough guy even as he drew his shoulders up.

      Boneyard—bald, beefy, tattooed with a swastika on the back of his neck—leaned into Maguire, said something in his ear. Two of his cohorts—a long-haired drug dealer named Ike, and a skinhead with tribal tattoos on his face—stood a few feet away, grinning.

      Maguire jerked away from him, but Boneyard grabbed his jaw.

      And then he did something that had Rio bouncing to his feet, the adrenaline hot and churning through him.

      Boneyard licked the kid. Starting at his jaw, all the way up to his temple. A slimy, spit-filled trail that turned Rio’s gut and left an expression of raw terror on Maguire’s face.

      Rio had seen that expression far too often to let the assault happen in front of his eyes. Male or female—it didn’t matter.

      Which was why he found his feet moving, the chair scratching along the floor as it slid back. The hum in the room dimmed as Rio came around the table and walked right up to Boneyard.

      And somewhere in the back of his head, he heard the voice, the one that had sent him here. Stay cool, lay low. Stay out of trouble and do your job.

      Yeah, well, trouble seemed to find him, and frankly, this was his job.

      Protecting the helpless. Justice for the victims.

      Even if the guy he was supposed to be protecting was sitting in the corner finishing up his fish sticks.

      But maybe this was why Rio was here, too. Because sometimes justice needed a little nudge.

      “Let him alone, Boneyard.”

      The man kept hold of the kid’s face, his fingers white as they gripped his jaw, and turned to face Rio. “Stay out of this.”

      Rio lifted a shoulder. “Can’t.”

      “What did this kid ever do for you?” Boneyard raised an eyebrow.

      And oh, Rio wanted to hit him. Just slam his fist into Boneyard’s face, maybe chip another tooth off. But he kept his hands open, easy. Nothing for Boneyard’s radar.

      “He’s the cellie with my buddy Darryl over there. And he doesn’t snore.”

      Which was, actually, all true. Rio didn’t glance at Darryl, however, because the last thing Darryl needed was another target on his back. But he knew Darryl was watching.

      Maybe if Rio could get Jaden out of this mess, Darryl might start trusting Rio. Believe him when he said he could keep him safe. Alive.

      So Rio didn’t move when Boneyard let go of Jaden and turned toward him. The man possessed the breath of a dumpster, a few missing teeth evidence of a life lived outside regular dental checkups. Burled arms from hours in some institutional weight room, a scar that dissected his blond eyebrow, a piercing—now empty—in his ear.

      His voice was meant to intimidate, low, like a razor under the skin. “Sit down. You haven’t been here long enough to realize how it works in here.”

      “Yes, actually I have.” Two long weeks—and he was counting—but it had taken him all of two hours to figure out who ran the lockup. Less than one hundred short-term inmates, mostly pretrial or transfer holds, but a few nickel sentences in a minimum security setting. Despite Boneyard’s menace and his attempt at a decent rap sheet, he was in for petty theft and carjacking.

      The guy wouldn’t last a day in a maximum security joint like Spring Creek.

      Fact was, Rio had barely survived. Had the scars to prove it.

      No, a guy like Boneyard didn’t scare him. But Rio didn’t want a fight.

      It would be hard to protect Darryl from solitary confinement.

      So Rio took a breath, met Boneyard’s gaze. “This doesn’t have to be anything. Just walk away from the kid, leave him alone. We’ll all finish our lunch.”

      A smile lifted one corner of Boneyard’s face. “I don’t think so, tough guy.”

      Aw, shoot. Because now Jaden was looking at the floor, and—was the kid crying? Rio didn’t dare take his gaze off Boneyard, but in his periphery, he saw the kid tremble, heard washboard breaths.

      Still… “You’re the tough guy here, B-yard, and we all know it. I think you’ve scared the kid enough.” Rio gave the guy a little nod. “No one is going to mess with you.” Let his ego be assuaged, let him walk away.

      Boneyard stared at him, as if not sure what to do with Rio’s words.

      Rio listened for movement behind him—any of Boneyard’s thugs creeping up to punch him in the kidneys, turn this into an unfair fight. Boneyard’s chest rose and fell.

      Just walk away, man. And probably the words rising inside were for him, but he put them into his expression.

      Because as much as Rio wanted justice, he also wanted, with everything inside him, to listen to that voice.

      To walk away. Be done. Free.

      To know he’d done his part, protected the innocent and stopped a little evil along the way.

      Clearly, however, that wasn’t today.

      Boneyard’s intentions flashed in his eyes a second before his fist came up, before his punch could explode across Rio’s face, maybe break a cheekbone, or a nose. Instinct more than thought made Rio deflect his punch, move sideways, duck, move down and into Boneyard’s body, the punch flying over him.

      Rio took him down with a smack to his nasal septum, stepping behind him and flipping him over so fast Boneyard was on the ground before any of his henchmen could move.

      He shoved a knee into Boneyard’s shoulder, wrenched the man’s arm back in a submission hold, and bent close to his ear. “Just walk away.”

      And it could have simply ended there. With Boneyard nodding, conceding defeat. With Rio getting up, stepping back, and letting Boneyard gather his pride and walk away.

      Except.

      Except Boneyard wasn’t the kind of guy to give up, and frankly, Rio should have known that. Should have known that whatever brains Boneyard possessed died when Rio put him on the floor, leaving only an ignited fury.

      Boneyard let fly a few choice prison words, probably fueled by the near dislocation of his shoulder.

      Unfortunately, Rio hadn’t been inside long enough to make any real friends, the kind to have his back against Boneyard’s crew.

      Worse, seeing their boss on the cement floor did nothing for morale. Or better sense.

      Just walk away, man. And now his boss was in his head, a final warning, perhaps, before chaos erupted.

      But Rio had simply never been good at walking away either.

      Which was why he almost relished it when Ike jumped him. When he could, for a brief, dark moment, surrender to the craving inside to lash out against the frustration, the darkness, the despair that had seeped into his pores, made him believe he belonged in this place.

      Maybe he did.

      He let Ike take him down, rolled, and came up on top of the man, an easy punch into his solar plexus that sucked out Ike’s breath.

      He turned to catch Tattoo Face’s kick to his head, deflecting it before it shattered his teeth. He launched into Tattoo—now off balance—lifted him and slammed him into the ground.

      Tattoo lay gasping.

      Two down.

      Rio turned for Boneyard.

      The man’s fist caught him in the jaw. Rio spun, the pain a burst of fire and heat. But he caught himself on a table and reared back, knowing Boneyard would be closing in.

      He’d smacked Boneyard in the mouth, given the cry, and by the time he turned, blood spurted from the gusher of broken lips.

      The man looked battered. But he wasn’t fazed, and Rio had the very real sense of a bullfighter facing an enraged Brahma.

      Doors burst open as Boneyard came at Rio.

      Rio sidestepped him, pushing one hand away, then the other, and delivered a punch to the man’s ear.

      “Step back!”

      Boneyard fell like a sack onto the floor and Rio put his hands up.

      Guns, his face against the wall, hands zip-tying his, and the guards dragged him away.

      They shoved him into a cell.

      “C’mon!” Rio said as they stripped off the zip ties. “I didn’t start it!”

      “But you finished it.”

      He didn’t know which guard said it—hadn’t gotten to know any of them, really. Hadn’t planned on being here long enough to need an inside man.

      Maybe that had been a mistake. He slid down the gray cinder block wall, breathing hard, his head against the cool wall. “You’d better put Boneyard away too!”

      No answer, his voice pinging through the tiny six-by-nine cell.

      He’d caught a glimpse of Jaden’s wide-eyed, horrified, pitiful relief as they dragged Rio away. Now, the expression dug in, found soil. He’d worn that same expression once upon a time. Probably should tell the guards to grab the kid, put him in solitary, too, for his own protection.

      But that might end up with a good kid losing his mind.

      Shoot. Shoot! Rio moved his jaw, testing. Not broken, this time.

      At least solitary here had a window, the midnight sun casting a glow through the tiny grated opening nine feet in the air. A simple bed, a stainless toilet and sink. Cement table.

      Hopefully he’d only be here overnight.

      He hadn’t even seen Darryl as the guard led him away.

      Just walk away.

      Rio closed his eyes, his knees drawn up, the adrenaline still hot in his veins. Wow, he knew better.

      But maybe he should just concede that once a criminal, always a criminal. Even if you worked for the good guys.

      Still. Rio wanted to hit something.

      He closed his eyes, listened to the beating of his heart. And prayed for Tuesday.
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      Jaden Maguire had been beaten in his cell overnight.

      Rio took the news without flinching, just a tiny swallow of fire down his throat, seeping through his chest. But inside, he heard a scream.

      Jaden Maguire, Aggie Parker—and countless other kids whose lives meant nothing to the people who saw them as expendable.

      Not Rio. Which was why, of course, he was here, standing in the tiny shaft of sunlight that painted the gray, restricted confinement cell, his hands now cuffed behind him, painfully aware of his own smell. The cell offered nothing in comfort. A chill emanated from the walls, finding his bones, the mattress nothing more than a wafer-thin foam pad, and with the sun high, last night he’d had to bury his face in his arms to get any shut-eye.

      But when he did, the memories came, and he’d sweated out the nightmare, shaking as he woke.

      He couldn’t do this much longer and stay sane.

      But he let nothing of that show on his face as he faced Superintendent Perkins. Don’t talk unless asked a question. He’d learned that the hard way at the age of seventeen. He glanced at the two guards, aware they were sizing him up, too. Not to worry. The last thing he would do is try anything rash. He didn’t have to—he planned on walking out the front door. Of course, they didn’t know that.

      Perkins, however, did.

      “You might as well have a target painted on your back, Mr. Parker.” No-nonsense, strict in a black pantsuit, the woman wore not a hint of makeup, her brown hair pulled back in a tight bun.

      She nodded at the guards to leave them and stayed in his cell as they shut the door.

      “I can’t let you out in gen pop. We’re still interviewing inmates, and yes, I know you think it was Boneyard, but no one has come forward—”

      “Is the kid going to live?” Rio loosened his shoulders, trying to ease the knot in his neck.

      Perkins noticed the gesture. “I don’t know. He’s been transferred to Copper Mountain Regional Health Center. I’m sorry, I can’t undo your cuffs.”

      He noted the softening of her voice, the flash of compassion in her eyes. “If I’d been here last night, you wouldn’t have spent the night in restricted confinement.”

      His mouth tightened, and he nodded. “It makes it a little hard to keep my eye on Darryl Salmon when I’m stuck in here.”

      “I know that. As soon as I got in this morning, I sent a guard to check on him. He seemed fine, if not a little shook up.”

      Rio let out a breath.

      “I don’t understand why you decided to follow him in here, Agent Parker. You could have put him into protective custody or into the Wit-Sec program.”

      “He declined our numerous offers.” And don’t think Rio hadn’t wanted to get some alone time with plump, pimple-faced Darryl and outline a few of the alternatives. Starting with torture and death at the hands of his boss, Wayne Buttles, the guy most likely to hunt Darryl down inside these walls. But he’d been told to hang back and watch. Protect. Let the guys on the other side of the bars do the negotiating. “He seems to think that if he talks, Buttles will go after his wife.”

      “She’s pregnant, right?”

      “Due any day. We moved him up here so she could visit him more often. Lives in the area. But Darryl—he’d rather keep his mouth shut, take his chances, and let women and children be shipped out of the US and into the eastern slavery trade.” Okay, so he hadn’t a hope of hiding how he felt about Darryl and his ilk. Even if Darryl acted like he had no idea what Buttles was up to. I’m just a truck driver.

      Right. The kind that transported human cargo.

      Maybe Rio should have politely declined this assignment. But very few agents could blend into prison population like he could. It wasn’t a resumé he loved, but it could prove useful.

      If his team could get Darryl to agree to help them find—and testify against—Buttles. And, if Rio could keep Darryl alive long enough to do it.

      Perkins picked up the worn copy of a book he’d spent half the night reading. “A Jack Reacher novel.”

      “Misunderstood guy,” Rio said.

      The edge of her mouth lifted. “I have a short-term solution. There’s a blow-up north of here, and the BLM called and asked if I had any guys who could work on a handcrew. Minimum security, trustworthy types.” She met his eyes. “I thought of you.”

      “A blow-up? As in a forest fire?”

      “Mmmhmm. I’ve already picked out three young guys who are finishing up a thirty-six-hour hold for brawling, a man named Archer Mills, who is a former cop, by the way—”

      “I’ve seen him. Seems like a good guy.”

      “He is. Local. Got entangled in an involuntary manslaughter charge. There’s some talk around here that he didn’t deserve what he got, but he’s kept his chin clean. He’s done in a month. And then there’s Clancy Smythe. He’s in for thirty days for possession of cannabis.”

      “They should just make that legal,” Rio said.

      “I don’t make the rules. He’s a week into his stay, and I’m not opposed to a work release for him.” She folded her arms. “There’s another man brought in under a vehicle theft charge. Fake ID, but he says his name is Thorne. We’re still trying to track his real name down, but he’s quiet and stays to himself. And then there’s you.”

      “And Darryl, I’m assuming. Because I’m not going anywhere without him.”

      “And Darryl. You think you can keep him out of trouble?”

      “As in alive? Yes.”

      “As in, keep him from running.”

      He hadn’t given that much thought, but, “Darryl isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. But he does what he’s told…including keeping his mouth shut, apparently. I’ll be on him like glue. Except…a fire? I don’t know anything about fighting fires.”

      “You’ll be working with a smokejumper team. And there’s no security, Rio, so I’m counting on you to keep these guys in line. You’re my guy out there. Just follow instructions, do the job, put out the fire, and let me work on nailing Boneyard for the attack. Hopefully I can get him moved before you come back.”

      “If we come back.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “I just don’t want to burn to death on some hillside.” He let a half smile tweak his face.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine, Agent Parker.” She gestured for the guards to return. Met his eyes. Smiled. “I know it’s hard to forget sometimes, handcuffed and dressed in prison garb, but you’re one of the good guys.”

      The guards opened the door, and she left him behind, standing in the cold cell.
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      Tucker was driving her crazy.

      Skye sat on the ridge just north of the fire, binoculars to her eyes, watching a black wall of smoke plume into the sky from a fresh fire that had called the team out this morning, some ten miles north of Copper Mountain into Denali National Park.

      From the minute she’d shown up with her personal gear—PG—pack, Tucker had decided to start babysitting. He’d checked her pack, her equipment in her leg pouches. “You have your hard hat, leather gloves, signal mirror—”

      Of course she did.

      But she’d kept a smile and nodded, even when he patted her on the shoulder and told her how to jump out of a plane. Like she might be in rookie camp all over again.

      Never mind that he’d assigned her to his stick—like he couldn’t trust her to jump with one of the other rookies.

      And yes, for a moment, as they soared over the fire in Barry Kingston’s yellow twin Otter, as Skye had leaned out and glimpsed the fire some ten acres in breadth, the heat boiling up like a cauldron, her stomach had nearly emptied.

      But it was simply the usual rush of adrenaline. The heat before the fire.

      “Your spot is about three hundred yards southwest of the fire. You should be able to pick your approach quartering in. If you overshoot, head south.” This from their spotter, Larke Kingston. She’d thrown out at least three streamers to gauge the wind, giving them the right directions for their landing.

      No one wanted to end up in the middle of the furnace.

      Tucker had turned to Skye right before the jump, his gaze running over her, checking her rip cord accessibility. And sure, that was part of the final check, but it still made her feel like a second grader.

      Although, indeed, maybe he’d listened to his instincts because things almost went terribly wrong.

      Her jump started with the ecstatic, freeing thrill of flying above the glorious mountainscape of Denali park. She’d deployed her chute, no tangles, and rode the currents easily, following Tucker as he sailed over the southern flank of the fire. The fire roared beneath her, ash and cinders blowing up around her as gusts tried to catch her chute.

      Then, just like that, the winds changed, down drafted, and her chute flattened out.

      She was falling—and she hadn’t yet cleared the fire. Tongues of flames from an inferno of black spruce licked at her, sucking her in. But she kept her head and reefed hard on her toggles, giving them everything she had to inflate the canopy.

      It worked. She lifted her feet as she floated past the hungry flames, the fury of the fire so close it filled her chest, her ears.

      But she hadn’t frozen. She’d reacted, kept calm, and stayed alive. Landed—okay, tripped—over some strewn logs, but still unhurt.

      Alive.

      She was pulling herself out of the tangle when Tucker ran over, grabbed her by her shoulder straps. “You okay?”

      She had to make a joke out of it, so, “You wouldn’t pass me for that.” She added a weak laugh.

      “You’re alive. You pass,” he said and helped her up and out of her gear. Babysitting.

      Thankfully, he’d let her pack up her own gear while the other sticks came down. He ordered Riley to supervise the retrieval of the cargo drop and went to survey the fire.

      From her vantage point in the sky, it had looked bigger than what they alone could handle. The last fire had taken ten days, two jump teams, and a Type 1 crew to put it out, including all the resources of the BLM—bomber planes for chemical and water drops and a couple helicopters with buckets.

      This fire was still in its infant stage, the black smoke evidence of heat, but not deep smoldering in the soil. It had started from a lightning strike, spotted by some bush pilot hours ago. Slow moving, given the humidity in the air and the scant winds, and that worked to their favor. Still, even as she’d helped Riley and the guys unpack the cargo drop, pulling out fuel, chain saws, drip torches, and a cubinator of water, Skye could make out spot fires bulleting out from the main body, moving south and west. If they didn’t get a move on, it would overtake their position.

      Below the fire, past a ridge, a low meadow relatively free of fuels just might make a decent place to cut a line and stage a burnout between the fire and the line. Then they’d just need to stop it on the western flank while the bombers came in and put it down to the east.

      Nothing but boulders and safety zone to the north, so…yeah. They had this. Especially if they got reinforcements.

      Which Tucker had lined up on his call into BLM HQ after running his own assessment of the fire.

      When he marched back to them, his already sooty face bore a grim expression. He spread out a map on the ground. The wind grabbed it, but she and others put their feet on the edges. A gust caught up cinders and sprinkled them onto the map, landing like bites on her skin. She wore her hair in a braid, a bandanna around her neck and pulled it up over her nose.

      He’d traced his finger along the far western edge of the meadow, right where she’d imagined a cut line. “We’re going to box the fire in and drive it east, try and burn out the fuels. I want you to scratch out a line along the western flank of the fire down to this point here.”

      She squinted through the haze and found the rocky outcropping at the southern point of the ridge that would serve as the anchor for both the western and southern lines.

      “I’ll work with the crew coming in, and we’ll cut the southern line and meet you there.”

      So he had gotten a crew from the BLM. Good. Hopefully a Type 1 team—those guys knew how to work.

      “Our goal is to corral the fire enough for Kingston to get some water on it and take it down.”

      The guys hooyahed, and she grabbed her Pulaski, reached for her pack.

      And that’s when the babysitting really kicked in.

      Tucker already had a hand on her gear. “You’re with me.”

      What—?

      “I need you on lookout.” He pointed to the northern edge, where he’d climbed to get a look at the fire. “Watch our backs.”

      Seriously? “I can keep up, Tucker.”

      “I know. Believe me, I wouldn’t have passed you if you couldn’t. But we need someone to make sure we all stay alive.”

      Right. Make it sound important. She half expected him to spout out a rule, so she did it for him. “Firefighting Order five. Post a lookout when there is danger.”

      He grinned at her and nodded, like she was his favorite student.

      Nice. Now she got to watch as her team put down the fire.

      But she’d shouldered her pack and trudged toward the ridge, upwind. Climbed up to her lookout perch.

      At least, up here, she wouldn’t freeze, get anyone killed. There was that.

      Something rugged and breathtaking about the Alaskan mountainscape felt different than Montana. She was used to glaciers, to the cottony breath of the mountain slinking into the valleys, to the fresh breezes rife with the fragrance of wildflowers. But Montana, despite the big sky feel of the state, turned compact, jagged, and rugged where she lived, near Kalispell. Arching mountains that ringed tight valleys, jammed together as if pushed by ancient glaciers, forcing them to ripsaw peaks.

      In Alaska, the mountains breathed. Sprawled. Yawned over great expanses of forests and valleys. The peaks towered so high that most of the time Denali’s face hid inside a wispy white beard. The air reaped the wind off the mountain, glacial cool, rife with pine and the scent of boreal moss, mixing now with the campfire smell of burning resin, pine, and willow.

      Montana she knew. Had hiked and skied the mountains, put out fires in its forests for the past three summers as a hotshot. Camped and fished and paddled through its wilderness.

      But Alaska—it was bold and surprising and wild, and a tiny sense of awe rippled through her as she sat down on the rock and let her binoculars scan the view below her.

      Smoke and fire, yes, but the bluest of lakes to the south. Granite ridges and lush green forests, and to the east, a river that dissected the land.

      Maybe this is what her father had seen that summer he worked as a hotshot for the Alaska Bureau of Land Management. Maybe that’s why he’d stuck around, met her mother, had decided not to return to college. Alaska had seduced him with its dangerous beauty.

      She wouldn’t be quite so easily seduced.

      Of course, her father had been seduced by many, many things. Hopefully, she wasn’t made of the same weak DNA. The last thing she wanted to do was die in prison like Liam Doyle.

      And how she’d gotten to that dark place from the beauty of Alaska, she didn’t know, but she knew one thing for certain. She wouldn’t let her heart lead her into trouble, let it destroy the people she loved.

      After all, what kind of man takes a match to his entire life by breaking the law and ending up behind bars? Not one she cared to remember. Or emulate.

      A crackle over the radio and she caught Tucker’s voice. “Watchout, how’s it looking?”

      “Flame lengths are about five feet, maybe less. Wind is scant. The fire is digging in, moving slowly.”

      “Roger,” Tucker said.

      The heartbeat of a chopper thundered in the distance, and Skye used her glasses to find the pinprick. Hopefully Barry Kingston bringing in a basket of water.

      But no line dangled from the bird as it came into view, flying low and finally dropping into the meadow beyond the ridge. It landed, and she could barely make out through the screen of smoke a group of firefighters in bright orange shirts disembarking from the chopper.

      The handcrew. Good.

      They ran toward Tucker, carrying gear and covering their heads as the chopper lifted off. Skye scanned over to the fire again, and indeed, the wash had whipped it up. But as the chopper rose and pulled away—hopefully for water—the flames settled back down.

      Tucker was rounding up the crew. Her vision tracked to her team, cutting a line down the western flank. Hanes and Eric were scrubbing out the initial line, downhill to the anchor point, with Seth, Riley, and Romeo coming in behind to fortify. Seth mowed down saplings and scrub brush with his chain saw, tossing them out of the path of the fire, while Riley and Romeo scratched the dirt down to the mineral soil in a line some three-feet wide. They worked quietly, with intention, their heads down.

      Cinder and ash blew into their faces, and she imagined right now their eyes would be thick with mucus, itchy and watering, sweat curdling down their spines, their chests tight as they breathed the acrid smoke through their bandannas.

      So maybe she didn’t hate being up here. But she did hate the fact that Tucker had so easily picked her.

      Down over the ridge, he was scratching out a line with his new crew. Probably shouting rules at them—how Tucker loved his Firefighting Orders. And Watchout Situations.

      Keep informed on fire weather conditions and forecasts. Rule number one.

      Know what your fire is doing at all times. Rule number two.

      Sheesh, she could recite them in her sleep, a casualty of rookie camp.

      The crews were making progress along both ridges, and she tried to keep her boredom out of her voice when Tucker radioed in. His new crew were bulldogs—they scraped out a cup trench at the bottom of the slope, just in case the fire rolled snags down the hill from the ridge. Their orange shirts had turned ruddy and black.

      The afternoon dragged on, the fire burning deep into the reindeer moss, the loam of pine needles that embedded the forest. It exploded a stand of black spruce, a tower of black dissecting the blue.

      Tucker finally hiked up the far ridge, surveying the fire as it ate its way to his southern line. She watched him turn, as if he could spot her through the smoke from this distance, and asked for an update.

      “Nothing’s changed, boss. Same wind speed, same humidity. Flame lengths short and tight.”

      “Just a bit longer, then I’ll get Romeo to spell you.”

      “Whatever.” Oh, she didn’t mean to sound annoyed, but—

      A gust rose, rippling through her shirt, a cool breath from some icy slope. It whipped down the slope, and she could almost feel the blaze tremble with an injection of fury as the wind fanned the combustion of fuel and chemical reaction. Skye lifted the walkie to inform Tucker, but his voice came across the radio.

      “Riley, you get down the ridge and start the burn. Seth, you and Hanes and Eric, watch the flanks. Romeo—you spell Skye on watch. I’ll call in the drop.”

      Okay, so maybe she’d been a little too annoyed. Riley offered an affirmative, and Skye kept the fire framed in her glasses as she watched Riley jog down to the southern fire line to join the other crew and start the burn.

      Tiny droplets of fire splashed into the burn area, consuming the fuel between the oncoming blaze and the fire line.

      The familiar whump-whump of a chopper indicated a drop coming in from the southeast. She could barely spot the bird but made out a long drop line swinging in the wind, carrying a bucket of water.

      Yeah, they’d put this to bed, no problem. With no real help from her, but…

      She centered her glasses on Tucker. He stood at the ridge line between the two fires, and from this angle—

      “Tucker, if that’s you I see, get out of there. You’re standing between the two fires.”

      Barry’s voice on the radio, but yeah, that’s what she would have said. The chopper rounded in and let the water drop along the leading eastern edge of the fire.

      She’d taken her eyes off Tucker for just a second, but when she turned back, he’d vanished.

      “Tucker?” Skye toggled the mic but got no response. But before she could call again, Tucker appeared again on the ridge. He must have ducked into the black for cover from the drop.

      She let out a hot breath of relief. Silly. Tucker might not be a seasoned fire boss—their usual smoke boss, Jed, had only put him in charge of the team because he had to leave town to check on his pregnant wife. But Tucker was careful.

      He knew the rules that kept them all alive.

      The smoked turned gray, the fire gasping for air as it drowned under the water. The fog filled the valley, cut off her view. Tucker’s voice came over the line asking for another drop.

      She barely made out his yellow shirt as he climbed to the top of the ridge again.

      Where was Romeo? She got up, letting the glasses dangle around her neck, and picked up her pack.

      The roar of the fire stopped her. A fierce gust of breath crested off the mountain as if refusing to let the fire surrender, raked past her, and poured into the flames.

      With a feral growl, the fire regrouped, reignited, and flamed over, the lengths doubling.

      Chewing up the forest toward the ridge.

      She scrambled for her glasses, searched for Tucker, but couldn’t make him out in all the smoke—

      There.

      A yellow shirt, right in the path of the flames. He’d fallen, maybe because he was struggling up the hill.

      Watchout rule number seventeen—when terrain and fuels make escape to safety zones difficult…

      She toggled her walkie, dropped her pack. “Tucker, get out of there!”

      He was scrambling to his hands and knees, then up. Limping…

      His knee. She’d seen him wrench it a couple times skiing, an old injury from his snowboard cross days. Now, it crippled him, sending him to his knees.

      “Tucker’s in trouble!” she screamed and couldn’t take her eyes off him as he fought to climb out of the flames.

      Oh God, please, please—

      A man burst out of the smoke at the top of the ridge and scrambled down toward Tucker. He grabbed him around the waist and struggled up the hill with him. They disappeared over the ridge into the rocky, safe area.

      The fire engulfed the hill seconds later. It swept over the ridge and down into the meadow to meet the burn.

      For a second, Skye couldn’t move.

      Please be okay. Please be okay—

      “Tucker?” She listened for anything, but only got static over the line. “Tucker!”

      That was just it.

      She took off down the slope, her feet landing hard on the granite, not caring that one wrong step could send her flying.

      She should have warned him of the upsurge in the fire before he went over the ridge. He could have burned to death right before her eyes!

      She hit the ground and sprinted down the fire line, past Romeo, Seth, Hanes, and Eric, over to the anchor point. Heard one of her teammates calling her name. But she didn’t stop until she reached the rocky anchor point where the other line connected.

      Turning, she ran along the southern line, black on one side, green forest meadow on the other. And all along the line, men in orange shirts, yellow hard hats, wearing the green Nomex pants of a fire crew. They used their shovels to put out spot fires that spiked over the line.

      Riley had also run down to the end of the line, as if looking for Tucker. And that’s when she realized—one of the new crew had saved Tucker. A hero, running through the fire to drag her boss to safety.

      Sweat trickled down her face and she leaned over, breathing hard.

      One of the firefighters turned, his back to her.

      She stared at the imprint on his shirt. CCCF.

      And she hadn’t a clue what it meant. But she recognized the block-style lettering.

      No. What—?

      No.

      Please let her be wrong. Because by the looks of it, the heroes who had shown up to fight with them were none other than…prisoners.
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      Rio had nearly been burned alive.

      And to think, he’d actually been contemplating a change of profession. Because although the very marrow of his bones ached from hours of digging—evidence of how prison had stripped him of girth and muscle despite his in-cell push-ups—the breadth of Alaskan sky, the scent of the pine, the grandeur of the Denali range sluiced a freshness into his soul that Rio hadn’t experienced for a long, long time.

      As if God had suddenly looked down and realized Rio needed to escape.

      He’d tried not to let the smoke prick tears into his eyes, but yeah, he’d turned into a soggy-eyed mess as he fought to dig out the line in the soil.

      Never mind that the boss—Tucker, who’d met them off the chopper—barked orders like he might be a prison guard. Rio could easily be back in juvie hall, listening to the guards remind him of the mindless rules that governed his pitiful life.

      But he could live with a few rules in exchange for sunshine and cool air and the arch of the blue sky overhead. The sun gilded the snow-capped mountains to the east, turning them to molten gold as he worked. Even the earth smelled of hope and life and something better out there.

      “Put out any fires that make it over the line!”

      Another firefighter had come down from where he’d been working the western edge of the fire, armed with a long oil can that dripped fire. He ran along the line and dropped flame into the area between the line and the oncoming fire.

      Rio could hear it over the ridge, roaring, consuming. Death, rolling toward him, finding his soul.

      Not today. Although sweat poured down his face, saturated his body, and soot layered his skin, he could spend the rest of his life out here.

      Or at least the next six days, until Darryl’s court date.

      Rio kept his eyes on Darryl, of course. The man had said nothing as Rio climbed aboard the chopper, clearly still unaware of Rio’s assignment. Rio had played it cool over the past month, lingering around Darryl but rarely engaging, his job to protect.

      Except, of course, a few times when he got close enough to suggest that Darryl might be in trouble from his boss. That even in prison, Buttles could find him. Rio went so far once as to suggest that Buttles had found him. Showed him an old scar on his rib cage that had nothing to do with Buttles but turned Darryl a little pale.

      Just a gentle reminder that lives might be at stake—namely, Darryl’s.

      Rio wasn’t sure why he’d noticed Tucker heading up to the ridge, probably to cast an eye on the fire, but Rio had heard the thunder of a chopper in the distance. He had stepped away from the line and smoke to watch as the bucket extending from the body of the bird dumped water in a smoky splash beyond the ridge.

      The fire sizzled, gray smoke cutting into the black.

      Then, Tucker had appeared on the ridge and stood there, a frame of yellow against the churning smoke.

      Rio could like Tucker. He had a no-nonsense, get-’er-done attitude about him. Too bad Tucker had already pegged him as trouble—maybe they could have been friends.

      Rio had heard Tucker chatting with Archer Mills, the ex-cop, about the crew during a water break. In his late fifties, Archer had taken natural command of the crew, and why not? He knew how to handle criminals, if his history as a cop was correct. He’d huddled up with Tucker to give him the lowdown on their rap sheets. Rio hadn’t caught much of the conversation, but when he heard, “Don’t worry, kid. I’m watching him,” he tried not to think the worst.

      Okay, yes. They had probably been talking about him. Because out of all the crew, he was the one with the gang aura. A tattoo on the back of his neck, a scar on his jaw—although that had been from a ski accident when he was ten—and enough of a wariness about him that probably came off as a tough guy stance.

      Really, he was just keeping everybody in his sights.

      Although, honestly, no one else looked like trouble. The three youngest with the drunk and disorderlies worked like they might be at summer camp, grinning and laughing. The guy named Thorne was tall and quiet and screamed military with eyes that looked right through a man. But he worked hard. Pudgy and red-headed, Darryl looked like he wanted to collapse on the ground and weep. He probably wondered how he’d gotten signed up for this gig.

      The last guy was a tourist. Brown hair. Glasses. Skinny, but with a little muscle. Clancy Smythe, college professor-slash-pot enthusiast. Probably had come to Alaska on summer break to explore his hippie side.

      So maybe Rio could loosen up. It wasn’t like he was working with Ocean’s Eleven.

      His gut, maybe, had made him cast another gaze toward Tucker on the ridge.

      Tucker had turned on the hill, as if to head back toward the fire line.

      And just like that, he vanished. Disappearing behind the ridge where the flames licked up the hill.

      Rio didn’t stop to think.

      Maybe it was the cauldron of fire boiling over the ridge.

      Maybe it was the suddenness, the shock of seeing it happen right there.

      Maybe it was simply the fact that for once in his life he could do something right now to help someone. He didn’t have to sneak into a prison or an outlaw biker gang, make friends, deceive people with the hopes of betraying them.

      He could do something.

      He’d dropped his shovel and sprinted down the line, then up the ridge on the rocky edge where the fire couldn’t burn.

      And yeah, he heard yelling, but he ignored it. Topped the ridge, breathing hard.

      The fire rocked him back. The flame lengths had doubled, the cinders circling in the tornado of ash and smoke. It charged up the hill, consuming brush and grass, stump and tree, and scrambling just feet ahead of it with an ugly gait was Tucker.

      About to be burned alive.

      Yeah, Rio could do something.

      Rio raced down the hill, hooked Tucker by the waist, and hauled him up to the ridge. Tucker gulped ragged breaths, his body working hard. They reached the top, and Rio armed them into the rutted, rocky area filled with scree and boulders and other inflammable debris.

      “Get down!” Tucker had shouted and hunkered behind a wash of boulders.

      And right then, the flames whooshed over the ridge, smoking, churning down around them. Rio ducked, his heart fat in his throat.

      Wow, that was close.

      Now, Rio looked over at Tucker. “You okay?”

      Tucker stared at him, his face black, eyes reddened. “What—how—?”

      “I was on this end of the burn and saw you go over the ridge.” Rio was still watching the fire, how it flickered red, orange, yellow, tongues consuming everything to black. “That was close.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Tucker said as if he did this every day.

      Huh. Rio looked down at him. “I think it’s working—your plan.” He offered a small, one-sided smile. See, I’m not a criminal.

      “Yeah,” Tucker said. “The fires should collide, collapse in on themselves as all the fuel is consumed, and if we can hold this right flank, we’ll get to spend tomorrow mopping up.” He turned around, putting his back to the boulder and rubbed his knee. “Thanks.”

      Rio turned too, his gaze on Tucker’s movements. So that’s what happened—he’d twisted his knee.

      He looked back at the fire, at the smoke coughing in the meadow, the fight to survive. “Feels good.”

      “What?” Tucker frowned.

      “To win. I haven’t gotten a win for a long time.” And he didn’t know why he said that, but it just…well, yeah. Weirdly, he wanted this guy to like him. See beyond the prison garb, the obvious. Or maybe Rio simply wanted to be seen for the guy he was. Not who he pretended to be.

      Who he was starting to feel like. Until this moment.

      “I know you’re up there, and I just want you to know that if you try anything, I’m a federal marshal.”

      Rio stilled.

      What—?

      But old habits—or maybe instincts—made him put his hands up.

      A woman ran up the scree toward them, a revolver in her grip, something fierce and protective in her eyes. Her sable hair tied back in a pony tail, she wore a blue jacket that rippled in the wind.

      “Stevie?” Tucker said. “What are you doing here?”

      Oh good, so she wasn’t here to shoot him. Yet. Because she locked eyes with Rio and he held his breath. No danger here, ma’am. A heartbeat, then two.

      Thankfully, Tucker confirmed it with, “He’s not a threat.”

      She seemed to consider those words. Then, finally, “You can put your hands down. I’m not going to shoot you.”

      “I appreciate that.” Rio’s jaw tightened.

      Beside him, Tucker grunted as he got to his feet. “I don’t understand—what’s going on?”

      She tucked her gun away in her belt and closed the distance up the hill. “You have a murderer among your fire crew recruits. I’m here to bring him back.”

      And then, in what felt like an actual fist to the gut, Tucker glanced at Rio.

      Thanks, man. “It’s not me, dude.”

      “It’s Eugene March, the guy I told you about last night,” US Marshal Stevie said.

      “Uh, there’s no one here named Eugene.”

      Stevie frowned, and she seemed to be sorting through that information until, “Right— He’s going by Clancy Smythe.”

      “The professor?”

      She frowned at that. “Yeah. He’s murdered three people, along with a few other charges. Like rape.”

      Rio froze, her words landing like hands around his neck. Murderer. Rapist.

      What had Perkins got them into?

      “Let’s keep March’s list of charges on the d-low,” Tucker said. “I don’t want to freak out the team. But how soon can you get him off my line?”

      “As soon as I can get a chopper in here.”

      Rio cast a look at the sky, at the smoke and clouds hovering, and his heart sank. It might be a long night.

      Tucker might have come to the same conclusion because his mouth tightened to a grim line. He used his Pulaski to help him hike down to the fire line, the blaze still fighting for life.

      Rio stayed close enough to help him, although he’d probably just get himself into trouble if he did. He’d clearly been put back in criminal category.

      “How’d you get here?” Tucker asked the marshal.

      “I rode my dirt bike.”

      They knew each other somehow, although Rio didn’t pick up from where, and then it didn’t matter because Archer ran up to him, fisted his collar. “Where’d you go?”

      Rio caught Archer’s wrist. “Let. Go.” He was just a little tired of being manhandled by authority types. Especially when he was the only one here who was actually authority.

      Except perhaps Miss US Marshal over there, who was eying Professor Smythe like she might have to draw her weapon.

      Which, by the way, needed an upgrade. Why wasn’t she armed with something that actually might have a little say-so, like a Glock?

      And she’d driven in on a dirt bike? Yeah, somebody wasn’t telling the whole truth, and it wasn’t just him.

      “He was in trouble. I helped,” Rio said. Archer let him go and Rio picked up his shovel.

      The fire had coughed out, gray smoke peeling in layers from the burned front. Over the ridge, the main fire still consumed the forested area, but had died out along the line of water dropped by the chopper.

      It looked like they might be safely back in their cells by midnight.

      “Let’s start mopping up!” Tucker said, casting a look at Rio. He couldn’t read it, and maybe he didn’t want to. “Turn over the soil along the line and make sure the fire’s out.”

      Rio dug in.

      And that’s when he heard the voice behind him. Bright, panicked, passionate, it made him turn and watch.

      “Tucker! I’m so glad you’re okay!”

      A woman launched herself into Tucker’s arms.

      Well, not exactly in his arms, because he didn’t exactly hug her back, but she latched on around his neck and didn’t let go.

      If a woman like that threw herself in his arms, you bet he wouldn’t just stand there or lamely wrap one arm around her.

      Young. Pretty, with a long blonde braid snaking down her back. Clearly a smokejumper by her uniform—yellow shirt, green pants, helmet—although no soot streaked her face, and she bore a hint of a sunburn on her nose. Beautiful aqua-gray eyes that closed briefly in relief just before Tucker grabbed her upper arms and put her away from him.

      Maybe five foot five. Shapely, even in her work clothes, and—shoot. He was staring as if he hadn’t seen a woman in decades.

      Okay, so maybe not one who made him wish he could take a shower, clean up, introduce himself properly. Rio Parker, FBI, ma’am.

      He turned away.

      “I’m okay, Skye. Thanks to Rio.”

      Tucker’s voice made Rio look over, and at that moment, the woman’s gaze connected with his. A tiny smile tipped her lips, as if reaching out to him, as if…as if he’d done something good and right and—

      Oh. Of course. He’d saved her boyfriend.

      But his throat still filled with the heat that flared through him.

      So maybe it was worth it, just for that smile.

      Rio was turning back to his work when he caught it—the expression on Clancy’s—or Eugene’s—face. He’d stopped also, leaning on his shovel, his gray-eyed gaze raking over Skye, something almost hungry in his expression.

      And just like that, the heat inside Rio dissipated, behind it running a streak of cold.

      “Let’s get moving,” Rio shouted to Archer. Because yes, the faster they got back to the prison, the better.
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      Skye wanted to believe there was good in everyone, no matter how deep she had to search.

      But a person had to look pretty deep to find it in the form of the prisoner named Rio. He sat with his back to a tree in a copse of forest, eating dinner from his MRE.

      From the outside, she could admit he possessed looks that could stun a girl—short, wavy black hair, the scrub of whiskers on his chin, deep amber brown eyes. He stood over six feet, with broad shoulders, a lean body, as if he hadn’t spent a lifetime behind bars but working out in some gym, maybe playing a little football on the side. And he dug line like he might have a dog in this fight instead of being forced to work like a member of a chain gang.

      Yes, she’d watched, mesmerized for a dangerous moment by the ripple of muscles in his arms, the lean length of his legs, the way his lats tensed every time he tossed dirt.

      The heat was clearly going to her head because any resemblance to a clean-nosed college jock ended with the scar across his jaw, as if he’d been nicked by a knife in a street fight. And the bad boy aura just thickened with the tattoo on the back of his neck—some kind of tribal tattoo that started on his forearms and wound all the way up, under his shirt sleeves to circle his neck and dip back down under his collar. He wore a now-grimy white T-shirt under his orange prison shirt, which he’d stripped off, and all she saw were deft hands that scraped out a can of tuna. She couldn’t stop wondering if he knew how to turn a plastic spoon into a weapon.

      Oh, brother. She’d seen too many movies.

      He said nothing as he ate, but those amber brown eyes seemed to be watching them all, the expression on his face a little raw, a little broken, very wary.

      And call her a sucker for the lost, but it was the expression that convinced her that maybe, just maybe, there was more to Rio’s story.

      Especially since he’d saved Tucker’s life.

      Huh.

      She stood with Romeo, eating her cold MRE bag of chicken à la king, listening to Riley tell the story of how he looked up to see Rio—that’s what Tucker had called him—running into the fire. Without fire gear, without a shelter, just straight into the flames and smoke. Riley had shouted at him, not sure what to do, when Rio had disappeared over the ridge, right into the flames.

      Here, Skye filled in her side of the story—watching Rio grab up Tucker and drag him to safety.

      Clearly, there were blank spots—including how a US marshal had joined them. “She’s the one from the bar last night,” Skye said, taking the last bite of her dinner-slash-mush. “The one Tucker was fighting over.”

      “I thought she looked familiar.” Seth had finished his dinner of beef stroganoff and now stirred coffee grounds into his sierra cup of water. “Didn’t figure on her being a cop.”

      “She’s probably here to make sure no one escapes,” Riley said. “I was wondering why they sent the team in without a guard.”

      “I think he’s in charge of the prisoners,” Romeo said, rolling up his MRE bag. He gestured to the middle-aged man who seemed to be watching the crew with hawk eyes.

      Yeah, she would agree.

      “Archer,” Skye said, remembering his name. “He keeps looking at the marshal, though, so I’m not sure he’s not thinking about making a dash for it.”

      “To where?” Riley rolled up his trash and stuck it in a plastic storage bag, shoving it back into his pack. “There’s nothing but wilderness in every direction.”

      Maybe. But yes, she’d sat up on top of the mountain long enough to get the lay of the wilderness. They were miles from civilization.

      Seth picked up his sleeping bag and set it down next to Skye’s, then pulled his PG bag over and began to unpack it.

      She looked at him as he hunkered down. “Babysitting?”

      “There’s a better view from here.”

      She shook her head. But yeah, she might feel better with the big sawyer near her. Seth had the girth of a moose but the demeanor of a golden retriever.

      He unloaded a few items—toilet paper, signal mirror, bug dope, and a small Ruger revolver. Her gaze cast on it, and he put his big hand over it. “Rueben told me to carry. He said I just had to land next to a grizzly once to figure out why.”

      “Right.” She was putting her garbage away in her own PG bag when her hand landed on the protein bars she’d stuck in her pack. Two of them. She pulled one out and opened it. Chocolate peanut butter.

      Rio had leaned his head back against the tree, one knee up, holding a cup of coffee, and had turned his gaze to the horizon. And why not—the sun, not quite setting, had cast ribbons of gold, peach, and lavender across the mottled sky. Denali rose to the west, the sun threading fingers of light into the dark valleys, turning the grasses to flames of deep red and amber.

      The fire still smoked to the north, more of a smudge against the sky. The thick humidity of the night would probably knock it down, and by morning they could mop up.

      She glanced around at her team—Riley took his bag a few feet from camp. The two Zulies set up their sleeping bags a little further away also. Tucker and the brunette leaned up against a boulder, far enough away for her to not hear the conversation. Whatever happened in the bar, they’d made friends now.

      Romeo had hunkered down on the other side of Skye, apparently feeding his inner protector.

      Super. Just what she needed. But they’d never worked with prisoners before. And they were in prison for a reason, right?

      So yeah, she wouldn’t mind some protection.

      Although, they hadn’t tied anyone up like it might be the Old West, and the US marshal looked like she planned on sitting up for the night, so maybe everyone would be just fine.

      As long as the fire didn’t waken over the ridge.

      Skye got up, considered for a moment, then grabbed the other protein bar and walked over to Rio.

      He looked up at her.

      Those eyes. Yeah, something about him, the way he looked at her. She only saw it for a second, a sort of hunger that he quickly swallowed back and hooded, but it shook her.

      He said nothing, so, “Hey.” She crouched next to him. Held out the protein bar. “Thanks for what you did today.”

      He stared at the proffered treat, then back at her. And for a second, the hunger flashed back, stuck around a little longer. “Really?”

      “I figured that maybe you don’t get a lot of…well, treats where…you…”

      Oh great. She hadn’t exactly thought this through.

      “In prison, you mean?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she said.

      “No.” But he still didn’t take the protein bar. She lowered her hand. “Tucker is…he’s a good guy. And he was in trouble and you did something. I’m grateful.”

      His mouth tweaked up on one side, almost a rueful smile, and it did something to his face. Turned him almost sweet.

      Nope. She wouldn’t go all soft for some stranger on a hillside. A prisoner, no less.

      Still, he was a human being, who’d worked hard all day and…

      She offered the protein bar again and this time he took it. “Thanks.”

      “Yep,” she said.

      He set down his coffee, then tore open the package. He had long fingers, strong-looking hands. And when he took a bite of the chocolate, his eyes actually closed.

      Oh. My.

      She was getting up when his eyes opened.

      “Hey—uh. Sit?”

      Oh. But with Seth a few feet away and Romeo glancing her direction now and then…okay. She sat cross-legged, not too close, but enough for him not to have to raise his voice. “It’s Skye, by the way. Skye Doyle.”

      He met her eyes. “Rio. Parker.” He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say more, then closed it. Took another bite.

      “Nice to meet you, Rio.”

      His mouth twitched. “It’s pretty unusual to see a woman on a team like this. Congratulations.”

      Huh. “Yeah. It’s…it’s hard work to get on the team. I had to put in three years as a hotshot first, and then Tucker gave me a chance—actually, not Tucker so much as Jed, our jump boss.”

      “I haven’t met him.”

      “No, he’s down in Montana. His wife is having a baby.”

      Rio took another bite. A small one, as if he might be savoring each morsel.

      Skye felt a little guilty for gobbling hers down so quickly.

      “So, you’re out of Montana?” he asked.

      “A little town in the northwest corner called Ember.”

      He smiled at that.

      “I know. The town is fire crazy. They train hotshots and smokejumpers there—have for about fifty years. Everything in town is named after fire. The local barbecue place is called the Hotline Saloon and Grill.”

      He chuckled, and the noise came out low and rumbled next to her skin.

      She should leave. Except he smiled at her then, a full-out grin, and it transformed his face, turned him from dark and mysterious to gentle, sweet.

      And shoot, if she wasn’t turning into her father, easily seduced by danger.

      “Is that where you grew up?” Rio asked. He took another bite.

      “Close. We lived in Missoula, south of there a bit. But I grew up backpacking and skiing and loving the wilderness. I spend the winters working with the ski patrol.”

      “And summers fighting fires.”

      “It’s better than waiting tables.”

      He gave a tiny huff, a nod. “I grew up in Chicago. All concrete wilderness there.”

      She didn’t want to speculate how that might have led to his incarceration. Still, Alaska was a long way from Chicago. “How did you… I mean, Alaska is…”

      “How did I end up in a prison in the middle of nowhere?” He took his last bite, chewed as if contemplating his answer. Glanced at her with those amber eyes. “It’s a long story, with a sad beginning and…well, a not great ending.”

      She let out a terrible laugh, something of a nervous twitter, and wanted to cringe.

      “Yeah. I guess that’s an understatement, huh?”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean—” Shoot. “Listen. I don’t need to know why you’re here. I just… I know that things aren’t always as they appear.” And no, she didn’t know what possessed her to say that, so, “My dad was in prison, see and he…he was a good guy. Just got in over his head.”

      Good grief, Skye. Really? But something about the man made her want to…maybe make it less painful for him.

      He looked away from her. “Yeah. Well, don’t go thinking that about any of us, okay?” He glanced at her, a sharpness to his gaze. “You stay away from…” He swallowed. “You just keep your distance from us, okay?”

      Oh. She nodded.

      Then he did it again, smiled at her as he handed over his wrapper. She took it, his fingers brushing hers, his eyes holding her captive, just long enough to completely confuse her.

      He fisted his hands and tucked them under his folded arms. Leaned his head back against the tree, again looking at the horizon. “It’s beautiful enough out here to make you want to just…lose yourself.”

      As in escape?

      No. She was just jumping to conclusions. Stereotypes. But her gaze drifted to the horizon.

      The trickle of smoke.

      Really, someone should be keeping an eye on the fire, too, just to make sure it didn’t escape.

      “Get some sleep,” she said to Rio.

      He gave a half chuckle that she didn’t know to interpret. Then his voice fell. “Remember what I said, Skye.” He closed his eyes.

      She walked back to her pack and tucked the wrapper into her pack-out bag.

      “So? Is he a murderer?” Romeo said, leaning close to her.

      She glared at him. “I don’t think so…no.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He has…he has nice eyes.”

      Romeo rolled his.

      “Okay, listen, I’m going to go stand watch.” She zipped up her bag and walked over to Tucker.

      “Hey, boss, can I talk to you?”

      “Hey, Skye,” Tucker said.

      He leaned up against the woman marshal, and if Skye wasn’t dreaming it, it looked like he’d been holding her hand.

      Interesting. But she crouched in front of him and dove right in. “I was thinking… I just sat up on that hill all day. I’m not tired at all. Not like you guys. I’ll stand watch tonight, let you get some sleep.”

      She could have predicted the way he sat up, his eyes sparking. “Skye—”

      “Tucker, listen. I want to do my part here. And if you don’t want me on the line, then let me at least keep watch.” She smiled. “Firefighting rule number five, right?”

      She had him because he sighed. “Post lookouts when there is possible danger. Fine.”

      Perfect. Because the last thing she wanted to do was sleep.

      Not when her conversation with Rio only stirred up the regrets.

      The what-ifs.

      “I’m going to hike up to the ridge, get a view of the fire, and I’ll radio you should anything change.” She stood up and glanced again at the woman.

      She wanted to do something territorial, like tell her to not get him into any more fights. But really, it wasn’t any of her business. Instead, she offered a smile that suggested she knew exactly what might be going on in this corner of the forest.

      Then she turned and hiked up the hill into the golden spray of the Alaskan midnight, where hopefully the memories wouldn’t chase her.

      Because she knew bad boys too well. Knew her weakness for them, the lure to hunt for the good inside.

      The pull to believe she could find it and fix them.

      Most of all, she knew that if she let it, Rio Parker’s haunted expression could call her back, despite his warning.

      And then she’d really be in over her head.
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      Rio’s entire body had turned to fire. And yes, it might be due to the backbreaking hours of digging, of folding earth over onto itself, choking back ash and smoke and working so hard his muscles turned molten.

      Or, it could be the simple touch of kindness. The way Skye Doyle had let her fingertips brush his, a human touch not given in violence or control or even malice.

      A fleeting second, but one that had nearly undone him, set his body to a warm hum.

      He leaned his head against the tree, staring out into the shadows that hovered over the blackened meadow. The cutout of black mountains against a burnt crimson sky. The Alaskan midnight.

      And Skye was out there, watching it, also. She had hiked up the ridge and disappeared down the other side and now sat in lonely vigil as the sun settled into coals on the mountainside.

      Rio, meanwhile had turned sentry over the professor, suspected murderer Clancy Smythe-slash-Eugene March, who was probably feigning sleep ten feet away, curled into a ball under his camp blanket. Why the US marshal hadn’t cuffed him while she waited for tomorrow’s transport confounded him—he could only imagine she harbored the same thought everyone else did…where would he run out here?

      Perhaps she also believed that she might be able to stop him. Because every time Rio glanced her direction, she too had her eyes glued to March.

      Although, the redolence of the pseudo campfire smoke mixed with the dusty shadows conspired against his best intentions. His eyes drifted shut, at least twice.

      Rio woke with a start, glanced at March.

      Still there, unmoving. Another glance at the US marshal. She had her arms folded, staring into the night. Tucker slouched against her, dead to the world.

      That’s all it took for Rio’s mind to return to Skye. He closed his eyes, just to let her sit there a moment. He had wanted to reach out and touch her braid, run his fingers over the thick grooves of it. His name on her lips whispered through his memory, ignited a trail of heat. Nice to meet you, Rio. Beautiful aqua-gray eyes—he could stare at them all day, following the variegated lines of deep blue and silver. And the way she wrinkled her nose when she smiled or was embarrassed…

      He hadn’t meant to embarrass her, but he hadn’t exactly known what to say to her question about how he ended up in Alaska. It’s a long story, with a sad beginning and…well, a not great ending.

      All truth, really, but not the one she suspected. His started with a normal family, a kid brother, a beautiful baby sister. Two parents who loved them all.

      Then, the unthinkable had happened. Sometimes he was right back in the past, the cold whistling through the door as the police stood on the porch, his mother’s screams echoing into the night. Then the sirens, the rank odors of Cook County Hospital.

      For a moment Rio had very much wished he could tell Skye the truth.

      See how she’d look at him if she knew he wasn’t a criminal.

      Although, even to his own eyes, the line between right and wrong, criminal and hero seemed thinly drawn.

      Rio took a breath and opened his eyes. Stared out at the glimmering sun starting to rise in the northeast, the folds of gold that pressed against a dark fiery mantle, the jagged white-capped peaks glinting in splendor.

      His last day of pseudo freedom.

      He glanced over at March and stilled.

      What—?

      Gone.

      The grasses matted, but the space he’d occupied was empty.

      Rio bounced to his feet, looked around, and just barely glimpsed a figure darting through the scant forest, disappearing into the eastern shadows.

      He glanced at the marshal—the woman’s eyes were closed, her head drooped. But if he woke her, March would be long gone, because all bets were off that that woman would let Rio dash off after him.

      Hello, prison escape.

      Yes, if he woke the marshal, Rio could very easily end up with a bullet in his back.

      Rio took off, a full-out run, his footfalls soft on the piney loam as he tore through the dusky forest, his focus on where he’d seen March vanish.

      Rio wasn’t in terrible shape. And sure, his body hurt, but the adrenaline burned through him, lit him on fire, and March came into view, the man not quite as quick and agile.

      Rio ran him down, letting branches clip him, his feet landing hard on downed logs, tearing through brush. He leaped on March, grabbing his collar and yanking him back. March let out a grunt as he hit the ground.

      Rio landed, his knee on the man’s sternum and it was enough to whuff the breath out of the guy. “Not so fast, Clancy,” Rio said. “Or should I say—Eugene March?”

      A flicker of realization flashed in March’s eyes. He swung at Rio, but Rio batted his hand away, grabbed March’s wrist, and pinned it to the ground. “Thought you could run, huh, buddy?”

      “Get off me!” March writhed in the dirt, bringing his feet up, but Rio had landed on his other arm, pinning him.

      “Not a chance. You’re going back to camp and back to prison, dude.”

      “I don’t think so.” The voice came from behind Rio, and he jerked. Soft spoken, but with enough edge that Rio stiffened. Braced himself. Darryl?

      He tried not to jerk when he heard a hammer click into place.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Yep, Darryl stood there, breathing hard, sweat tracking through the dirt of his pudgy, now-whiskered face.

      “Darryl, what are you doing?” Rio hissed. And where had he gotten a gun?

      The weapon shook just a little. “Seeing my wife. She’s having a baby—get off him.”

      Rio held his hands up, eased off March. “C’mon, Darryl. Don’t do this. It’s not worth it—”

      “It is worth it. If I’m going away for years, I want to see my son.” His jaw clamped tight, his hand shaking.

      Beside him, March hit his feet. He walked over to Rio, grabbed his shirt, and slapped him.

      Rio recoiled, more shocked than hurt, but before he could respond, March had pushed him away, walked over to Darryl, and grabbed the gun from his hand.

      Pointed it at Rio, walking right over to press it against his head.

      Ho-kay. Rio kept his hands up. “Listen, March. Let’s not—I was just trying to keep you from making a mistake.”

      “I saw you mix it up with Boneyard a couple days ago. I don’t know who made you the new warden, but I’m not going back there. So, if I need to drop you right here—”

      “And wake up that marshal back there?” The voice emerged soft from the shadows, and Rio had nothing when Archer Mills jogged up. He bent over, gripping his knees. “You guys run too fast for an old man.”

      Rio stared at him. What—?

      Maybe Archer had heard his unspoken question—or better yet, read their expressions because, “I heard you two last night and thought I’d better come along and keep you out of trouble.” Archer indicated Darryl and March and how had Rio missed that conversation?

      “We don’t need you, old man,” March snapped.

      Archer straightened. “You might. Because I used to live around here. I know these forests. And which way to go to find the road.”

      “We’re not going to the road. I have a campsite south of here about seven miles. A truck, supplies, everything I need to get lost.”

      “The Troublesome campground, right?” Archer said, almost a sigh to his voice.

      An affirmative slid across March’s face. “How’d you know?”

      “I told you—I lived around here. You sure you know how to get there? Lots of forest between here and there.”

      What was Archer’s game? Because either Rio was a lousy judge of character or Archer had something up his sleeve. Of all of them, Archer was the one guy who might help Rio apprehend March.

      And then, just when Rio thought it couldn’t get worse, the three stooges arrived—the drunk and disorderlies. They looked like brothers, all with the same dark hair, lanky build.

      Right behind them strode the quiet, stealthy form of the prisoner named Thorne.

      Something like dismay flickered in Archer’s eyes as they ran up. “Don’t leave without us,” said one of the men.

      Thorne looked like he’d rather join a pack of hungry wolves, his eyes wary. Rio could care less if the man bolted—his worry was Darryl.

      “Did you wake up everyone in camp?” March snarled at Darryl.

      “This isn’t my fault. I didn’t invite them. Or him—” Archer. “Or—him.” He pointed at Rio.

      “We should all go back to camp before someone gets hurt,” Rio said. “Because you know they’ll send marshals after us. And we’ll be fugitives, so guess what—they’ll shoot us.”

      “Maybe I should shoot you first,” March snapped.

      “Hey!” Rio snapped back. “I’m just trying to keep you from getting killed.”

      “Maybe I just go back to camp and kill everybody there. Then no one will know we’re missing.”

      And that shut down the group. Rio’s pulse jacked to high, and he swallowed back the image of a group of dead smokejumpers. Ho-kay, maybe letting March run was the best option. Get him away from the unarmed, unsuspecting firefighters, let him wear himself out on the run, and then…then Rio would figure out a way to apprehend him.

      Maybe even get Archer on his side.

      “Okay, we already have a head start. Let’s just go.” Rio glanced at Archer. “You know how to get to the road, or this campground, right?”

      Archer met his eyes, nodded. “Yep.”

      “Nope,” March said in a quiet, lethal tone. “Not with you. Get on your knees.”

      Rio swallowed. “C’mon, man—”

      “Did you see the way he took down Boneyard? We might need him, man.” This from one of the D & Ds who clearly didn’t see the look in March’s eyes.

      Yeah, Rio would bet that every one of those rape and murder charges were true, and then some.

      “One crazy move, and you’re dead.” March uncocked the hammer and stuck the gun in his belt. He turned to Archer. “Which way?”

      “We gotta go west.” Archer pointed back the way they came. “We can go up around the ridge, cut around, and head south. That way we avoid the camp.”

      March’s gaze hung on Rio a long heartbeat before, “Let’s go.”

      They took off in a silent run through the far edge of the forest, up along a rocky ridge, and tracing the back side of the fire. Smoke hung in the woods like a phantom, the fire an eerie, distant crackle as the group doglegged down along the opposite flank of the fire. Rio got a good glimpse of the ridge where he’d saved Tucker’s life, the black and white moonscape of forest, the line they’d dug that stopped the fire cold.

      That had been a cool bit of strategy—fighting fire with fire.

      Rio had worked up a sweat by the time they clambered down the ridge, cutting away from the fire line toward the western horizon.

      He was head down, looking at his footing when he heard the shout.

      “Hey!”

      Rio looked up and froze. Oh, no…no—

      Skye was running over to them. He didn’t want to ask where she’d come from—probably some lookout perch—but she was grinning, her face innocent, curious. She’d taken off her helmet and left her pack behind, and the sunlight turned her long braid to gold. “Are we starting to mop up?”

      It only took her a second, but ten feet away from them, her expression changed. And it wasn’t hard to see why. They’d all turned, and Rio knew even he wore a sort of horrified expression.

      Then March raised his gun. “Stop.”

      She gasped, halted, and put her hands up. “Please—!”

      March advanced on her, five determined steps, and set the gun against her head.

      “Stop—stop!” Rio’s brain shut down, and sheer reflexes propelled him across the rocks. “March—don’t!”

      “She’ll run back to camp and warn them,” March said.

      Skye’s breath shuddered out, her hands quivering. “No—no, I won’t—”

      “Shut up!”

      Rio wasn’t taking any chances. He walked right up to Skye and without pause simply put his arms around her. Turned her in one quick motion.

      And March’s gun barrel was now shoved against his spine.

      “Shh,” he said, his mouth against Skye’s ear. And he had to give her credit for not moving, not screaming.

      “You shoot, and everyone in the camp will wake up,” Rio said, glancing over his shoulder. “She’ll come with us. We need a hostage if things go south.”

      The moment he landed on the word hostage, Skye jerked. But he tightened his arms around her.

      One second. Two.

      Rio’s eyes fell on Thorne, whose gaze hung on March, as if sizing him up.

      As if he might have Rio’s back.

      “Fine,” March said. “But the minute she doesn’t keep up, she’s dead. And so are you.”

      March stalked away, and Rio’s breath released. He looked down at Skye. Her eyes were wide in his, and she swallowed hard.

      And oh, he wanted to tell her—well, everything. But they had no time, and if she knew who he was, who was to say that she’d be able to keep the secret?

      Knowing Rio was FBI would definitely get them killed.

      So he grabbed her hand and because he couldn’t stop himself, let out a low, guttural, “Trust me.”

      Then he took off after March.
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      The minute she doesn’t keep up, she’s dead.

      Those words kept Skye’s legs moving. Skye glanced at Rio’s hand in hers, tight enough to pull her along, not so tight that he hurt her.

      She could hardly wrap her brain around the fact that a fugitive, a prisoner, a man who looked like he could kill her with his bare hands, just saved her life.

      Except for Rio’s word. Hostage.

      And, clearly, he meant it because he hadn’t let go of her hand for the last hour as they’d jogged down the ridge, working their way through rutted mountain trails toward a valley that stretched out like no-man’s-land, a golden wasteland as the sun took full repossession of the sky.

      But Rio hadn’t hurt her. In fact, he kept looking at her with something confusingly like concern in his amber eyes, and that only dragged up into her thumping heart his softly spoken, Trust me.

      Maybe.

      Oh, she should have just stayed put. Because she’d watched them climb down the ridge from the back side of the fire, and her overactive imagination assumed that Tucker had left her out—again. That he’d taken the team around the fire to assess the mop-up and hadn’t bothered to tell her, trying to keep her safe, and a fury had erupted inside her.

      She’d jumped to her feet, scrambled down the rocks, and was halfway across the ridge to them when she realized…

      The prisoners. Not Tucker. Not Seth. Not Riley or Romeo or even the Zulies.

      But by then she’d opened her big mouth, and March—she heard Rio call him that—rounded on her so fast her heart simply stopped.

      She froze.

      Oh, she could have done something. Run, maybe. Scream.

      Anything but stand there and let March push a gun to her head, the cold barrel digging into her skull.

      She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, and then—well, Rio’s  movements happened so fast, one minute her bones were turning to liquid, the next, he had his arms around her, pulling her tight to his chest.

      Taking the aim of the gun against his body.

      She’d stood with her ear pressed against his chest, listening to the wild thunder of his heart, her own heart clinging to the gentle, Shh.

      As in, Everything’s going to be okay.

      She’d closed her eyes. Somehow Rio had talked March out of blowing a hole through him—them, really—but now…

      Now she was on the lam with a bunch of prisoners.

      The gang had dwindled by three, however, because she’d looked behind her not long after March took off, and the three younger men had vanished.

      Probably off on their own escape trajectory.

      The older man and the pudgy redhead were in front of her, but the other man—the taller one with the quiet demeanor and dark eyes—hung to the back, and she half expected him to duck behind a boulder and fade into the wilderness next.

      She’d said nothing about the disappearing entourage, but Rio had definitely noticed, his gaze casting back, his mouth a tight line.

      And that’s when March had stopped, also glancing behind him. Swore.

      Then he leveled the gun at Skye.

      Rio yanked her behind him, held up his hand. “I don’t know where they are, man. It’s not her fault.”

      She’d barely noticed March at the camp. He looked like…well, like someone she might see on a ski hill, or afterwards, hanging with the après-ski bunch. Clean cut, save for the three-day whisker growth, he wore his brown hair short and even a little stylish, if it weren’t covered in ash and grime. Gray eyes—piercing almost, but she suspected that in a crowded bar, he might stand out when he set his gaze on a girl.

      If she were given a multiple-choice quiz on the guy most likely to hold her hostage…well, it would be the man she currently held hands with.

      “We gotta keep going,” Rio said now to March.

      “Ahead of me,” March said, and Rio didn’t hesitate. He nodded and tugged her along, his strong hand tightening in hers.

      She couldn’t make a run for it if she wanted.

      They worked their way down a cliff side, slow going, and at the bottom, stopped to catch their breaths. The older man bent at the waist, breathing in hard. The redhead leaned in the shade against the granite wall.

      The sun had risen, pouring light into the meadow ahead of them. Dotted with wildflowers and white reindeer moss and long grasses, it could be exactly where the US marshals picked them off.

      And maybe March knew that because he stared out at the expanse, his jaw tight.

      “How far to the campground, Archer?” He directed his question to the older man.

      “Five miles, give or take, south. Past the river for sure.”

      The river. Skye had seen it from the ridge, right before they descended. A ribbon winding through a canyon to the west.

      “Five miles,” grumbled the redhead. He straightened and wiped his hand across his brow.

      “I can leave you right here, Darryl,” March said, and lifted the weapon.

      “Take a breath, March,” Rio said and dropped her hand. He held both of his up in surrender. “Just give him a second. It’ll take them hours to get people in to track us. We have time. Just…take it easy.”

      Skye had stepped back, into the shade, wiping her hand on her pants. She needed water—she’d left her canteen with her pack. But Archer wore his pack, and now he dropped it to the ground, as if reading her mind, and pulled out a canister.

      He handed it to Darryl, who uncapped it and started to drink.

      March walked over and took it from him.

      “Hey!”

      And that’s when Rio turned and looked at her. Just zeroed in on her eyes, a heat in their amber depths that stripped any response from her. He took a step toward her. “I’m going to get you out of this,” he said tightly in a whisper. “Just stay calm and wait for my signal to run.”

      She blinked at him. What—?

      Maybe her question shone on her face because, “He can’t keep up with you. You’re strong and smart. Keep your wits about you and you’ll make it.”

      Right. She nodded, her eyes wide. And his eyes said it again. Trust me.

      Yes, okay.

      Rio turned back around and grabbed her hand. Gave it a squeeze.

      March capped the canister and handed it back to Archer. “Let’s go. And don’t think I’m not watching you, Thorne.”

      Thorne. The taller man, the one who bore elements of military in his posture and pensive eyes. His gaze went over March a moment before he moved out in front of them.

      March motioned with his weapon for Rio to move and he pulled Skye with him, out into the meadow.

      The sun burned down from the sky, a golden eye that followed them across the expanse. A wind scurried down from the mountains, carrying the bite of a glacier in its breath, lifting the heat from her neck. Rio jogged easily beside her, glancing at her now and again.

      They slowed to a fast walk, and Rio looked behind them. Made a face. “Darryl is lagging.”

      Why he cared baffled her, but she, too, looked behind her. Spotted March in the back giving the redhead a shove. Darryl fell onto the ground, and March stopped over him.

      “Get up!” March kicked him.

      “Don’t run yet,” Rio said and let go of her hand, jogging back to March.

      Don’t run? Because now felt like exactly the right time—except the forest was still a half mile away, and if March was a decent shot, she’d never make it to cover.

      So she didn’t move, watching Rio confront March. She glanced at Archer, standing a little away, and he was watching the entire spectacle with a grim expression.

      Sort of reminded her of Bruce Willis waiting for the bad guys to make a mistake. Crazy. He was just as dangerous as the rest of them.

      Whatever Rio said—Skye didn’t catch it—made March shake his head, but he lowered his gun and let Rio haul Darryl to his feet.

      Rio stalked back to Skye, his face tight, and reached out his grip.

      She took it like it belonged there. And maybe, right now, it did.

      They marched toward the forest on the far edge of the meadow in silence, the wind stirring the grasses. A hawk circled overhead, and she looked back once and spied the smoke from the fire mushrooming. The morning winds had raked it up.

      Her team couldn’t fight the fire and look for her.

      Besides, what could they do? They weren’t cops. And they’d only sent in one US marshal.

      But plenty of prisoners worked fires over the summer months. Minimum security prisoners often trained for firefighting work. In California, they even had all-prisoner teams who joined with the regular wildland firefighters—no guards needed.

      So maybe these guys weren’t killers. Except…

      March glared at her, motioned with his chin to keep going, and she turned back around just in time to stumble.

      Rio caught her, righted her. Met her eyes with a warning.

      Right. Keep up.

      They crossed a ravine, then stepped into the cool embrace of a forest, sparsely wooded at first, then thicker as they trudged deeper. Shaggy black spruce rose above them, darkening their path, with tall trios of birch and full-leafed aspen arching in a knitted canopy overhead.

      They worked their way up a hill, breathing hard, and even March sat down halfway to the top. He tucked the gun in his belt and bent over, bracing himself on his knees.

      Archer stood a few feet away, looking back along their trail, still that pensive expression. Skye wasn’t sure if she should be afraid of him or…well, probably. After all, he was clearly on board with this escape.

      Darryl leaned against a tree, his back to March, breathing so hard Skye thought he might be having a heart attack.

      Rio pulled Skye up next to him, glancing over to Darryl, then back to her. Met her eyes.

      Now. She had the sense of it even as he took a breath, looked at March, then back to her…and nodded.

      He practically pushed her away as he turned and lunged at March.

      She took off back down the hill, running with her heart outside her body, leaping over a rock, her feet bruising the piney loam. Run, run—

      In her mind, Rio was grabbing March’s gun, rolling over, and holding him at gunpoint.

      A shot shredded the branches just over her head, deafening, the hot whiz of a bullet so close it singed the air.

      She screamed. Turned.

      Froze.

      Because March stood at the top of the hill with his gun to Rio’s neck. Rio bled from the nose, clearly woozy from a blow he’d taken.

      “Come back,” March said, his tone lethal. “Right now.”

      But her legs wouldn’t work. She just stood there, dumbly.

      March tilted his head as if considering her.

      Then he pointed the gun at her.

      Behind him, Thorne had started to run, now turned, his jaw hard.

      “No!” Rio slammed his head into March’s face and March’s shot went wild.

      And she knew she should run again but—but Rio was on the ground now, March’s knee in his back, the gun moving down—

      “Stop! I’m coming back—I’m coming back!” She stumbled up the hillside. “Don’t shoot—I’m coming back—”

      March watched her, his hand on Rio’s head, shoving him into the bloody soil. She topped the hill and dropped to her knees in front of Rio. “I’m not running—I’m right here.”

      “I should just kill you both. Right now.”

      Skye stopped breathing.

      “So, maybe you have two hostages,” Archer said quietly.

      Thorne had come back, stood outside the ring. For a quiet man, he said a lot with those clenched fists. She wasn’t entirely sure he wouldn’t grab March by the throat.

      Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

      “I don’t need two hostages,” March snapped. “I don’t need any hostages.”

      “You need me,” Rio said quietly. “Trust me, the US marshals want me back.”

      Silence, and even Skye’s heart thudded, a fist against her ribs.

      Why? What could he have done that might be worse than March?

      “Get off me, man,” Rio growled.

      March must have known something because he got up, breathing hard. His nose bled, too, and he wiped a sleeve across it.

      Rio leaned up on his hands and knees, blood dripping from his nose, breathing hard. The look he gave Skye was so wretched her gut twisted.

      He’d nearly gotten killed again—for her?

      What kind of prisoner was he?

      Archer had dropped his pack and now came over holding a bandanna. Shoved it in her hands. Met her eyes. “Sorry.”

      Huh?

      But she ignored it and got Rio sitting up, the bandanna against his nose. He tipped his head forward and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      Only then did she notice the boulder Darryl held in his grip. His eyes blazed.

      “Darryl hit you?” she asked Rio in a low tone.

      “Yeah,” he said, his eyes reaching hers. He let out a breath, his jaw tightening.

      “Let’s go,” March snapped.

      She put a hand under Rio’s arm and helped him to his feet.

      Took his hand.

      And this time he hung on, as if she might be the one saving his life.

      She didn’t know what to do with that as they trudged in front of March, following Archer, Darryl, and Thorne into the wild.
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      Eugene March was going to kill Skye. Rio read it in the man’s eyes, the way he followed her as they trekked through the forest. The way he grabbed her arm when they reached the tiny cabin nestled in an alcove cut from the woods, dragged her close, and snarled a warning in her ear.

      Don’t run.

      It had slid a cold finger of terror down Rio’s spine, and told him one thing. He had to get her away, even if he had to abandon Darryl and flee with her.

      “Is it broken?” Skye knelt in front of him on the small porch, examining his nose, the welt swelling on his jaw.

      “No,” Rio said, catching her hand. He couldn’t look at her, almost thankful for the pain.

      It would have worked. He’d had a hand on March’s gun, would have at least slowed him down enough for Skye to escape.

      Had Darryl not surprised him with the smash to the face, stunning him, tilting Rio’s world sideways. Darryl might have knocked him clean out of the way. Rio found himself face down on the ground, March’s knee in his back.

      Then the shot. It had shaken Rio through, turned him cold, and he’d wanted to swear when Skye appeared, arms high. I’m coming back.

      No—no!

      She had crouched in front of him, such concern in her eyes, he felt ill. He’d nearly offered up the truth, right then, to keep her alive. To bargain for her freedom.

      I’m FBI.

      It had lurched into his throat, settled there, threatening to spill out. Would have, had Archer not talked temporary calm into March.

      They’d finally happened upon a hunting cabin, a two-room shack that seemed recently used, but currently—thank You, God—uninhabited. A pair of graying antlers hung over the unlocked door.

      Archer must have rooted through the cupboards, because he’d found a couple MREs and brought them out to the porch where Skye and Rio sat.

      Skye shook her head to the offered supper, and Rio didn’t blame her. His guts were in a knot too.

      March gulped one down, while sending Darryl and Thorne to coax to life a dirty red-striped Bronco stalled in the yard. Across the yard, a shed protected a drying rack of antlers and a bear skin. Rio’s gaze settled briefly on a four-wheeler that sat in the shadows, but he dismissed it. It probably wouldn’t even start.

      The place looked like a hideout where a fugitive like March might hole up, and Rio thought he might be considering it, if Darryl wasn’t so determined to get the Bronco running.

      “Listen. I need to talk to you. March is dangerous. And the next time I tell you to run, do not come back. No matter what you hear. You are not to rescue me.”

      She looked at him, a little stripped. “But—”

      “No buts. And if he grabs you around the neck again, I want you to tuck your head down, protect your neck. And then make a fist and swing your free hand back right into the, um, soft tissue.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Ow.”

      “That’s the point. He’ll freak out, let go, and you run. And don’t look back.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      He glanced at March. Shook his head. “Just because.”

      A few strands of hair had fallen from her braid, now disheveled and dirty. “I can’t believe we’ve been on the run for a whole day and no one has found us.”

      “They will, Skye.”

      “You sound almost like you hope the US marshals will swarm in—”

      He looked away. Gave a tiny nod. “As long as no one gets hurt.” He drew in a breath. “I’m sorry…I’m sorry my plan didn’t work.”

      “Darryl nearly broke your nose.”

      He lifted a shoulder.

      “Okay, what’s with you—you’re the one who suggested I would be a great hostage.”

      He cut his gaze to her then because the word became a fist in his chest. “I was trying to keep you alive.”

      She frowned at him. “Thanks. I think.” She drew in her breath. “Are you sure you’re really a criminal?”

      He opened his mouth. Closed it. “Yeah. I’m definitely a criminal, Skye.”

      Her mouth tightened, and she pushed her hands between her knees. Looked at the ground. “Part of that long, sad story?”

      He considered her, the tan that spread across her face, the red that touched her nose. She’d been a trooper today and frankly, braver than he expected. But she was a smokejumper, and that took real courage, so maybe she wasn’t quite as delicate as…

      He swallowed, turned away. She still couldn’t defend herself against a rapist like March. And Rio knew in his gut, in the way March kept looking at Skye, something dark and cruel in his eyes, that Rio couldn’t let him near her. Not again.

      “Well, whatever you’re in for…you’re not him.” She glanced at March, now yelling at Darryl.

      Rio wanted to smile at that. She was trying, but oh, she didn’t have a clue. He looked away, shaking his head. “Actually, I was him. Desperate, angry, doing stupid things.”

      Sirens. “I’m sorry to tell you, ma’am—”

      Skye touched his arm, jerking him out of the memory. “Everybody makes a mistake.”

      He glanced at her, and now his mouth rocked up on one side. “Oh, I knew what I was doing, Skye. I knew exactly what I was doing when I killed the man who murdered my sister.”

      Her eyes widened and she pulled her hand away. Oh, he shouldn’t have said it like that. But he didn’t want her suddenly thinking she should ever come back for him again. That he was somehow redeemable. Worth risking her life for.

      Still, she swallowed as if slapped, and he felt like a jerk, so, “In my defense, I was seventeen, my dad had just suffered a stroke, and my life was falling apart before my eyes.”

      And he really shouldn’t have said that because her expression softened. She touched his arm again. Found his eyes, and he could wince with the compassion in them. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” He stared at her hand on his arm. Funny, he’d held her hand all day, but this touch sank heat into his skin, found his bones. Like last night’s fleeting finger brush.

      “She was sixteen and went out with friends to a rave. Hooked up with a guy and left with him. They found her body a day later, raped and strangled.” He closed his eyes against a sudden burn, probably fatigue, but he leaned his head against the house, so bone exhausted, he just wanted to curl into a ball.

      Instead, he heard the sirens again, the ring of the doorbell in memory. “The police came to the door, stood on the porch, and told my parents that their only daughter had been murdered. Didn’t even come in. The cops thought she was some runaway at first—asked my parents how long she’d been living on the streets.”

      He opened his eyes. The sun had started to weep red and orange across the sky, long shadows darkening the woods around the house. If the marshals were out there, this might be exactly the right time to invade and capture.

      “We found out later that whoever killed her had drugged her up good. She was probably high when she was killed.”

      Her hand slid down into his. He didn’t grip it, didn’t move, but his gaze fell on her fingers, curling around his thumb. Yeah, this was a bad idea, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

      “I should have let the cops handle it, but I was…they were so…they acted like my sister was a…” He shook his head. “A prostitute. And I just knew that they weren’t going to find the killer. Or if they did…well, maybe I just wasn’t satisfied with the idea of some guy serving petty time for destroying my family.”

      Skye’s thumb ran over his hand, and Rio couldn’t stop himself from closing his hand around hers. Something about holding onto her made the words run easier. “I had murder on my mind when I tracked down the guy who left with her. He told me he’d gotten her high and hooked her up with a couple guys. I think they were going to traffic her, but…well, she fought them. Which was why they beat her, strangled her.” He swallowed. “Raped her.”

      Silence, and he thought he saw movement by the woodpile, stared hard in the direction of the gathering shadows, but nothing materialized.

      “You found them.”

      “I did.” He sighed. “And I was young and stupid and angry, and there were three of them. I had a baseball bat, but… Well, the short of it was that I ended up in the hospital, fighting for my life. But one of the guys I’d hit died, so after I lived, they shipped me off to juvie. I had a lenient judge who took in my mental state, but I did a year there.”

      He met her eyes then, waiting for judgment, but hers had turned glossy.

      Shoot. This was why he didn’t let the past out to roam because…well, it made him feel human and breakable and sometimes even…well, that he might deserve a woman like Skye in his life.

      And of course, she said exactly the wrong thing. “I’m so sorry, Rio.”

      He tightened his jaw, nodded.

      “But you’re still not him.” She gestured to March, relentlessly pacing in front of the Bronco. “And desperation causes us to do stupid things. I told you my dad was in prison, right?”

      He nodded, his gaze half on her, half on March by the Bronco. Something—

      “He was actually an FBI informant for a drug smuggling ring out of this bar he visited, but…he got caught up in the sting and went to prison anyway.”

      Rio’s gaze landed on her then. “What—?”

      “Yeah. There were a lot of broken promises. And mistakes. He trusted the wrong people.”

      Skye, you can trust me—the words were gathering when out of the corner of his eye he spotted a flash of light, maybe the glint of a gun barrel.

      He glanced at Archer, who was finishing off the other MRE, sitting on a stump. He reminded Rio a little of the detective who’d spoken up for him at the trial. No nonsense, but compassionate.

      Especially when Archer looked up and met Rio’s eyes, then glanced at Skye. He tilted his head to the side, as if suggesting…

      Yes. If there was ever a time to run, it was now, deep into the shadows of the woods, with night descending. March would be torn between the truck and his captives.

      He’d noticed that Thorne might be thinking the same thing, because he had leaned away from the Bronco, an eye on March.

      Rio’s gut pinpointed the man as former military.

      Which meant he could take care of himself. As could Archer. As for Darryl, well—Rio’s face still hurt where the man hit him.

      Rio’s hand tightened on Skye’s, quick. “We’re going to run.”

      She shot him a look, something of fear in it.

      “Stay with me. Nothing will happen to you as long as you’re with me.”

      March glanced their direction, and Rio let her hand go.

      Behind him, fire lit a trail through the twilight as a torch arched into the night, almost in slow motion. It spit out flames as it landed in the piney loam beyond the Bronco, the resin fueling a quick inferno.

      The torch had come from the woodpile. March guessed the same and leveled his gun at the firewood.

      Rio grabbed Skye, yanking her to her feet. “Now!”

      Except that’s when the US marshal leaped from a trio of birch some twenty feet away from the pile, double gripping her gun. “March. Put the gun down.”

      Stevie?

      March whirled around and sent a shot at the woman.

      She dove into the earth.

      Skye screamed.

      And Rio wasn’t sticking around.

      He launched himself off the porch, Skye’s hand in his grip, and skidded away from the house, opposite the truck. Skye kept up, nearly passing him.

      Good girl.

      The marshal might have screamed at him to stop, but Rio didn’t even slow. He plunged into the woods, running hard, slapping away brush, branches, nearly tripping over downed, rotted trees.

      Behind him, more shots reported.

      He could care less about Darryl. Sorry, but—

      “Rio—stop. Stop!”

      Skye yanked him hard, and he stopped, whirling around.

      “We gotta go!”

      “I think that’s Tucker back there. I heard his name!”

      He just stared at her. “No—no. Listen—no. March is a murderer and a rapist. And…I’m not letting what happened to Aggie happen to you.”

      “Aggie. Your sister.”

      “Yeah. And March is just like the guys who killed her. He’s a…he’s an animal, Skye. And I’d die before I’d let him touch you.”

      Her eyes widened. And in the midnight sunlit forest, they turned rich and shiny and found the way to his bones, turning them to fire. “Who are you?” she whispered.

      He shook his head, half an answer, half a warning, because he saw her intentions—probably relief, maybe a little gratitude, plenty of undeserved hero worship—gather on her face a second before she stepped up and kissed him. A full-on, solid kiss that turned him stock-still. His breath caught, just his heart beating—no, thundering—in his chest.

      She held his face in her hands, her lips sweet against his, and he just stood there like an idiot.

      Until she moved away, still holding his face, her thumbs drawing down over his beard.

      He searched her eyes. “What was that for?”

      She bit her lower lip, a sudden flash of fear in her eyes. Well, good. The woman shouldn’t be kissing…well, anyone. But especially not him.

      Except, he hadn’t done anything to stop her, had he?

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It just…it just felt right.”

      Oh boy. Because yes. Yes it did.

      She gave a tentative smile.

      And he couldn’t stop himself. Really, they should keep running, full out, but his brain simply shut down on that smile. With a groan he wrapped his arms around her waist and his mouth came down on hers, almost fierce in his possession of her. She tasted of the outdoors, of smoke and fire, and she looped her arms around his neck, her body drawn against his.

      Skye.

      He had lost his mind, but he let impulses take over, not caring. Blissfully not caring for once in his miserable life. He backed her against a tree, pulling her up onto the roots, and it leveraged her face even with his, allowed him to deepen his kiss, to taste her, and forget, just for a moment, that he was a criminal and she was…well, yes, his hostage, if he were to go back to the beginning of the day.

      But in truth, she could take him captive, right here, and he’d go willingly.

      He broke away from her, breathing hard. “Skye—I…” And there it was again. The truth, scrabbling to be set free. He took a breath. “I’m not who I said I was.”

      “A kidnapper? I didn’t think so.”

      He touched his forehead to hers. “No, I—”

      “Parker, help! Help me!”

      Rio jerked away from her as Darryl ran toward him. Blood flowed down his arm where he held a hand over a wound.

      “What the—” Rio caught Darryl just as the man stumbled.

      “I’m shot.” Darryl sank onto the ground, breathing hard, clearly in pain. “You gotta help me, man.”

      “Yeah, uh. Why—so you can take another whack at me, finish the job? I…don’t think so, pal.” Rio wasn’t sure if he’d meant it or not, frankly. Front in his mind was getting Skye away and back to safety as fast as he could.

      He turned to do just that, but Darryl grabbed him by the cuff of his pants. “I know who you are, man. I know you’re supposed to keep me safe, okay? You get me out of here, and I’ll do it.”

      Rio stared down at Darryl, his pale face stark against his red hair. Blood oozed between his fingers, dissecting his words. He knew…what—?

      But Rio cut to the chase. “What will you do?”

      “I’ll tell you where to find Buttles. And I’ll testify against him. Just like you want.”

      His mouth opened. He glanced at Skye, who was frowning at Darryl.

      “C’mon, man. I know you were sent in to get me to talk. I know you’re FBI.”
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      “You’re…you’re an FBI agent?”

      Skye stared down at the bleeding man, then back to Rio, the stricken but fierce expression of half anger, half determination on his face and…yes. Of course he was. It all made sense—the way he’d warned her to stay away from him and the rest of the prisoners. His courage when he stepped in front of March’s gun. His crazy escape attempt in the woods, and even…even the fact that he hadn’t kissed her—not right away.

      And even her own brain had been firing warning shots because what on earth had possessed her to kiss a man she barely knew? A criminal, for that matter—except, yes…see, deep in her gut she knew he was different.

      Especially when, as she kissed him, he seemed to step out of the tight fist he held around himself and just let himself go. Kissed her like he needed her, as if she might be a drink of water to a dying man. And the way he’d pinned her against the tree, held her there—talk about hostage. But she’d never felt safer in her life.

      More, she’d never been kissed like that before.

      Her entire body still simmered from his touch.

      Yes, he was a dangerous, very dangerous…good guy?

      She backed away from him, her arms around herself.

      “What—would you rather I be a prisoner?”

      “No! Of course not. I’m…relieved. I’m just…” FBI. “You lied to me.”

      Rio reached for her, but she held up her hand.

      “I was undercover.” Then his expression softened. “Okay, yes, I heard what you said about your dad. And we will talk about that, and how sorry I am that…well, whatever happened. But I knew that if March knew I was FBI he’ll kill me on the spot. And I couldn’t risk what he then might do to you.”

      She drew in a breath.

      “I’m sorry, Skye. Really. I didn’t want to lie to you, but…” He looked at her, and the expression of regret tempered her anger. “I thought it was safer. I still think it’s safer if everyone thinks I’m one of the bad guys. But we can argue about it later. Right now, I have to figure out how badly Darryl is hurt. And if it’s safe to go back to the camp—”

      “It’s not,” Darryl said. “The marshal is there—with that fire boss, Tucker. I don’t know if they have March or not. He freaked out. I saw him hit that smokejumper pretty hard. He was down—he might be dead. And then—and then March strangled the US marshal.”

      Skye couldn’t move. He might be dead.

      Her body went liquid, but Rio was right there, grabbing her shoulders, holding her up. “Skye—listen. We don’t know that Tucker’s dead.”

      Right. Right. She clenched her jaw, trying to scrabble up through the scream forming inside.

      “Stay with me. We’re going to get out of this, I promise.”

      Nothing will happen to you as long as you’re with me.

      His words at the cabin surged through her. She met his eyes turning molten in the setting sun. Nodded.

      “That’s my girl.” He let her go and crouched next to Darryl. “Yes, you will testify.” He moved Darryl’s hand away from his wound. “Let’s take a look.”

      That’s my girl. She didn’t know what to do with those words. However, she did know what to do about Darryl.

      “I have first aid training,” she said as she knelt next to Rio and examined the wound. “We need to get his shirt off.” She opened Darryl’s shirt and eased it over and off his wounded arm. The blood poured through a tiny hole in the front of his arm. She moved around to the back and found a jagged tear also seeping blood. “There’s an exit wound here. I’m not sure if there are any broken bones, but we need pressure to stop the bleeding, or at least slow it down.”

      Rio took the arm of Darryl’s shirt and ripped it right off from the shoulder.

      “That’ll work,” she said. “Hold his arm out while I wrap it.”

      He took hold of Darryl’s arm at the elbow, and the man groaned. She wrapped the wound quickly, tying it tight. Darryl looked like he might pass out. Shock.

      “We need to get him someplace where he can rest.”

      “We’re not going back to the cabin,” Rio said. His gaze was on the sky, and she followed it. “It could be on fire.”

      A plume of black smoke had risen over the trees.

      And Tucker could be there, hurting, maybe unconscious. “I have to go back for Tucker.” She got up, but Rio’s hand on her arm stopped her.

      “If he’s dead, then you will be too.” He said it low and with lethal truth.

      She stared at him in cold horror. “He can’t die because of me.”

      Rio’s mouth tightened and then he swallowed and pulled her against himself. Locking those arms around her, as if afraid she might flee. His voice came down beside her ear, soft, a caress to her fraying edge of control. “I’m sorry. I liked him.”

      She closed her eyes, turning into him, letting herself sink against his strength, smelling the woods and the exertion of the day on his skin.

      “We need to get Darryl to safety,” Rio said softly. “Or all of this is for nothing.”

      She pushed away from him, the words a knot in her head. “Why? What is so important about Darryl?” Because yes, she’d been very ready to leave him in the woods.

      Rio glanced down at the man, then back to her. “Because Darryl works for a man named Wayne Buttles. He’s the northern head of a human trafficking and drug smuggling operation. If we can get Buttles, then we can shut down his entire Alaskan operation.”

      “I’m just a truck driver—” Darryl said, but his voice emerged small and whiny.

      “No, you’re not. You know the routes, the places where his cargo originates. You know where the pickup point is for girls coming from the Lower 48 and where you drop off the Russian girls. You’re the last one to see them before they disappear forever.”

      Rio’s tone had gotten decidedly darker as he spoke, and now he reached down and grabbed Darryl by his good arm, hauling him to his feet. “You bet you’re talking. I want every last detail of Buttles’s transportation details.”

      “He’ll kill me,” Darryl said, and by the look on his face, it wasn’t just a threat.

      “Maybe. But your life isn’t worth the girls you’re enslaving.”

      Oh. And she got it—why Rio would stick himself in a prison, enduring the humiliations. Because…Aggie. Except, wait—

      “Was Aggie real? Or was that…part of your cover?”

      Rio looked at her, and she flinched at the glistening in his eyes, the emotion that had clearly boiled over during his fury at Darryl. He considered her a moment.

      “Yeah,” he said barely above a whisper. “She was real.”

      She felt like a jerk.

      “And so are thousands of girls like her every year. Buttles kidnaps them and puts them on ships for Russia or China. And he picks up shipments from Russia, Mongolia and Nepal and sends them across Canada and the U.S. Usually they’re already so drugged they have no idea where they are or how to get help.”

      “He’s not the head of the operation,” Darryl said. “That’s a different guy. But…” He glanced at Skye now. “Buttles is the one who will kill me and my wife when he finds out I talked.”

      “That’s why I’m here. To make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      Darryl jerked away from Rio. “You can’t stop him. He has guys everywhere and…listen. My wife is going to have a baby. Any day, and I just…please. I need to see her. I need to be there when the baby is born.”

      Rio looked at him as if Darryl had hit him again. “No way. I’m taking you back into custody.”

      “Then I’m not talking.”

      Rio balled his fists, stepping back from him.

      Skye put a hand on his chest, right over his furious heart. “Just let him see his wife. Believe me, I know what kind of regret haunts you when you don’t say goodbye.” She lowered her voice. “After my dad was arrested, I never…I never went to see him.”

      Rio frowned.

      “I was so angry and hurt. He had betrayed my mom and me. He was a gambler and racked up so much debt we were going to lose everything. I think he got involved with the FBI because they offered to pay him—I don’t know. I do know that after he went to jail, my mom lost her job, we lost our house, and then she lost her will to live. She still loved him for some crazy reason—and…I couldn’t forgive him.”

      Rio wound his fingers through hers, on his chest.

      “He died in prison without…without ever knowing that I still loved him.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “That I forgave him. And I can’t forgive myself for not going. I keep trying…but…” She lifted a shoulder, cutting her voice low. “Let him say goodbye. It matters.”

      Rio said nothing, his mouth tight. Finally, “Okay. We’ll find your wife. And then, you tell us what we need to put Buttles away.”

      Darryl nodded, a flash of dread on his face.

      “Except”—Rio looked to her—“I have no idea where to go.”

      “I saw a map when we were flying in, and I got a pretty good look at the lay of the land when I was watching the fire. There’s a river to the west, and beyond that, a highway. Maybe three miles from here.”

      Rio nodded. Then he looked at Darryl. “Start walking.”

      Darryl stumbled forward, a glance over his shoulder at Rio.

      And just like that, Rio changed. From broken, humiliated prisoner to the guy in charge. The guy who could save the day.

      A guy she could, and did, trust.

      The heat of his hand sparked through her, right to her core as they put the cabin and the fire behind them.

      I'm sorry, Tucker.

      Rio pushed Darryl through the brush, his other hand in Darryl’s back until they came out to a narrow path that looked like a deer trail.

      “Follow this,” Skye said. “It’ll probably lead us to water.”

      Rio gave her hand a little squeeze. He didn’t need to hold it—after all, they’d ditched March—but she tightened her hold anyway.

      Somehow, just being around him made her feel less overwhelmed. Kept her head above water.

      “I promise, Aggie was the absolute truth,” Rio said suddenly, quietly, beside her.

      “I believe you.”

      He glanced down at her, so much emotion in his eyes— Wait.

      “You’re tired of this, aren’t you?”

      He looked away. “Tired of what?”

      “Lying. Being undercover. This…whatever it is you do for the FBI.”

      He was silent a few steps, then, “Yeah. I’m tired of it. When I got out of juvie, I swore I’d change my life. And I did. Something happened to me in juvie. There was a chaplain there who listened to an angry kid and didn’t give up on him. And somehow in there, the darkest place I’d ever been, I found light. I found hope. I found forgiveness.”

      “You found Jesus?”

      He nodded. “I started thinking that maybe I could do some good in the world, you know? I joined the military and did some time in Afghanistan. When I got home, I…well, there were still the same gangs doing the same thing to girls like Aggie, so I joined the FBI. They liked that I had experience working in the penal system, and we began to use that. I’d insert into a prison, get close to the person I needed to get information from, and we started unraveling organized crime. But…”

      He took a breath. “Prison life is…brutal. And I started to wonder if the lines I was crossing still made me the good guy.”

      Oh, Rio. She wanted to stop him right there, to pull him close. To tell him that she saw the good inside him—had seen it from the first. “There’s still light inside you, Rio. I see it. Nothing can separate you from the love of God. Not trials. Not circumstances—”

      “I don’t know, Skye. I’ve done a lot of bad things in the name of good. Fights. Lies…” He looked at her with a rueful smile.

      She shook her head. “Not even that.”

      They’d come up to a ridge where the trail ducked down between a fall of rocks and granite cut out from the forest. Darryl tripped, and Rio grabbed his arm.

      Darryl sank down right there, on the path.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood,” Skye said, crouching next to him and touching her fingers to his jugular. “His pulse is fast and a little thready. Let’s get him into some shade and let him rest for a bit.”

      Rio grabbed his good arm and muscled him into the woods on the edge of the ridge, propping him under a trio of birch. Darryl leaned his head back against a trunk and closed his eyes.

      Skye turned, watching the smoke from the cabin above the tree line. It seemed to be dissipating. “It’s going out, which means that someone is fighting it.” Tucker. Please let it be Tucker.

      A darkness hovered over the land, the sun now concealed behind the far black mountains.

      “You okay?” Rio said, coming up to her. He was a strong presence and she wanted to lean into him. But whatever had sparked between them, maybe doing that wasn’t the smartest thing.

      She’d been impulsive. And grateful. And smitten. Way too smitten.

      But, despite her brain telling her to stay away from the bad boy, her heart had decided to have a mind of its own when it came to Agent Rio Parker.

      “Yeah,” she said in answer to his question. She walked over to a boulder, sat on the ground and leaned against it.

      She didn’t mind terribly when he joined her. Because the wind had started to kick up from the mountain and he had a warm shoulder.

      “Why smokejumping?” he asked.

      She frowned. “Really?”

      “It’s so…well, dangerous, for one.”

      She nodded. “Actually, yeah, it is. I didn’t think about that part when I went to rookie camp. I was just…well, my dad was a smokejumper here in Alaska in the eighties, and…I mentioned that I never said goodbye, right? I guess I joined because I thought it might make me understand him more.” She lifted a shoulder. “But I’m…I’m in over my head. I mean, most of the time, I’m fine. I can do my job, but…” She picked up a rock, rolled it in her hand. “A few days ago, the drip torch I was holding sort of exploded, and I just…I froze. I was holding onto it, trying to turn it off, and starting fires all over the place, and Riley…” She closed her eyes as a terrible fist slammed into her chest. “Riley, one of my teammates, grabbed it and threw it away from me.” She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “I can’t believe I froze. I always thought I was the bravest, toughest girl in the bunch.”

      “You are.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m in way over my head, Rio. I live in terror that I’ll get it wrong. I saw my dad do stupid things over and over—we lived in our car for about two weeks when I was five years old because he’d gambled away all our mortgage money. And I vowed I wouldn’t do things that hurt people. But I…I still do. And it shuts me down. I’m afraid I’ll screw up and destroy lives—like my dad.” She blew out a breath. “So I just stand there and look at all my options…and don’t move. I’m terrified that I’m going to get somebody killed.”

      Her words rebounded on her and her eyes filled, her voice turning choppy. “Someone like Riley. Or…Tucker.”

      And just like that, Rio had his arms around her, pulling her to his chest. “Shh.” His lips touched her forehead and she hated how much she just wanted to stay right here.

      She wasn’t tough. Or brave.

      She was scared.

      “I learned a verse at a church wilderness camp I worked at about four years ago. Heard it again just recently. ‘The Lord is my shepherd; I have all that I need. He lets me rest in green meadows; he leads me beside peaceful streams.’”

      Rio lips moved against her skin. “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.”

      She pushed away and looked up at Rio. “You know the Twenty-third Psalm?”

      He nodded, those amber eyes warm. “The chaplain made me memorize it. It’s pretty much the only set of verses I know, but…they help, right? Peaceful streams sound pretty good right now.”

      She nodded.

      He smelled of the forest, and she couldn’t push him away. Not yet.

      “Maybe that’s the point of the verse,” he said softly. “That God gives us everything we need…so we’ll have peace. So we won’t panic. He knows the options and picks the right one.”

      Rio touched her face with his fingertips, the gentleness warming her entire body. “Maybe that’s what grace is—peaceful streams in the middle of danger. I forget that, too. The heat of the moment sort of takes over and suddenly I find myself doing things…well, I get in over my head. I wish for once I would freeze and just…think. Let my head take over. Or better, let God take over. But it’s like I can’t stop myself. I see trouble and I turn off my brain. Maybe if I’d stopped to think instead of just feeling my way through life, I wouldn’t have ended up in juvie.”

      “And wouldn’t have had the experience to do what you do now. To save people. To be a hero.”

      “Oh, Skye. I’m not a hero.” He shook his head, his eyes darkening. “You need to know that.”

      “Yes, you are, Rio. What you do is important, even if it’s…yeah. I hate thinking of you in prison, doing the things that you have to in order to stay alive.” Her finger traced the scar on his chin.

      “Well, sometimes I break out,” he said and cupped his hand to her face, drawing it toward his.

      And she didn’t have the strength or even the good sense to stop him. In fact, she was painfully in over her head.

      But she didn’t freeze. She knew exactly what to do when he touched his lips to hers, gently, sweetly, exploring her mouth, nothing of darkness in his touch. She wove her fingers into his hand over her shoulder, arching toward him, and let herself surrender to the taste of him, the smell of the forest on him, the feel of his body, warm and bold against hers.

      She couldn’t escape the feeling that in his arms, yes, she would be safe. Because he was a hero, despite what he said.

      Nothing will happen to you as long as you’re with me.

      She wasn’t going anywhere, then.

      “I’ll have a little of that when you’re done, Parker.”

      Rio’s arms around her stiffened. His breath caught even as he moved away from her. And she didn’t have to see the horror in his eyes to know that Eugene March had found them.
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      Rio knew the only thing that saved them was the fact that March hadn’t seen him run. The man thought he and Archer, who had also escaped capture, had caught up with them.

      Rio slowly raised his hands, letting go of Skye, March’s words a cold tongue through him.

      I’ll have a little of that when you’re done, Parker.

      Rio would kill March before he let him touch Skye.

      Even if it meant him dying, too.

      But he had to play it cool. Easy. He got up, stepping in front of Skye, his gaze on the revolver that March held, now pointed at Rio’s chest. “Hey, March. I thought—”

      “Yeah, I’ll bet,” March said, his eyes narrowed. Blood dried on the corner of his mouth, and he sported a bruise on his jaw. “No help from you.”

      So Tucker had gotten in a few licks before March took him down. Good man.

      Rio lifted a shoulder. Behind him, Skye pressed a hand to his back.

      Archer had crouched next to Darryl, taken a look at his wound. “He’s good to go—let’s get out of here,” Archer said. He helped Darryl to his feet, his hand on Darryl’s collar. Darryl looked haggard, but he clenched his jaw and stumbled forward down the deer path.

      The sun had started to rise to the east, lifting the shadows from the forest, the heavens aflame. The smoke arching above the treetops dissipated against the clutter, only a haze remaining.

      “How many were there?” Rio asked, now putting his hands down.

      “Two,” March said. “I should have killed them both.”

      “Did you—” Skye stepped out from behind him, her voice thin. “Did you kill one of them?”

      Oh, Skye, please don’t talk to him.

      March looked at her, and a smile tweaked his face. “I hope so.”

      Rio caught her arm, squeezed.

      March saw the action. “I think I’ll hold onto her, Parker.”

      Skye made a little noise as March pulled her to him and Rio moved.

      “Let it be,” Archer said. He put his hand on Rio’s shoulder and shot him a warning look.

      No, sorry, Rio didn’t think so. “Let go of her, March.”

      March smiled.

      Archer’s hand tightened on Rio. And maybe a good thing because right then, Rio saw through March to his intentions.

      No one would live through this escape if March had his way.

      Fine. Rio met his eyes, unmoving. Let’s go, March. He put the words into his eyes. I’m ready.

      Except, he wasn’t, not really. Because yes, he’d give his life willingly for Skye, had been prepared, theoretically, to let it go when he agreed to this job.

      But in truth, Skye’s words had dug inside him. There’s still light inside you, Rio. Nothing can separate you from the love of God.

      He’d heard that before, knew it in his head, but he wasn’t blind to the choices he’d made. The darkness he’d let inside. So much darkness.

      Whatever light Skye had seen, Rio couldn’t see it. Couldn’t feel it.

      Separated from God. He’d never felt the gulf more acutely than when March met his eyes, his hand bruising Skye’s arm.

      “She stays near me,” March said, but he let her go.

      Only then did Rio feel Archer’s hand slip away from him.

      Skye held out her hand as if it belonged to Rio, and he grabbed it, held tight. And just the look in her eyes, so much relief—maybe that was all the light he needed.

      For the moment.

      But as he pushed her out in front of him down the trail, as the light began to dew the forest, his own words to Skye pushed up through him. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.

      But how could God be close to someone who willingly carried darkness, willingly stepped into the skin of…well, frankly, it had stopped feeling like a skin a long time ago.

      And he was sick of it. “You know you’re going to get caught, right, March?”

      “You, along with me, pal.”

      Oh yeah, March didn’t yet know—

      “He’s FBI, March. He can get us all out of this.” Darryl had turned, his gaze hard on Rio before he glanced to March. “He could be our hostage.”

      What the—? “Clearly, you want to die, Darryl,” Rio snapped, his fury taking over. “Because you go back into prison without my protection, and Buttles is going to find you!”

      “Not if I don’t testify against him!” Darryl had stopped, his hand clutching his arm. “You don’t know Buttles. He won’t just kill me, but my whole family.”

      “We’ll get him first,” Rio said, but he stopped when March’s gun hit the back of his spine.

      Rio raised his arms. Shoot.

      “No, you won’t. You’ll never get Buttles. He’s—he’s lived through everything. Numerous assassination attempts. One of the rival gangs got a hold of him and carved up his face, and he still got away. Went back and murdered every single one of them. Didn’t even bother to get plastic surgery—he just wears this wicked scar on his face to remind everybody that he can’t be killed.”

      March clamped a hand on Rio’s shoulder. “FBI. I should have guessed. There was just something about you, from the first. A real do-gooder.”

      “You hurt Skye and I’ll show you just how bad I can be.”

      March leaned forward, his feral breath on Rio’s face. “Oh, Skye and I have a beautiful future ahead.”

      Rio jerked his head back, hoping to hit March, but March pushed him away. “I should drop you right here.”

      Rio rounded on him. “Do it!”

      And maybe March would have if Skye hadn’t screamed, hadn’t stepped up behind Rio and locked her arms around him, wedging herself between him and the gun, just like he’d done for her on the mountain.

      “Don’t—just—I’ll go with you. Leave him alone!”

      Rio grabbed her arms, wanting to tear her away from him, but she had the grip of a warrior—probably all those hours fighting fires, swinging a Pulaski. “Let him be, and I’ll go with you.”

      No, Skye!

      But if March killed him now, Rio had no doubt the man would make good on his words about Skye. Rio kept his mouth shut.

      Let the smile drift across March's face with impunity.

      “Let me go, Skye. He’s not going to kill me.” Yet.

      Skye loosened her hold, and Rio turned in her arms. He pressed a hard kiss on Skye’s head, his hands on her shoulders.

      Skye gave his hand a squeeze, then let go and marched past Archer, who stood at the side of the trail.

      Rio glared at Darryl, who swallowed and stepped out in front of Skye. Rio really should stop hoping the guy bled to death. March walked behind them all.

      He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.

      Funny that part of the psalm flickered into his mind as they tromped in silence through the forest, following the scant deer trail. But maybe…

      What if he was here not just to bring down Buttles but to save Skye?

      God, I know I haven’t done much to honor You… I’ve let the darkness inside, justified it. Told myself that it didn’t matter. But…if You brought me here to save Skye, then please…help me.

      Rio didn’t know if God could even hear him anymore, but he was leaning hard into hope.

      The air began to cool as they descended into a valley, along a ridge, and he made out the hush of running water in the distance. Rio pushed away the shaggy brush of a pine tree and quickened his pace, nearly up to Skye.

      “When I tell you—”

      “No.” She glanced over her shoulder, her aqua-gray eyes hard. “Not without you.”

      He drew a breath. Nice. Now she had it in her head that she was actually keeping her word to March.

      Hardly.

      “I have a plan—”

      “I know.” She offered him a smile, so much faith in it he felt ill. “But it’d better not include me running without you.”

      His mouth tightened into a line.

      They descended the ridge, and the river came into view. A frothy, fast-running swath of mountain runoff maybe fifteen feet wide that carved out the canyon. Deep enough that he couldn’t see the bottom and littered with boulders and jammed logs. Walls of granite cordoned it on both sides.

      In the distance, a wooden hanging bridge—made of cable and sturdy slats, most likely the handiwork of the Forest Service—spanned the two sides.

      They crossed a well-trod, wide path, and it occurred to Rio that they were nearing civilization, a constructed hiking trail. Maybe a campground.

      Darryl emerged from the forest and stepped out onto the bridge. It wobbled under his feet, but he gripped the rail and started across.

      Skye hesitated, watching. “Get going!” March said and pushed past Rio.

      He’d taken off his orange prisoner shirt, leaving only the T-shirt underneath. He put a hand to Skye’s back. “Go!”

      “Leave me alone!”

      Rio started for her, but Archer grabbed his arm.

      Rio rounded on him but froze at the look on Archer’s face.

      Archer nodded toward Skye. “When I tell you…run.”

      What? Really? Rio’s mouth opened just a fraction, and Archer met his expression.

      Clearly Rio wasn’t the only one with secrets.

      Or maybe God was closer than he thought, in the most unlikely of places.

      Rio nodded, turned back, and followed March out onto the bridge.

      The shot came from the ridge, ripping through the morning air, scattering birds into the brushes.

      March swore, grabbed Skye, and pushed her to the other end of the bridge. She screamed, and Rio wanted to also when March shoved the gun against her temple. But Archer had Rio by the collar, pushing him off the bridge and into the trees.

      Archer hooked an arm around Rio’s neck, his voice close to his ear.

      “Give it a second—then we’ll take him together.”

      Rio didn’t stop to sort out the words, to piece together Archer’s motives. He just yanked Archer’s arm off him—“No—!”—and raced toward March.

      He grabbed March’s arm and forced the gun away from Skye, pushing her hard.

      The gun reported—thank God, into the sky—but March rounded and slammed the gun, like brass knuckles into Rio’s face.

      Rio went down, the blow just in the right place to turn his vision gray and splotchy. The world careened at sharp angles and he shook his head, fighting to clear it before March could get another shot off.

      Then someone roared behind him, and he just barely fit together the image of Archer tackling March. They hit the rocky dirt, fighting for the gun.

      Rio found his feet, his hands on the ground, still woozy when he felt Skye’s hands on him. “Rio!”

      He gripped her shoulders, his vision clearing. Skye. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded.

      And shoot, but this was it. His gut clenched with the swift, brutal realization that just maybe God had answered his fleeting prayer.

      “Tell me you can swim!”

      Realization came fast in her eyes. “Yeah!”

      He ignored Archer and March grappling and pulled her to the river. She nodded—oh no, she thought he was jumping with her—

      “Sorry, Skye.” And he put everything he had into his eyes, one flash of a moment. The rush of hope, the flicker of light, the sense that she’d truly seen him and not flinched.

      In a different time and place, he could fall in love Skye Doyle.

      Maybe already had. Please live.

      He wanted to kiss her, but Archer just might be dying behind him, and Darryl had fled, so—

      “I’m sorry!”

      Then, with a hard shove that would ensure she cleared the rocks below, he pushed her into the river.
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      Rio had pushed her in the river. The freezing rapids.

      Alone.

      Skye had even see the idea form in his eyes—had agreed. But that was when she’d thought Rio would jump in with her.

      She surfaced, gulping, the spray blinding her, the water a thousand needles tearing into her skin. Her feet scraped bottom, but the current jerked her away from the bridge, slamming her against a boulder, spinning her, thrusting her into the foamy maw of the river.

      She could swim. She’d even worked as a lifeguard at summer camp.

      But this river was hungry. The rapids grabbed her, thrust her against a tumble of rocks, the current dragging her feet out from under her. She caught the edge of a rock, her fingers tearing against the rough surface, but enough to slow her down, turn her toward the bridge.

      Just in time to see March kick Rio full in the face. Archer had March by the throat, but March had used the leverage to send Rio spinning into the ground.

      She screamed. A high pitch eruption of horror that the river quickly gobbled.

      Rio was going to die—she saw the look in March’s eyes when she’d stepped in front of Rio on the path. Had never seen such evil.

      Rio wasn’t getting up.

      She had to get back to him. But the river ripped her from her perch, slammed her back into the roil, her feet above her.

      She was going to hit her head on one of these rocks and die.

      Rolling over, she threw her arm up just before she slammed into a downed tree, stripped and skeletal in the water, the branches lethal. But it slowed her down, and she used it to leverage herself onto a nearby boulder.

      The river had cast her a good forty feet away from the bridge. The cold found her bones, racking her body with shivers.

      “Skye!”

      She heard her name lifting above the roar, but it drifted away, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the horror on shore. March and Archer, grappling.

      Rio still on the ground, now pushing to his hands and feet.

      Get up!

      “Skye!” Her name again, and this time she searched the river. Saw a figure in the water, fighting the rapids. Stared at it, the realization like fire through her body.

      Tucker.

      Tucker!

      Not dead, but he would be if he didn’t get out of the water.

      Which he must have jumped into to save her.

      Of course. So, that must have been him back at the cabin, just like Darryl said.

      “Stay there!”

      Yes. But movement on the bridge made her look past him.

      A woman—the US marshal had edged out on the far side. Yes—

      Except, March had Archer by the neck, the gun against his temple—where was Rio?—shouting at the woman. She held a gun too, was probably yelling at March to put his down.

      But she didn’t know March like Skye did. March was desperate.

      He wasn’t giving up.

      Maybe Tucker knew it too because he shouted at the woman. “Stevie!”

      The US marshal looked at Tucker, panic on her face, as if she didn’t expect to see him in the river.

      Neither, apparently, did March, who turned the gun on Tucker.

      “No!” Skye screamed just as the gun reported.

      Tucker launched off the boulder, into the drink.

      No. No—

      He struggled and headed her direction in the current, the water dunking him for so long Skye nearly went in after him.

      He surfaced just feet away from her, and she had one chance at this. She scrambled out on the boulder, holding the tree for leverage, reached out—

      And caught his wrist as he sailed by her. She held on with everything inside her.

      Her grip slowed him down enough for his feet to come around, scratch bottom. His other hand found a sliver in the boulder, and he used everything he had to pull himself in.

      She hooked him around the arm, her other hand on his belt, and reeled him onto the rock.

      Tucker was breathing hard, his dark brown hair curly and plastered to his face, and he collapsed on the rock, gasping, coughing.

      “You okay?”

      He lifted his head, nodded. Then found his knees, looking upriver. “Where’d they go?”

      What? She turned to look. Everyone—Archer, March, Stevie, and even…even Rio. Gone. “I don’t know—I don’t—”

      He winced, shivering just as hard as she was.

      “Tucker, c’mon! We need to get out of the river!” She grabbed his shirt, using the tree for balance as they struggled out.

      The river had cast them to the opposite shore, against a wall of granite. They’d have to climb.

      Where was Rio? The thought of him bleeding, of March shooting him, propelled her up the cliff. At the top, she reached down to help Tucker, but he ignored her hand.

      Fine. He was probably furious with her for getting herself in this mess. And maybe he was right—she’d been so determined to do her job, to prove herself…

      If she hadn’t demanded to sit lookout, hadn’t run down to the fugitives, thinking they were her team leaving her behind…

      Tucker sat hard on the shore and stared upriver, his expression stripped.

      Yeah, she felt the same way.

      Or maybe he felt worse, because he rolled over to his hands and knees, as if he might retch.

      Now she felt sick too. Because who knew what had happened back at the cabin. And maybe her words came out more frustrated than she meant, but, “Tucker, what are you doing here?”

      He raised his head. Stared at her. “What am I—I’m rescuing you.”

      What? “You’re nearly getting me killed is what you’re doing.”

      And oh, she didn’t mean that, either, because clearly he was ragged and hollowed out, given the red-eyed look he was giving her. “What are you talking about—”

      “There’s more to the story, is what I’m saying. And now you only made it worse!”

      Because Rio had a plan, and…and…

      And now she couldn’t be there to stand between March and his hatred for Rio...and maybe she was crazy, but she’d thought, for just a bit there, they were a team.

      That’s my girl.

      She ground her jaw against panicked tears.

      Without her there, March would kill Rio.

      Tucker climbed to his feet, ignoring her hand again, but letting out a groan. How hurt was he?

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      Okay, apparently not that hurt. She recoiled.

      “March is a murderer and a rapist—”

      “I know, okay? I know. But…” But see, Rio…

      Why hadn’t Rio jumped in after her? He’d sacrificed himself, and…and…

      No. Because suddenly the conversation she’d been spinning through her mind over the past two hours, the description of Buttles given by Darryl, slipped into place.

      Congealed.

      He just wears this wicked scar on his face to remind everybody that he can’t be killed.

      Buttles had been at the Midnight Sun Saloon two days ago. Probably hunting for Darryl.

      Or his pregnant wife.

      “Let’s just get going. We have to catch up to them.”

      Tucker gave her a way-too familiar look. “You’re not going anywhere—”

      That was just it. “And you’re not the boss of me!”

      Silence. Because well, that sounded silly. Of course he was.

      Or maybe not here, so far from the fire line.

      “Actually, I’m exactly that. Your boss. And you’re going to do exactly what I tell you to do.”

      Oh. She gritted her jaw, running her hands up her arms, unable to hold back a shiver.

      He must have thought he’d hurt her because he touched her shoulder, his own hand like ice. “Sorry, Skye. I’m just…”

      “Scared?” She met his eyes, not sure where that came from. Maybe because he’d spent the past twenty-four hours chasing her down, thinking the worst…

      Okay, she could cut him some slack. Especially when, “Yeah, okay? I’m…I’m…yeah. Fine. Scared. Stevie could be hurt—even dead for all I know, and…”

      He clutched his hand behind his neck and turned away from her. “I can’t believe how royally I screwed this up. I was supposed to get everybody home in one piece. That’s all Jed asked of me, and now…”

      He screwed this up? Huh. She lifted her hand to touch his back, then dropped it, but kept her voice soft. “Tucker. You can’t stop bad things from happening. And you don’t need to save everyone.”

      “Just for once, I’d like God to be on my side, okay?”

      What—? “And why are you assuming that He’s not?”

      He rounded on her. “Have you not been paying attention over the past twenty-four hours?”

      She recoiled. “Actually, I have. Very much so, and—”

      “I just don’t get why God has it out for me.”

      Oh boy. Clearly something had happened out there in the forest. “Why do you think this has anything to do with you?”

      “Because I was put in charge!” He stalked away from her, rambling about doing things right and not being trouble anymore, and it took a second for her to realize he was leaving her there.

      Some rescue.

      “Where are you going?” She ran after him.

      “I dropped my pack up the trail—I’ve got a blanket, matches—we gotta get warm.”

      “Fine—good, but—” She grabbed his arm. “Tucker. Stop. Listen. Why are you assuming that just because bad things happen that God isn’t on your side?”

      Tucker rounded on her. “Because if He was on my side, then…”

      “Then life would be perfect?” And her own words found soil. Because she sometimes wondered the same thing. Wondered if God cared at all about her mistakes and rescuing her. Wondered if, when she was in over her head, if He would show up.

      Except…Rio.

      And his voice in her head. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me.

      “Fine,” Tucker said. “Okay. I get that things happen. But it feels very personal.”

      Yes, yes it did. “Trouble always feels personal. But it doesn’t mean that God doesn’t care about you. That He’s out to get you. In fact, the opposite is true. God deliberately put Himself in the way of the ultimate tragedy to save you. That’s what grace is…and frankly, He uses trouble to show you Himself.”

      Your rod and your staff protect and comfort me.

      She didn’t know why the rest of the verse rose to the surface, but…yes. Rio had been a force of protection and comfort.

      Helping her stay calm, not panic.

      God had shown up to protect her. She looked at Tucker. “You gotta get out of the mind-set that God doesn’t want to help you and start believing that ‘goodness and mercy will pursue you all the days of your life.’ Pursue. As in not give up tracking you down. As in relentlessly showing up in your life whether you are a good guy or not.”

      He stared at her, almost confused, even as she let the word sink in. Pursue.

      Oh, please, really? Except not everyone had the luxury of knowing God’s words. “Psalm twenty-three, New Living Translation. It’s the one I learned at Bible camp. Look it up.”

      She curled her arms around herself, picturing March, and even Buttles. “Listen. People are evil. And bodies are frail, and fires happen. Lightning strikes—it just falls from the sky, and yet in the middle of the fire, in the middle of the darkness, God is there. Pursuing us. Because He loves us. Because He wants to rescue us. Because He is a rescuer by His very nature.”

      A rescuer. She smiled. “Sorta like a guy I know.”

      And maybe she could be one back. Tucker still hadn’t moved, so she touched his arm, met his eyes. “You will never be enough to fight your fires on your own, Tucker. That’s why we have a team. And God is on your team.”

      He drew in a breath, but the words filled her, like heat to her bones.

      God was on her team.

      “C’mon. Let’s get that pack,” Skye said. “I’m freezing.”

      He nodded and started up the trail.

      Good. Because as soon as they warmed up, she was going after Rio in hot pursuit.

      Before Buttles found him.
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      Rio forced his legs to keep running. Because everything inside him wanted to turn around, flee back to the river, and dive in after Skye.

      He couldn’t pry her scream out of his head.

      Of course, at the time he’d been face down in the dirt, the world spinning, his jaw burning, wondering how he’d get up.

      Her scream had relit the fire inside him.

      His head still rang. The inopportune kick from March just as Rio had been lunging in to help Archer had probably cracked his jaw, maybe even given him a concussion, especially when added to the blow March had given him to his head.

      Yes, but for the scream he might still be in the dirt. High-pitched and terrified, it galvanized him off the ground, and he went to his knees, searching for Skye.

      He spotted her perched on a boulder in the river, out of the water.

      Safe.

      Downstream.

      And then, “US marshals!”

      The voice came from the bridge, and he’d whirled around to see Stevie, the overzealous marshal, pointing a gun at March. Finally, the right target.

      “You’re surrounded! Let him go!”

      Rio glanced again at Skye, and in a dark flash he realized—Darryl had made a run for it, and if Rio got apprehended, it would be hours, maybe days before they sorted out Rio’s identity.

      And Darryl would be in the wind—Buttles along with him.

      Another quick look at Skye—she was perched safely on the rock—and Rio turned his back on Skye and sprinted down the path where he’d seen Darryl disappear.

      It wasn’t hard to find him. The man still bled. Dark red blood splotched the path, and sure, Rio’s head hurt so bad he thought he might retch, but he kept running and caught up to Darryl less than a half mile away.

      Darryl spotted him with a look of horror over his shoulder, and Rio didn’t slow. Just ran him down, grabbing the back of his shirt and yanking him to a hard stop.

      Then, because he was breathing hard and didn’t want Darryl to nick him again with a stone or an elbow or something that could finally take him down, he shoved Darryl into a nearby birch tree, twisting his arm behind his back in a submission hold.

      Got his face up close to Darryl’s ear. “Going somewhere?”

      “You said I could find my wife!”

      Really? Wow. “You gave me up to March. I think our deal is off!”

      “Then I’m not testifying. You get nothin’ from me.” As if for emphasis, he spat at Rio’s feet.

      Rio fought to keep the world from spinning—and from letting go of the desperate grip on his self-control.

      Because more than anything, he wanted to take out his fury on this jerk who trafficked women, who had hit him, and sold him out to March—

      And yeah, he knew his frustration had a lot more to do with the fact Skye was probably hypothermic right now, but he hadn’t known what else to do.

      In short, he’d panicked.

      Led with his emotions, again.

      “Oh, you’re going to talk,” Rio said darkly. “Maybe not testify, but I promise, I will find out what I want to know from you.”

      Yeah, any doubt that Rio might not be a criminal died with his tone, the way his voice turned to steel. “I’m going to do to you exactly what you do to every girl who you transport. Tie you up, lock you in a cage, and never let you go.”

      Darryl went silent. Then, quietly, his shoulders began to tremble, his breaths washboarding out.

      What—? Was he crying?

      Rio held in a dark word, then eased off the man. Stepped back, keen to any fast movements.

      “I just want to see my wife. I—” Darryl turned, and for Pete’s sake, tears cut down the man’s face. “I’m an idiot—I know it. The first time I drove for Buttles, it was television sets and stolen stuff, and I just…I thought…I needed the money. I wasn’t trying to hurt anybody. I just…I love Alicia and I wanted to take care of her. I didn’t know I was transporting girls until…” He closed his eyes. “I heard them crying when I stopped at a truck stop. I’d been told never to open the truck, but I did, and they were all lined up in crates, most of them drugged, but a few of them were really sick and…I didn’t know what to do.”

      “You call the cops.”

      “I called Buttles.” Darryl’s expression turned wretched, and Rio steeled himself against it. “I thought maybe he didn’t know, but…” He shook his head. “Aw, I’m stupid.”

      “Yeah, man, you are.”

      “He threatened my wife.”

      And Rio really didn’t want to have any compassion for Darryl, but when he looked down into Darryl’s reddened eyes, Rio heard Skye’s voice in his head. Just enough not to push Darryl up against the tree with a hand to his neck. Desperation causes us to do stupid things.

      Rio knew that kind of desperation. At least the kind that got people in over their heads.

      Still—no excuse, and Darryl deserved to go to jail for a very long time.

      Which meant that no, he wouldn’t see his son or daughter grow up. And shoot, but Rio got that.

      He’d missed a year of his kid brother’s life.

      And frankly, a whole lot more since he’d gone into undercover work.

      “Where is your wife?”

      “She lives in our A-frame, just a couple miles from here.”

      Rio wanted to put his fist into the birch tree behind Darryl. He could probably do this—bring Darryl to his wife.

      Because of Aggie.

      “I just want to say goodbye. Tell her I love her.”

      Rio’s jaw tightened, hearing Skye’s words in Darryl’s.

      He should have told Skye how he felt.

      The thought shook him right through to his bones. Because yeah, if love peeled back the darkness to find the sliver of hope and light inside…he was on his way to falling hard for Skye Doyle.

      And it was enough to listen to the compassion she’d wanted to show Darryl.

      “You swear to me that you will testify against Buttles. No going back on your word. Because if you do, man, I promise you—”

      Darryl lifted his hands in protection, or maybe surrender. “Yeah, I do—I do—”

      Sheesh. He’d really taken a blow to the head. Rio grabbed the man by the collar. “C’mon.”

      They started down the path—the only way he could think to go, because it had to lead somewhere, given the wide, Forest Service maintained trail. The path was well trod, shaggy trees cut back, wood chips dropped on soggy soil. The river faded out, leaving only their footfalls against the packed loam.

      Rio let go of Darryl.

      His head throbbed, a hammer slamming into his frontal cortex. Yeah, he probably had a concussion, but he couldn’t stop now.

      He kept Darryl in front of him, in reach of his hand.

      “Sorry I gave you up to March,” Darryl said, maybe as a peace offering.

      “How did you know?”

      “I wasn’t sure until you stood up for that kid in the chow hall. There’s something about you. You’re not like…well, I thought you were a crow until you actually took a beating for him. Then, I couldn’t figure why the superintendent sent me out here—I’m not the guy for the job. But I’m not stupid, either, and when you showed up, I started to wonder if maybe she sent you out here. For your own good.”

      Rio nodded. Oh, that was a bad idea.

      “Which left me connecting the fact the feds kept offering me protection if I ratted out Buttles. And I figured that if they’d actually transferred me to Copper County to be near my wife, what else would they do to keep me safe? And then I remembered how you told me you were watching my back.”

      “You aren’t making it easy.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t know who to trust. And you weren’t exactly blending in. You think you can, but you don’t. You’re…different. You’re stupidly good. Like, inside. It’s probably going to get you killed.”

      Rio narrowed his eyes, half expecting Darryl to turn on him, try something.

      But the man just kept walking.

      Then Skye’s voice was back, hurting his heart with her words. There’s still light inside you, Rio. Nothing can separate you from the love of God.

      Maybe. Oh, he hoped so.

      Darryl said nothing more, and they walked in silence until they emerged into a large campground. A dirt drive circled the area, filled with RVs, pop-ups, and tents. Despite the burning sky that bathed the area with light, the place was quiet.

      Rio grabbed Darryl’s arm. “Let’s find transportation.” He scooted around the campsite, looking in trucks and SUVs for keys, and found an open-shell Jeep with the keys dangling in the ignition. A lonely blue two-man tent sat a few feet away, one pair of boots sitting outside the tent.

      Rio grabbed a fleece jacket and T-shirt lying on the picnic table.

      Sorry, dude.

      Darryl climbed in the passenger side of the Jeep.

      Rio slid behind the wheel, took a breath, then fired it up, stuck the gear in reverse, and peeled out.

      They kicked up dirt along the road as they headed out of the campground.

      Darryl glanced over at him, grinning way too widely for a man who was an accessory to grand theft. “Maybe you are a criminal after all.”

      Rio’s mouth closed in a tight line. Maybe.
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      The fire on the mountain had blown up in the wee morning hours. A black plume of smoke darkened the sky to the north, and Skye heard Tucker on the radio, checking in with Seth, hearing the grim status report. Not only had the winds shifted and the fire jumped the water line to the east, but Riley had gotten hurt.

      They were now three firefighters short.

      And Tucker was pacing. He’d given her a black T-shirt from his PG pack, along with a pair of dry socks—he was a fanatic about dry feet. She pulled her hair back into a sodden ponytail and crouched before the campfire, listening to him finish his call.

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Tucker said. “But first, we gotta do something.” He looked up at Skye.

      Really?

      She nodded at him, not a little stunned that he’d even heard her words as they’d hiked back to the place where he’d jumped into the water to rescue her.

      He’d filled her in on their pursuit of the convicts, the story of how he and Stevie, the US marshal, had followed the group all the way to the cabin. And yes, they’d started a fire as a diversion, trying to overtake March.

      Tucker was limping, the result of a fall, or maybe his tussle with March. And he was just as worried about Stevie, who’d disappeared after they’d been swept downstream, as Skye was about Rio.

      Interesting.

      Tucker signed off with a “Don’t do anything stupid, Seth,” and Skye couldn’t help but wonder if going after a fugitive like March wasn’t exactly that.

      According to Seth, a couple US marshals had reached the cabin and were hiking to the river on foot.

      Maybe she and Tucker should head back and do their jobs. Especially since Rio had risked his life to get her away from March.

      Except…well, her heart told her that Rio was in big trouble.

      He was taking Darryl to his wife.

      And no doubt, Buttles was waiting there to ambush them.

      Tucker was lacing up his boots, so Skye grabbed his pack.

      “Skye—”

      “Stop. Let me do something. I know you think you have to shield me, but I made this team just like everyone else. I can carry a PG pack and keep up with you, boss.”

      He looked like he wanted to argue with her—even himself, his face grim. “I don’t have to tell you that March is dangerous—”

      “Listen. Like I said, there’s more going on here than you realize, and I have to find Rio and warn him about something I heard. He’s in real danger.”

      “Yeah, from getting apprehended. Skye, he’s a criminal!”

      She cinched the waist strap down. “Let’s go.” She hiked down the trail she’d taken earlier, almost hearing Rio’s voice in her ear… When I tell you…

      She’d so thought his escape plan included him, them, together.

      Had thought him kissing her—twice—had meant something.

      She gritted her jaw, forcing down the rush of regret. She hadn’t said goodbye. Or told him how she felt or—

      How she felt? She’d only known him for twenty-four hours…and most of that under duress. She had simply fallen for the hero, the adrenaline ramping up her feelings.

      Except, those emotions felt big and unescapable and impossibly right despite the craziness of it all.

      So yes, maybe she was following her heart. But she didn’t know what else to do.

      She crossed the bridge a second time, not looking at the rapids, and nearly ran down the path, Tucker behind her. He was grunting a little, and maybe she shouldn’t have set such a brutal pace. But he didn’t complain and all she could think was how much March wanted to kill Rio.

      And how much trouble Rio might be in if he lived and walked into an ambush at Darryl’s house.

      “Do you know where March was taking you?” Tucker said.

      “I heard him talking with Archer. He said he had a campsite and a truck we could take.”

      Tucker glanced over his shoulder. She was keeping up, hardly breaking a sweat.

      “Did anyone ever mention that Archer was a…cop?”

      A cop? “No.” Seriously?

      “Was he in on the escape?”

      “I don’t know. He was on March like glue, though. So maybe.”

      Except, he had stepped in at least twice when March had a gun to Rio’s head, so…

      And it occurred to her then that maybe March had caught up to Rio—that Rio was already dead.

      She refused to let the thought take hold of her, freeze her on the spot.

      The path widened and angled away from the river. Blue through the thinning trees suggested a lake, shiny under the morning sunlight. The wind from the mountains eased the sweat from her neck.

      Please let them be running the right direction.

      Tucker slowed to a walk when they reached a campground. A dirt road circled the camp, and tucked into berths were orange and blue tents, pop-ups, a few RVs. An early morning quiet had descended on the place. Tucker caught up to Skye and grabbed her arm.

      “Wait.”

      What? She listened, but nothing—

      A shot fractured the morning air.

      Tucker took off running.

      She sprinted after him and nearly plowed him over when he stopped short. Standing across the road, Stevie held up her hands, edging toward…March. He stood in front of an old truck parked next to a dilapidated trailer and held Archer by the collar. Archer was pale, breathing hard, as if in pain.

      No sign of Rio.

      Tucker grabbed the pack strap and dragged her over to the forest, pulling her down beside a bushy spruce tree.

      “You stay here,” he whispered. “I’m going to try and get behind March and tackle him.”

      Had he lost his mind? “Don’t die!”

      He gave her the strangest look. Then, “Right. Radio in to Seth, tell him our position so the marshals can get here.”

      Oh, uh… she had nothing but a nod for him as he suddenly sprinted out behind the trailer.

      “Throw the keys!” March shouted, and Skye put it together.

      Stevie had gotten here before March and taken the keys out of his truck. Preventing his escape.

      Where was Rio?

      She spotted Tucker edging out from behind the truck, as if to sneak up on March, who pointed his revolver at Stevie.

      Shoot—she should do something, not just sit here—

      Stevie tossed the keys to March.

      No!

      Archer shouted and launched himself at Stevie.

      A shot, and Archer fell hard on Stevie.

      Somehow she got free, but March grabbed Stevie, hauled her to her feet.

      Hit her.

      Oh—no, no—

      When he hit her again, Skye leaped to her feet.

      Tucker was already there, tackling March.

      Skye ducked her head and fled to the cover of the truck. Stevie crawled over to Archer, begging him not to die.

      Skye paused behind the truck, breathing hard. She couldn’t see the fight, but she heard the grunts—too reminiscent of Rio’s own fight with March. She eased around the truck to help Stevie.

      The fighters came back into view. March had crawled on top of Tucker, pinning him to the ground with his knee. March raised a tire iron above his head—

      “No!”

      Skye’s scream ignited Stevie, who turned and ran straight for March.

      Thank You, God—Stevie caught March’s arm. Pushed him off Tucker and clamped her hands around March’s neck.

      Skye ran to Archer. He was bleeding from a wound in his gut, blood pooling on the ground as he tried to press a coat over his injury.

      A cry of pain, and March had thrown Stevie off him, rolled over to strangle her.

      Stop him.

      Skye heard the words but couldn’t move her hands off Archer, off the coat saturated with blood.

      Stop him!

      Tucker lunged toward March, jerking him away from Stevie, trapping him in a choke hold. “You’re done, March! You’re done!”

      Please.

      “Call for help!” Stevie was rolling to her knees, seeing Skye maybe for the first time.

      Right—help!

      Except March had gotten ahold of the tire iron again. And as Skye screamed, he used the sharp end to stab Tucker.

      Tucker gasped, jerked back, and March rounded on him, swinging the iron back like a baseball bat.

      Aiming for Tucker’s head.

      “No! No—!” Skye bounced to her feet.

      A shot cracked the air, jerking Skye to a halt.

      March dropped hard, sprawled in the dirt, jerking, gasping. Blood oozed from his chest.

      Stevie had shot him.

      Tucker pushed away from him, scrambling back.

      Skye fell to her knees, wanting to weep.

      Tucker ran to Stevie who was still holding the gun.

      Beside Skye, Archer groaned. She turned, saw him trying to get up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “My daughter—is she okay?”

      Skye just stared at him. Then she followed his gaze. Stevie. Was his daughter? “Yeah. I think she killed March.”

      “Hey!” A voice echoed from down the road and she looked up, saw two men in blue jackets running down the gravel, their guns out. US marshals.

      It was about freakin’ time. Bouncing to her feet, she waved her arms. “Over here!”

      One ran up to her, breathing hard. Mid-thirties, brown hair, he wore the panic of someone who’d gotten to the scene too late. “Ma’am, are you hurt?”

      “No…but he is.” She pointed to Archer.

      The other man ran straight to Stevie and Tucker.

      “Marshal Kennedy,” the first man said, and pulled out his radio. “Keep pressure on his wound.”

      She pressed on the jacket, met Archer’s eyes. “Tucker said you were a cop.”

      He nodded. “Sorry you got involved. I was just trying to keep my daughter safe. I knew she’d go after March, and the only way I could think of to keep her safe was to go with him.”

      Oh. Like Rio had done for Skye, maybe. “Where’s Rio?”

      Archer shook his head. “I don’t know. We never found him after the bridge.”

      The other marshal came over and started taking his vitals.

      “Sorry,” he said to Archer as he moved him to check on his wound. “It’s a through and through.”

      “I’m fine,” Archer said, groaning.

      “Don’t be stupid, Dad,” Stevie said, coming up behind Skye. “You’re shot.”

      “Yeah, but you’re alive.” He smiled up at her. “That’s all that matters.”

      Stevie knelt next to him, her hand on the jacket. Skye eased away as Stevie bent close to her father.

      She watched from a distance as Archer pulled the marshal down and kissed her forehead.

      Sweet. And crazy tears burned Skye’s eyes.

      She stood on the outskirts as a man pulled up in an SUV, one of the campers. He got out and ran over to them, carrying a first aid kit. Blond, solidly built, his hair nearly shaved off. “I’m a navy medic. I’m on leave—but maybe I can help.”

      He assessed Archer, and from what Skye heard, he might live. They began to get him ready to load into the SUV. Apparently, they wanted to take him to a nearby clinic and meet an ambulance there.

      Her gaze went to Tucker, who now stood with Stevie, his hands on her shoulders.

      Skye could nearly feel Rio’s hand in hers.

      And then Tucker kissed Stevie. Sweetly, as if she really meant something to him—and of course she did, because Tucker always followed the rules, always did the right thing.

      The right thing. Following Rio wasn’t just about following her heart. It was about doing the right thing, about justice.

      Tucker eased away from Stevie and grinned. “Fun date. Let’s do it again.”

      Really, boss?

      “Maybe without the shooting?” Stevie said. “The runaway prisoners?”

      Skye would have liked to have known what exactly had happened between them over the past twenty-four hours. But they had no time. “Speaking of prisoners…” She came up to them, not caring that she might be interrupting their clench.

      “They’re still out there.” Skye glanced at the other two marshals, then back to Stevie. “Rio and Darryl and Thorne. They’re out there, and…well, Rio is in big trouble.”

      “Yeah, because he’s on the run,” Stevie said. “Our guys will find him.”

      No—no. And suddenly she realized Rio had bigger problems than she thought. Because the marshals had no idea he was one of the good guys. She shook her head. “I know—that’s the problem. He’s not who he says he is. And he’s in big, big trouble.”

      Stevie might as well have rolled her eyes for the way she looked at Skye.

      And sorry, but she wasn’t going to walk away. Or do nothing.

      Not when the man she loved—okay, maybe not loved, but she probably could love Rio Parker. Wanted to love Rio Parker.

      Oh, who was she kidding? He made her feel bold and strong and not afraid of doing something that might end up with her in over her head. So she cut her voice low, stepping closer. “Somebody is trying to kill him—a guy named Wayne Buttles.”

      That name clearly rang a bell because Stevie paled. “Wayne Buttles?” She glanced at Tucker, then back to Skye. “Buttles is on our Ten Most Wanted Fugitives list. He’s…yeah, he makes March look like a small-town hood. Human trafficking, weapons, drugs—he’s a real prize. Why is he trying to kill Rio?”

      Oh shoot. Because if she thought Buttles might be dangerous from Rio’s—and Darryl’s—description of him, hearing about him from Stevie turned Skye cold. She swallowed and, because they were running out of time, tried to find the simplest answer. “Because Rio—and this guy Darryl—can testify against him.”

      Stevie raised an eyebrow.

      “Listen,” Skye said. “Rio saved my life a number of times. And I trust him. Worse…I think I saw the guy he’s running from.”

      “You saw Buttles?” Stevie shook her head. “How?”

      And that would be a story. So, “I’ll tell you, but…I think Rio is walking into an ambush. I know where they’re going, but we have to get to him before Buttles does. Please.”

      Stevie just stood there, considering her.

      And Skye was standing there with a fire torch, dripping fire everywhere, not sure what to do. The frustration pushed tears into her eyes, and she reached for the only thing she had. “If you don’t help me, I’ll go alone.”

      Stevie glanced at her father, now being loaded into the SUV, Blake and the medic climbing in after him.

      Tucker’s jaw hardened. “No, you won’t, Skye.”

      And Skye got it—she really did. Stevie—and probably Tucker—didn’t want anything else to happen to someone on the team. And she was hardly equipped to stop someone like Buttles.

      But she meant it. She wasn’t going to run away or stand still or let the fear of disaster keep her from doing something. The right thing.

      “Yeah, I will. Just like you chose Stevie over the fire line, I need to choose Rio.”

      Tucker’s mouth tightened. He looked at Stevie. “It wasn’t a choice.”

      Skye’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t have a choice either. Fine. “I’ll go alone then.”

      But Stevie had turned to Tucker. “Alone is not best. So, I guess you haven’t gotten rid of me yet, hotshot.”

      Her words swooped out Skye’s breath. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Although I’m not sure why I should trust Rio—”

      “Because he’s FBI.”

      Oh. She hadn’t meant to tell them—Rio had been so determined to stay undercover to protect her. But…well, they were just as likely to shoot him, weren’t they? Maybe it was time for her to protect him.

      Stevie just stared at her. “What?”

      “Yeah. He’s been protecting Darryl and trying to gain his trust so he’ll testify against Buttles. He’s driving Darryl to his house to see his wife, Alicia before she goes into labor. They live not far from here.”

      Stevie nodded. “Okay. But we need weapons and backup and a vehicle. Which means we need to catch that ride to the clinic. We’ll figure it out on the way.”

      Skye wanted to weep with relief. She looked at Tucker, who answered with a tight line of disapproval.

      Yeah well, if he could follow his heart, she could too.
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      Rio wasn’t a fugitive, and he didn’t want to get shot for being mistaken as one.

      Even though, technically, he did steal a car.

      Still, the last thing he needed was to get pulled over and have some trigger-happy deputy decide he needed to be a hero.

      Rio unbuttoned his bright orange shirt and shoved it under the seat. He glanced at Darryl, who looked rough in the passenger side of the Jeep. Like he might pass out. Or hurl.

      “How far is your house?”

      Darryl leaned his head back. “About a mile from here. Just off the highway. Keep driving.”

      They’d only traveled a few miles from the campground toward Copper Mountain, the wilderness thickening as they headed south along the highway.

      In the side mirror, Rio could make out the dangerous black plume that clawed the sky, evidence that the fire they’d thought they’d beat had roared back to life.

      Not unlike this little adventure, because the closer they got to civilization, the closer Rio came to someone mistaking him as a real fugitive and shooting him on sight.

      No way. Because the only thing on his brain the minute they’d gotten some wheels—after the idea of nabbing Buttles—was tracking down Skye and telling her…

      What?

      That he loved her? No…but…maybe that she’d ignited something inside him he’d thought cold. He could call it hope, and it simmered a heat through him that he didn’t want to die. So, maybe…maybe they could figure out what that meant.

      He was tired of living his life behind bars, lying, pretending to be a criminal.

      He wanted…well, maybe what his parents had before the nightmare.

      A family, a home. Someone who helped keep fed the warm hum in his chest.

      Someone he could so very easily love.

      “Turn here,” Darryl said and pointed to a cutout in the road, more of a dirt path than a road, but many homes up here were simply scrabbled out of the wilderness. He slowed and turned east off the highway, low branches suggesting the driveway needed a trim.

      The smoke billowed out to the northeast, and even Darryl saw it now and sat up. “That looks bad.”

      Right. And Skye might be heading back into it. The thought put a fist around his chest, and Rio clenched his jaw against the rush to dump Darryl at his house and follow his heart back to the fire.

      But Skye was smart and strong, and she knew what she was doing.

      I’m in way over my head, Rio. I live in terror that I’ll get it wrong.

      Another prayer—this time easier, given the last answered plea—rose from inside him. Please, God, help her not to freeze. Give her everything she needs.

      The rutted dirt road—barely accessible—wound back at least a mile before daylight opened into a yard and an A-frame with a wide porch off the front. Flowers in washtubs and wooden containers lined the porch and the wide steps, welcoming and fresh. To the left, an open shed held a snowmobile, a four-wheeler, and stacked firewood. Beyond the house, a trail led to a tiny lake, backdropped by a mountainside.

      Seriously. Darryl had a little piece of paradise carved out here.

      And then the door opened.

      A pretty brunette, her hair pulled back, waddled out. But instead of holding her amazingly huge belly, she gripped a rifle and stood on the porch with a growl on her face.

      Rio pulled up, stopped the car. “Listen, I’m serious—”

      “I’ll tell you everything,” Darryl said and nearly ran out of the car. “Alicia!”

      Rio got out slowly, watching as Darryl ran up the steps and swept her up. She dropped the rifle and cried out with joy.

      Life was so unfair. Rio spent his time alone, putting away jerks who went home to women who loved them.

      He wanted a woman who loved him. Who took his face in her hands and kissed him without hesitation, regardless of his crimes or the fact that he wore dried blood and the remnants of a brutal escape on his face and body.

      Rio retrieved the gun—just in case—and waited for the reunion to end, looking out at the lake and beyond, to the undulating black and gray smoke. He couldn’t see flames from here, but the fire must have tripled in size.

      “What are you doing here?” Alicia leaned away from Darryl, glanced briefly at Rio, then back.

      “I had to see you,” Darryl said. “I was worried about you. And the baby.” He leaned down, kissed her belly.

      Rio just stood there, stymied. Except, he was tired of lying. “We broke out of prison.”

      Darryl shot him a glare, and appropriately so because Alicia gasped. “What—Darryl!”

      He took her hands. “I had to see you, babe.”

      “You’re hurt.” She looked at his arm.

      “I’m fine. Just a nick.”

      Rio rolled his eyes.

      Her nod indicated Rio. “So, he’s a prisoner too?” Fear flashed over her face.

      “Yeah—”

      “No.” Rio was sick of lying. “I’m not. I’m with the FBI. And we’re only here because Darryl has agreed to testify against Wayne Buttles.”

      Her eyes widened. “But you—you promised that—”

      “Alicia.” Darryl pressed his forehead into hers. “It’s going to be okay. FBI here is going to get Buttles, stop him, and you and the baby will be safe.”

      He looked at Rio then, daring his words to be wrong, but Rio just nodded.

      That was the plan, at least.

      “I don’t—oh!” Alicia grabbed the railing, her hand on her belly, leaning over and breathing out long and hard.

      Darryl freaked out. “What—is it the baby—are you okay?” He grabbed her arms, eased her over to an Adirondack chair. Knelt next to her. “Are you in labor?”

      Rio expected her to shake her head, because no—they couldn’t be showing up just in time for her to have a baby. But, “I have been since yesterday, I think. I called Larke Kingston—she’s on her way.”

      “Is Larke a midwife?” Darryl asked.

      “No, she’s a bush medic and yeah, she can deliver babies, but…I didn’t want to go to a regular doctor and…well, you told me to hide, so…?” She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. Breathed. After a moment, “That was a bigger one.”

      “When is Larke supposed to get here?”

      “I don’t know. I radioed her a bit ago, but…” Her eyes widened. “I think we need to get to the Denali Clinic.”

      Oh, perfect. Just what Rio needed—to go somewhere public where the police might find them and arrest him—maybe shoot him.

      Except, Alicia closed her eyes again, and by the set of her jaw, yeah, they didn’t have time to wait for some backwoods doc to show up on horseback.

      “Let’s go,” Rio said.

      “I need to leave Larke a note—tell her where I went.”

      Darryl helped her up and made to follow her into the house, but Rio grabbed his arm. “I do this…and you keep your word.” Whatever good his promise was.

      “Yeah, man. Yes. Let’s just get her to the hospital.”

      “Then you need to get cleaned up, and we need to change out of these clothes.”

      He followed Darryl into the house, holding the rifle loosely, not putting it down until Darryl had changed into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and was helping Alicia into the back seat of the Jeep.

      Darryl had given him a change of clothes also, and Rio pulled on a fresh T-shirt, a flannel shirt, and a baseball cap. Then he climbed into the driver’s seat.

      Alicia had pinned a note to her front door.

      “Hurry,” Darryl said, climbing in next to her in the back seat.

      Alicia groaned.

      Rio backed out, the smoke billowing in his rearview mirror as he took off down the road. And maybe now was the time to get a little down payment on Darryl’s promises.

      “The key to your safety is us finding Buttles. So…tell me where you would meet him.”

      “It’s at a truck stop north of the Canadian border. I don’t know how they get…the cargo…across.”

      The cargo. “You mean the trafficked girls?”

      Alicia drew in a breath, and Rio glanced into the rear-view mirror. She was staring at Darryl with a sort of horror on her face. “What—what is he talking about?”

      Huh. And Rio probably shouldn’t have enjoyed Darryl’s deep swallow, the way he looked at his wife.

      Rio filled in the gap. “Darryl has been trafficking girls across the border, down into the Lower 48—”

      “I only drove the truck!”

      “That’s like saying, I only watched a little porn. Everything, anything you do to support this industry is enslaving these women.” He glanced at Alicia, then at her unborn child. “What if you have a daughter? Think that through for one moment. Imagine someone kidnapping her and taking her—to do whatever he or she wants with her.” He shook the image of Aggie from his mind, his voice cutting low so he didn’t do something crazy.

      Emotional.

      Stupid.

      Darryl looked away from him. “I know. I…” He took a breath. “I kept thinking that maybe if I didn’t think about it, or told myself I was just doing a job…” He looked at Alicia. “I’m sorry. I justified what I did for…for us. But—”

      “You can’t take what’s bad and make it good just by giving yourself good reasons for it,” she said quietly.

      Her words found Rio, dug inside. No wonder he felt soiled down to his bones. Because he’d done exactly that—bad things for the sake of good. But it left a residue on his soul he couldn’t wash off.

      “Do the right thing now, Darryl,” Rio said. “Buttles has to have a contact on the Canadian side. Or someone who can get them through border control. Think. Did you ever see anyone?”

      “I don’t know. I switch trucks and drive back to Anchorage.”

      “You never stuck around to see the handoff?”

      Darryl had put his arm around Alicia again. She was crying.

      “Yeah, once. There was a guy, another driver, I think. And Buttles was there. He was with a blond guy, hard jawline. Dressed nice—in a suit, like he was a businessman. That’s why I noticed him.”

      “Did you get a name?”

      “No. I went into the bathroom, and they were in a booth talking. When I came out, he was gone. But maybe he’s Buttles’s connection to the Lower 48.”

      Darryl offered a small tug of a smile. As if he wanted to help. Really.

      Alicia moaned again.

      They hit the highway. “Which way to the clinic?”

      “North. Just up the road—it’s closer than the Copper Mountain hospital. Hurry!”

      Rio turned north, the fire in his view, and from here, he could make out the flicker of flames. They chewed into the blue sky, hungry.

      “That’s a big fire,” Alicia said.

      “I was fighting that,” Darryl said, with some pride in his voice.

      Seriously?

      “We were fighting it before a guy on our crew decided to make a break for it. Your husband decided to go with him,” Rio said.

      Maybe if they had stuck around, the fire wouldn’t have resurrected.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Alicia said though captured breaths. “You’re going to be in big trouble, Darryl.”

      “You’re worth it, babe.”

      Rio shook his head.

      “Don’t worry. FBI here is going to take care of us,” Darryl said. “He’ll get me out of trouble.”

      Oh boy.

      “Listen, Darryl,” Rio said. “When we get to the clinic, just…well, we don’t want to raise any attention. I don’t know if the marshals have reported our escapes, but they usually alert local hospitals and clinics in case anyone has been injured during the escape. So…keep your head down, and I’ll contact my people as soon as I can.”

      “I’m staying with Alicia,” Darryl said, predictably.

      The clinic was located on a hill just off the highway, a long shed-like building with a wheelchair ramp to the Urgent Care door, a garage for an ambulance, a chopper pad in the back, and a black SUV in the parking lot. Rio pulled up near the emergency door and hopped out, coming around to help Alicia.

      Darryl had pulled her into his arms and was marching up the ramp. The doors opened, and Rio did a quick scan of the area. No cops.

      He followed Darryl inside the small clinic to the reception area. They took one look at Alicia and directed her into a nearby exam room. Darryl joined her.

      Rio stood, staring inside the room, scrubbing his hand down his face, when they pulled a privacy screen.

      Perfect. Because he didn’t put it above Darryl to try to run again.

      But probably not with his wife in labor.

      Rio needed a phone. And a shower. And…well, he wouldn’t mind knowing if Skye was okay.

      Please. Because he couldn’t get out of his head the fear that she would head right back to the fire line, dive back into danger.

      He knew her. She wouldn’t give up if she knew she could save lives.

      “Hands up! Don’t move!”

      The voice froze him, and he brought his hands out, slowly, clasping them behind his head. Turning.

      A US marshal—dark hair, the size of a linebacker—stood behind him, holding a Glock. He wore an I-mean-it look on his face.

      Oh, perfect.

      “Listen—”

      “On your knees.”

      He obeyed.

      “Get down, on your face, hands behind your back.”

      “Listen—”

      “Now!”

      Rio blew out a breath, lay on the floor, his cheek against the cool tile, and submitted as the big man put a knee into his back and cuffed him.

      He hauled him up, and Rio turned to him. “Listen, I’m not who you think I am—”

      “I think you’re an escaped felon who’s going back to prison for a very long time.” The big man looked at the nurse. “Do you have a lunchroom or somewhere I can put him?”

      The poor woman stared at Rio, wide-eyed. Nodded. Pointed to a nearby room.

      “Dude, you need to listen to me. I’m FBI. I can prove it. The real criminal is in that room with his wife. She’s in labor. And—”

      “Tell it to your lawyer.”

      Sheesh. “I’m not lying!”

      “Right.” The marshal hauled him into a lunchroom and shoved him into a chair. “Your accomplice is in the exam room?”

      “He’s not—” Rio shook his head. “Yes. Please go make sure he doesn’t get away.”

      He got a sort of wry shake of the head. “I’m right outside the door. Stay put.” Then the man left.

      And Rio was right back where he’d started.

      But at least Skye was safe.
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      They were wasting time. Okay, maybe taking Archer Mills to the Denali Clinic where he wouldn’t die couldn’t be counted as a waste of time. And sure, Skye understood Stevie wanting to wait until her father was stabilized.

      But now that they’d dropped him off at the clinic, now that they were on the way to Buttles’ place, Stevie kept looking at Skye as if her story might be a wild tale, and frankly, every time she repeated it, it did sound a little crazy.

      “You’re sure it was Buttles?”

      “Dark hair, cut across his face. Yes, it was him. I’m positive.”

      “And he was with—”

      “A blond guy. Good looking. He called him Pope.”

      To her credit, Stevie had been useful. She’d called in the information on Darryl, asked to verify Rio’s identity, and gotten the address of Darryl’s next of kin, something the US marshals had gathered on all the fugitives. Darryl’s home address was listed as only two miles south of the clinic, into the back country.

      Please, please let it be hard to find.

      Tucker sat in the front seat, glancing now and again past her, through the window to the plume of acrid black and gray smoke that ate at the blue sky. He was trying to raise Seth on the radio.

      Skye wasn’t unaware that she should probably be going back with him to fight the fire, that the very last thing he wanted to do was chase after Rio.

      Rule number nine: Maintain control of your forces at all times.

      She was clearly way out of control—a fire torch lit, that he couldn’t do anything about.

      Yeah, well, for the first time in a long time, she knew exactly what she wanted.

      Rio. And rescue for all those women he’d talked about.

      Seth’s voice came over the radio with a grim report. The winds had kicked up, the fire tripled in size, and the team had withdrawn to the Boy Scout camp to call in fire drops and wait for reinforcements.

      “Has the camp been evacuated?”

      “Yes. We’re the only ones here.”

      Tucker shook his head, his jaw tight, and he probably wanted to throw the radio.

      Instead, “Okay. Hang tight, but keep your safety zone in mind. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      He signed off, and Skye didn’t look at him. He tapped his fingers on the dashboard. “How much farther?”

      “GPS won’t work for these off-grid places,” Skye said. “I think we passed the road. We need to turn around.”

      Stevie’s phone rang and she passed it to Tucker, who answered it. “Marshal Mills’s phone.”

      He listened, then turned to Stevie. “It’s one of the other marshals. He says he has the fugitives in custody.”

      Skye leaned up from the back seat just as Stevie pumped the brakes. “Tell him we’ll be back.”

      “But Rio’s not—”

      “We’ll sort it out when we get there.” Stevie executed a U-ie that left a little rubber on the pavement and headed back to the hospital.

      Breathe. Because…maybe she hadn’t actually seen Buttles. Maybe he hadn’t a clue where Rio was. Which meant she’d followed her heart and had wasted precious time that they could be using to fight a fire.

      “We need to get back to the fire, Skye,” Tucker said. “I’m going to call Barry and see if he can come get us and drop us in.

      “Not until I see Rio,” Skye said.

      Tucker said nothing but pulled out his radio.

      Barry Kingston came over the line.

      Tucker relayed their situation, their position.

      “Sorry, Tucker. All the pilots are busy with bomber drops. And Larke—she left with Riley, your injured smokejumper, to check on one of her patients who went into labor. I’m fresh out of pilots.”

      “If we get back, can you chopper us in?”

      “I’m just leaving to fly the bucket brigade.”

      “Can you wait for us?”

      Skye reached forward and grabbed Tucker’s arm. “Not until we see Rio.”

      Tucker’s mouth closed in a tight line. “Listen. The Denali Clinic has a chopper pad. Can you pick us up? And we’ll need fresh gear—grab a couple extra PG bags, okay?”

      Barry confirmed, and when Tucker clicked off, he turned to her. “Listen, Skye. I get that you want to check in with Rio, but we have a job to do—”

      “I just need to say goodbye, okay? Five minutes.” And she didn’t mean to put that much pleading in her voice, but…well, she couldn’t leave without telling him…

      Oh.

      Uh. Well, maybe that he’d made her feel brave and capable and that maybe she didn’t have to be overwhelmed. That she believed him—that God would give her everything she needed.

      After all, He’d given her Rio when she most needed protection.

      And what if…what if after this was all over…

      Tucker glanced at Stevie, then back to Skye, and maybe he got it because he nodded.

      They pulled up to the clinic beside a Jeep. Skye barreled out of the SUV and ran into the clinic.

      The bigger of the two US marshals, the beefy linebacker, sat in a chair beside a door. The other paced the hallway, looking up as they entered.

      “Where is he?” Skye demanded.

      The pacer frowned—she remembered his name from the ride over. Kennedy. He put his hand up, but she wasn’t slowing. She headed for the door next to the other marshal. “Is he in here?”

      “Ma’am—”

      “He’s not a fugitive. He’s a federal agent, just like you!” She went to slam her way into the room, but Beefy got up, blocking her path.

      “Let her in, Warner. She’s telling the truth. And if you have him cuffed in there, let him go.” Stevie’s voice emerged from the down the hall. “Has my dad been transported yet?”

      Skye heard the “No. We’re waiting on the chopper,” as she pushed past Marshal Warner into the room.

      And there he sat. On a chair, hands secured behind his back, head back, eyes closed, legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. He’d changed into a clean white T-shirt and a flannel shirt, looking very Alaskan, with his tousled, albeit grimy black hair, the growth of his beard.

      “Rio?”

      She said it softly, not sure if she should wake him, not sure if…

      Oh, she’d probably dreamed up the way he looked at her when he threw her into the river. Like he wanted to dive in after her.

      And sure, he’d kissed her, twice, but maybe that had been about the heat of the moment, and now that they were all safe…

      Then he opened his eyes. Golden brown like the fire at night, they settled on her with surprise, then a molten desire that had her stopping short, her breath catching. A dangerous smile tugged up one side of his face, and even though she knew he wasn’t a bona fide criminal, she felt something downright lawless about the way he rose to his feet, his shoulders impossibly wide, the smell of the woods and fire emanating off his skin.

      She breathed him in, barely resisting the urge to put her hands on his chest even as he took a step closer to her, standing a breath apart, his voice low. “Skye Doyle. I thought I threw you into a river.”

      Then Agent Warner was uncuffing him, offering a sort of apology.

      “Go keep an eye on my prisoner,” Rio said, turning back to Skye.

      Clearly with something besides justice on his mind.

      The door had barely closed before Rio drew in a breath, his gaze running over her from her toes to her eyes, landing at her lips. “Tell me you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay,” she said, putting a hand on his chest. His heart thundered under her touch. “Are you?”

      “Now I am,” he said and slipped a hand around her neck.

      He kissed her with so much force, it nearly knocked her over, his other hand going around her waist, pulling her roughly against him. He wasn’t a criminal, but he kissed her like she might be freedom and light and everything he’d escaped to find. She hung on, her arms around his neck, softened her mouth, and let him unloose his heart.

      Because she was gloriously, deliciously in over her head.

      He picked her up, set her on the table, and slowed them down, taking her face in his hands as he leaned away. He was breathing hard, his eyes glossy when he looked down at her. “I…I was afraid I’d lost you. That you were back fighting that fire, and…” He touched his forehead to hers.

      She wound her hands around his wrists. “About that. I gotta go. Tucker’s called in a chopper to take us back to the fire line.”

      Rio’s mouth tightened, but he nodded. “And I have to bring Darryl back into custody. I’ll probably end up at the Copper Mountain sheriff’s office, for now, but…wait. What are you doing here?”

      Oh, that. “Um…well, I thought you were in danger. I thought…I thought I saw Wayne Buttles in town a couple days ago.”

      Rio frowned at her. Backed up. A heartbeat. “Why?”

      “I saw a guy with the scar Darryl mentioned.”

      “Where?”

      “At a bar and grill called the Midnight Sun. We had dinner there. He was at the bar.”

      Rio reacted a little like he’d been punched. “Oh wow. Okay…uh.” He rubbed her arms. “Yeah, you need to get back to that fire line, and I need to get Darryl out of here.”

      “What?” She slid off the table, following him out the door and into the reception area. Archer Mills was being ushered out of the building on a gurney. Not far behind, Darryl had his arm around a very pregnant woman, also walking her out.

      “What’s going on?” Rio asked.

      Stevie came up to him, following the ensemble out the back of the clinic to the ambulance bay. Her gaze fell off Skye and onto Rio. “They’re transferring my dad and Alicia Salmon down to the Copper Mountain Regional hospital. Darryl’s claiming you said he could go with her.”

      Rio blew out a breath. “Yeah, well. He’s…an informant.”

      “And a fugitive. My team can take Darryl into custody.”

      Rio shook his head. “He stays with me.”

      “Right, well, that’s fine. You can come with us. We’ll be following the ambulance.”

      Alicia was loaded into the ambulance, Archer next to her. “I’ll be right behind you, babe,” Darryl said.

      Skye just stared at them, then back to Rio. “You’re letting him go to the hospital?”

      Rio reached up and rubbed his thumb along her cheek. “Someone told me that compassion should always win.” He kissed her forehead.

      “I’ll be in the car,” Stevie said. “Get Darryl and meet us there.”

      Skye noticed that Tucker walked her back into the building.

      “C’mon, Darryl,” Rio said, even as he slipped his hand into Skye’s one last time. “Let’s get that arm looked at and then we’ll take off.”

      “I’m fine.” Darryl walked away from the ambulance, now pulling out.

      “Now,” said Rio, folding his fingers through Skye’s as they followed Darryl into the clinic.

      “He was shot in the arm. We just need some fresh packing,” Rio said to one of the nurses. She directed them to a fresh exam room and Rio pushed Darryl toward it.

      “Get on the table and don’t move,” he said.

      Darryl obeyed, his mouth in a tight line. Rio turned his back to the door, one eye on Darryl before he looked at Skye. “You be safe out there. That fire is big.”

      She pressed her hand to his chest, again feeling the warm beat of his heart. “You won’t go back to prison, right?”

      “No. But…I don’t know when…”

      He just stopped talking. Lifted his hand to her face and ran his thumb down her cheek. “I want…”

      She captured her breath, seeing the emotion in his eyes.

      “Me too,” she whispered.

      He kissed her again, maybe feeling, too, that the words weren’t enough.

      But maybe she didn’t need answers. Not yet. Just Rio, right now, here. This amazing man’s arms around her.

      He finally loosened his hold on her, his lips soft as he let her go.

      “So, this isn’t goodbye, then, right?” she said, too much terrible hope in her voice.

      He shook his head. Smiled.

      “Oh, not so fast, Agent Parker. I think this is definitely goodbye.”

      Rio froze in her arms.

      Skye looked up.

      One moment she was in Rio’s arms, the next in a headlock, cutting off her breath.

      Darryl held something sharp to her neck and spoke to the man holding a gun to Rio’s head. “Kill him and I promise I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      “Deal,” Wayne Buttles said.
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      It took Rio a full second to figure it out. The gun barrel to his head, Darryl’s smile, Skye’s wide eyes.

      Darryl had been playing him the entire time. The man wrapped his good arm around Skye’s neck, yanking her back against his body, his eyes on Rio.

      “Let her go, Darryl,” Rio growled.

      “Shut up, FBI,” said the voice behind him.

      Wayne Buttles. Of course.

      “Don’t move,” Darryl added. He held a small scalpel to Skye’s throat as he backed her up. He must have picked it up while the doctors were working on his wife.

      Rio simply froze, his breath cutting out. He could only stare at the line of blood pricking Skye’s neck. It ran down into the well of her throat like a tear.

      “Stop—stop, Darryl. Stop!” Rio’s voice shook.

      “On your knees, FBI. Or he slits her neck.”

      Rio wanted to kick himself for not…for being so stupid as to listen to compassion.

      You’re stupidly good. Like, inside. It’s probably going to get you killed.

      Yeah, probably. He was better off as a criminal.

      Rio held up his hands, went down to his knees, meeting Skye’s eyes with apology in them, hearing his stupid, arrogant words. Stay with me. Nothing will happen to you as long as you’re with me.

      “Found these in the lunchroom,” Buttles said and cuffed Rio’s wrist, then the other behind his back.

      He only had pleading left. “Let her go, Darryl.”

      “I’m walking out of here.”

      “Buttles will kill you.”

      Darryl bumped against the table, spilling supplies onto the linoleum floor. He backed up against the wall. “No. You promised—right?”

      Buttles pushed Rio away from the door. “Yeah, sure, Darryl. I’ve got your back. Didn’t I say I would look out for you? I went to your house to check on your wife and read your little note. Said you were here. I thought you might be in trouble, so…”

      “Darryl, he’s lying to you.” Rio kept his voice low, even. “You know Buttles will kill you. He doesn’t want you to talk. You come with me, and I’ll keep my promise.”

      “No FBI keeps their promise,” Darryl said. He jerked Skye against him.

      Skye used the movement to lower her head, tucked her chin inside his arm.

      “I do. I keep my promises.”

      “Right. You are the biggest liar of all.”

      Yeah, well.

      “I told you to shut up,” Buttles said and cuffed him across the back of the head.

      Rio wished he’d gotten a good look at the man—just Skye’s intake of breath, the flicker of recognition on her face warned him that indeed, he’d found them.

      Just as she’d said he would. Because Skye took the time to figure things out. She didn’t rush into things blindly, emotions first.

      “Look at my actions, not my words, Darryl,” Rio said. If he could just keep them talking, maybe Stevie would wonder what was keeping them, come back. “I kept you safe, I got your wife to the hospital. You can trust me.”

      Skye met his eyes, solid in his, and he heard her words to him. There’s still light inside you, Rio. I see it.

      Oh, Skye. But yes. She’d helped him see it.

      Just because he looked like a criminal on the outside didn’t mean he didn’t have light and hope and—and forgiveness on the inside.

      And God on his side, in the valley of the shadow.

      “I’m going to keep my promise to you, Darryl. I’m going to take you to your wife. But Buttles only tracked you down here to kill you.”

      “Naw,” Buttles said. “Darryl’s my friend. He knows that’s why he didn’t die in prison.”

      Darryl nodded. “That’s right.” Still, he seemed to be considering Rio’s words. Until he looked at Buttles. “You shoot him, and we’ll take her with us. Just in case. There’s a chopper on the way—we could take that.”

      Rio went cold.

      “That’s my boy. Always about the transportation. But shooting him will create too much attention. I have something better.”

      Buttles grabbed the blood pressure cuff off the nearby wall unit and Velcroed it around Rio’s throat. Started to pump.

      Oh no.

      Darryl smiled. “Nice. So, while you choke, I’m going to just walk out of here with your girl.”

      And then Darryl kissed Skye’s neck.

      Rio let out something feral and dark, but the hold on the blood pressure cuff had tightened, cutting off the blood supply to his brain.

      He wasn’t going to last long.

      Rio’s gaze flickered to Skye’s just for a second, and…what?

      Skye had stepped to Darryl’s side and only then did Rio realize that…she’d listened to him. Back at the cabin, when he’d told her how to get out of a choke hold. Except, well, even then he’d been hoping that she wouldn’t need the information.

      Yes. Except—no. Because even if she got away from Darryl, Buttles would shoot her.

      There was no stopping her, however, because her hand balled into a tight fist.

      Right in the soft parts, honey. Make it hurt.

      His air had left him, the room going hazy.

      He met her eyes and she looked at him with the expression she’d had in the woods one moment before she kissed him. Deliberate.

      Brave. Strong.

      He renews my strength.

      Rio reacted just as she swung her arm back. Heard Darryl cry out as Rio rolled, landed on his back, and slammed his foot into Buttles’s knee. Heard a crack, but didn’t wait for Buttles to fall, just kicked hard up, connecting with his chin.

      Buttles slammed back into the wall.

      The gun dropped to the floor.

      Rio wanted to scrabble for it, but his vision had started to splotch, big gray, black swatches.

      He heard grunts and saw Buttles struggling up.

      With everything he had, he flung his foot at Buttles’s face.

      The man howled, blood spurting.

      Behind him, Skye screamed.

      Skye!

      The blackness closed in, and he flexed his neck, gulping, a fish without air.

      Oh—oh—

      God gives us everything we need…so we’ll have peace. So we won’t panic…

      He closed his eyes. Maybe that’s what grace is—peaceful streams in the middle of danger.

      Somewhere inside, he heard his voice, a pleading. God, save us. Only You can bring justice. I give it to You—

      He heard a door slam, voices, but they fell away, far from him.

      Then, Velcro ripping, and in a second, the rush of glorious air swept into his lungs. He gulped hard, opened his eyes, expecting to see Stevie—

      Skye looked down at him, her hands unwinding the cuff, crying so hard she couldn’t speak.

      “Shh,” he sort of managed, then pushed himself from the floor, still sucking in sweet air. “Shh, I’m okay—” He wanted to grab her, calm her down, but she just wrapped her arms around his neck, buried her face in his shoulder, and held on.

      Okay, this worked too. He turned his head, kissed her cheek. “Skye—it’s okay.”

      Across the room he spotted Darryl, slumped to the floor, writhing, wearing the pale-gray look of a man taken down by a glory shot. One of the marshals ran over to him, turning him over.

      “Skye? You did that?”

      She leaned back, her eyes red. Glanced at Darryl. “I just—I just reacted.” She looked back at him. “It’s your fault. You’re the one who said I was smart, brave, and tough. I just decided to believe you.”

      “You should. I always tell the truth. Grab the gun.”

      She reached for it.

      Stevie was standing over Buttles, pushing him to the ground.

      The third marshal—the big one—produced keys. He took the gun from Skye and turned Rio around to uncuff him. “Sorry.”

      But Rio wasn’t listening. Because Skye had him by the collar, kissing him, so much emotion in her kiss—well, he simply let her be in charge.

      When his hands were free, he wrapped them around her arms and eased her away.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, looking away.

      “Nothing to apologize for.” He winked at her. Because frankly, he was right there with her.

      But they had an audience.

      Her boss, for one, pacing out in the hallway.

      Stevie hauled Buttles from the floor. She handed him off to the big marshal, while the other one pushed a still moaning Darryl from the room.

      “I want to see my wife!” he yelled.

      Rio shook his head. “He should have thought that through a little better.”

      Stevie followed them into the hallway. Tucker rushed over to Skye. “You’re killing me,” he said. “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      He blew out a breath. Glanced at Rio. Let a smile tug up his face as he held out his hand. “I should give you a T-shirt or something. Honorary member of the Jude County Smoke Jumpers for all the times you saved our backsides.”

      “Oh no, that was all Skye. She has great instincts.”

      Tucker looked at her, smiled. “Mmmhmm.”

      Stevie folded her arms over her chest. Looked at Rio. “I admit, you aren't who you seem, Agent Parker. This is a big fish.”

      “Yeah, well, there’s a bigger one out there. Buttles’s connection to the Lower 48. Darryl cooperated just enough to give me a description. Blond hair, viking type. Built. Good looking.”

      Skye blinked at him, then looked at Stevie. “That’s the guy.”

      “What guy?”

      Skye turned back to him. “A guy matching that description tried to pick me up the other night at the bar. He was with Buttles. He called him Pope.”

      Rio stilled. Purposely ignored the “tried to pick me up” part and focused on—“Alexander Pope?”

      “He just said Pope.”

      “Who is Alexander Pope?” Stevie asked.

      Outside, the thunder of a chopper beat the air.

      Aw. Rio tightened his hold on Skye. “Alexander Popovich. They call him Pope. He’s American, but the head of the Russian mob in Alaska. And impossible to find.”

      “How did Buttles find you?” Tucker asked.

      “He went to Darryl’s house,” Skye said slowly. “Evidently, Alicia left a note on the door, telling where she is.”

      “For who?”

      “Larke, I think, but it wasn’t addressed to anyone,” Rio said quietly.

      “Which means that Pope could be thinking he’s waiting for Darryl while Buttles finishes off Alicia,” Stevie said darkly.

      Tucker glanced out at the chopper, just landing on the pad. “And if you’re right, Riley and Larke are in big trouble. We gotta get back to Alicia’s house—now.”

      “Not so fast, Marshal Mills.”

      Rio followed Stevie’s glance over to the voice. The big marshal came over. His favorite one.

      “What is it, Blake?”

      “We have one more prisoner on the run—Logan Thorne. Got picked up for vehicle theft in Copper Mountain, came in as a John Doe. Called himself Logan Thorne. His prints didn’t register in the system, which could mean he was a first offender, but when we expanded our search, we found a Logan Thorne with his prints listed as KIA, in Afghanistan three years ago. We tapped into Interpol and found this.” He handed her his phone, and Skye tried to grab a peek. By the tightening of Stevie’s mouth, it wasn’t good.

      “What?” Tucker asked.

      She sighed. Showed them a picture of the man Rio had spent two days on the run with. “He’s on the Interpol watch list, wanted in connection with the assassination of an Afghani diplomat. Has a few aliases. Thorne is probably the one he used to get stateside.” She handed the phone back.

      Sighed. Turned to Rio. “When’s the last time you saw Thorne?”

      “The hunting cabin. He took off when you guys firebombed the place.”

      Tucker looked at Stevie. “We gotta go. The chopper’s waiting. My guy is out there—and so is Pope.”

      She nodded, turned to Blake. “Get back to the cabin, see if you can pick up Thorne’s trail. I’ll call you when we find Pope.”

      “But—”

      She took off for the door, Tucker on her tail.

      Skye caught Rio’s eyes, and he saw the questions in hers.

      But he had no questions. No choices. He wasn’t saying goodbye—not yet. So he did what he did best.

      Rio followed his heart right outside and got on the chopper.
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      He knew he didn’t deserve it, but Riley McCord wasn’t going to turn down Larke’s smile. Not when she looked at him with those sweet, pale blue-green eyes, grinning at him like he might be a bona fide hero.

      Fate seemed to like him tonight. Maybe because he’d paid a few dues when he’d saved his fellow smokejumper’s hide on the line a couple days ago. When he thrown himself into the fire to grab Skye Doyle when her drip torch malfunctioned and trapped her in a ring of death.

      So, yeah, he let himself be called a hero, and he leaned into Larke Kingston’s laughter, just barely suppressing the urge to wind an arm around her waist and pull her closer.

      Later, maybe. When he could sneak her back to Sky King ranch where he and the rest of the Jude County Smoke Jumpers were bunking—her ranch, actually—but he planned on finding a nice spot to watch the sunset, or whatever passed for that up here in Alaska, and…well, he had a few things on his mind.

      Namely, trying to forget the date. July 12. The day that always seemed to sneak up on him and leave him hollow.

      Not tonight.

      He leaned on the bar, ignoring the pain in his shoulder as he finished his story about escaping a fire his first summer as a jumper. “The team’s plane had gone down in this ravine—”

      “Looks like there’s trouble brewing.” Larke glanced over his shoulder to the front of the Midnight Sun Saloon.

      Riley turned, his gaze traveling over his team of still slightly grimy firefighters seated at a long table in the middle of the room, drinking beers, eating wings, and yelling at a rerun football game on the flatscreen overhead, and landing on seasoned jump veteran, Tucker Newman.

      Tucker had gotten off his stool in the crowded bar and was standing up to some bulky, flannel-clad local who wore a less-than-welcoming look on his face.

      Perfect. But he had Tucker’s back. They’d survived their rookie summer together—one that involved an arsonist with a vendetta against the team—and Tucker was one of the few who put up with Riley’s demons.

      So Riley moved forward, past the booth where Skye sat alone, nursing a Coke, past Seth and Romeo, jumpers from Minnesota, past Hanes and Eric, former Zulies out of Missoula, and stood just outside the rim of trouble, under a stuffed moose head.

      The place screamed Northern Exposure, with its out-of-season Christmas lights looped around rough-hewn beams overhead, the smell of greasy fries and spicy wings emanating from the kitchen.

      A few grizzly locals had stirred from their booths.

      And of course, it was about a girl. Because Tucker had a soft spot for ladies who needed rescuing. Had been just a few short steps from running into the fire after Skye, all the while screaming instructions at her to shut off the torch.

      Riley had solved that hiccup by grabbing the defective torch and hurling it into the oncoming fire.

      But Tucker was the guy who made sure that a drunk girl got home, tucked her safely into her bed, left her keys on the kitchen table, and locked the door behind her. Tucker was the good guy, the one who followed the rules.

      So, his standing up to Flannel wasn’t a huge surprise, given the pretty, petite brunette glaring at the big guy.

      And Flannel was a big guy, had let’s throw down written in his glare as Tucker held up his hand, maybe trying to deflect the inevitable. “Don’t—”

      Tucker glanced at the girl and responded with, “I just want to make sure—”

      “Nate—!” The brunette shouted just as Nate made his decision.

      Riley’s instincts cha-chinged as Nate’s punch spun Tucker around and into the bar.

      Riley was already moving. Because he’d seen the guy to Tucker’s left coming out of a nearby booth, a moose of a man who had the smokejumper in his sights.

      And well, a fight might fill the hollow spaces inside Riley just as well as what might happen with Larke.

      Behind him, the table of lit smokejumpers ignited with a roar.

      Riley tackled Moose Man around the waist, the girth not unlike Rueben’s, their sawyer who had unfortunately already walked out the door with his girlfriend, Gilly, their jump pilot. He landed on top of the man and relished the way the big guy’s breath whooshed out.

      But when Riley reared back, the man’s fist caught him on his shoulder, and with a blinding flash of heat, pain splintered through him.

      He might have landed a bit hard on that stupid shoulder when he’d tackled Skye. Now, the pain shot gray into his eyes.

      Turned him woozy.

      Long enough for the moose to land another punch cracking across his face, this time snapping his head back.

      Oh, no, he was not ending this night on the floor, bleeding from the mouth. He spun off the moose, bringing his foot around and hard into the man’s jaw.

      That’s right—

      The sound of the gunshot jerked through him, and for a second, the old man’s voice was in his head. Keep your head in the game. Focus. It’s the only way to stay on target.

      Yeah, well, he’d long ago forgotten what the target even was.

      “Stop it!” The brunette stood with her gun raised, like she might be in a movie.

      Then the bartender, a solid blonde woman who scared even Riley, put together an incredible string of blue words that had him just a little in awe. She followed by dragging up one of the skinny flannels from the floor and throwing him aside like he might be trash. “Every one of you, get out!” It seemed she looked right at Riley when she added, “Unless you’re willing to behave yourself.”

      He wanted to raise his hand, offer himself in tribute. Him. He would behave himself. Or at least he’d give it a good try.

      It never quite panned out that way.

      “Let it go, guys,” Tucker said.

      Riley glanced at the moose, who seemed willing to have another go, break a few rules. But Riley had a pretty girl waiting, thank you.

      And his shoulder really burned.

      He turned, spotted Skye standing outside her booth, as if she might dive into the fray. Oh yeah, Tucker would have been thrilled about that. But she had guts—Riley had to give her that.

      Seth, Romeo and the other guys picked up chairs, offered a few apologies.

      Riley caught Larke’s gaze on him, an unreadable expression on her face. He offered a smile, and she raised an eyebrow, reaching for a napkin as he walked over.

      “You have a little blood there, tough guy.” She pressed it against the side of his mouth, and his hand caught hers.

      “It’s nothing.” Except he could use a little ice for his shoulder, maybe.

      “You took a pretty hard shot there,” she said, reaching for his shoulder. “Want me to take a look at it?”

      He shrugged, despite the fire churning through the muscle. “Naw. Just a war wound. It’ll be fine.” He winked.

      A shadow fell through her eyes, a flicker that had him frowning. Then she gave a little giggle that sounded completely fake, and nodded.

      Huh.

      It stabbed inside him another spur of unease. Because the second he had met Larke ten days ago, he’d wanted to see nothing but her smile, the way she flirted with him before they deployed, the suggestion that she’d be at the ranch waiting—for what, he wasn’t sure, but yes, he had a few hopes.

      In truth, Riley wanted Larke to be the kind of girl he might easily forget, someone to ease away the ache of today, the last week—honestly, this entire lousy year.

      Problem was, he could hardly get her off his brain the entire deployment—the first sign of disaster—and now that he was back, with Larke looking up at him with a smile he just wanted to devour, wearing a black tank top that showed off all her curves, with her fingers looped into the beltloops of his jeans, yeah, he was on his way to making a serious, delicious memory.

      Except…the shadow. The fact that he’d glimpsed something inside that suggested Larke had her own hollow spaces.

      And shoot, if it didn’t ignite all the protective, run-into-danger instincts that only got him into trouble.

      Riley could very easily get his heart broken if he didn’t keep this night easy, fun, and his heart at arm’s length.

      To his great relief, Larke blinked away the shadow and grinned up at him, stepping closer. “Play us a song.”

      No problem. She let him go, and he headed over to the jukebox. They had nothing in this century on the ancient music machine, but he found something he recognized and popped it on.

      Redbone. “Come and Get Your Love.” Thank you, Guardians of the Galaxy.

      He waggled his finger at her, and she sauntered over to the dance floor, put her arms around his neck. “I love this song.”

      And probably she was telling the truth because the tiny Alaskan town of Copper Mountain had the sum of one decent bar and grill, and he had no doubt she’d spun on this dance floor a few times.

      A girl with her long, white-blonde hair and laughter certainly couldn’t have been hard up for attention with all the wildlife around here.

      A couple of his cronies joined them on the dance floor, and he spotted a man—some tourist with blond hair cut behind his ears—saunter over to Skye’s table with intentions on his face. And okay, maybe Riley had a little Tucker in him because he tried not to, but did size the guy up, watching as he talked to Skye.

      Let his breath out just a smidgen when another guy dragged him away from her booth and out the door.

      Romeo took his place, reaching for her chili fries, and Riley let it go. She was safe with the rookie.

      “Dancing Queen” had come on, and he felt a little silly, so he took Larke’s hand and dragged her back to the bar. He noticed his guys leaving and glanced at her.

      “We can take my bike home,” she said, winking.

      He had to like a girl who drove a motorcycle.

      “You sure you don’t want me to look at that shoulder? You’re favoring it.”

      He was?

      “I was a medic in the army. I can spot an injured soldier who’s trying to be tough.”

      “I—” He made a face. “I fell on it a couple days ago, and I think I might have knocked it out of joint.”

      “C’mon. Let’s go back to the ranch and we’ll get some ice on it.”

      He stepped in closer. “Or, heat?”

      She laughed, pressed a hand to his chest, right over his heart. “Heat is only going to inflame it. It might make it feel better, but it’ll only make it worse.”

      Indeed.

      He really didn’t want to care.

      But, as she took his hand and led him from the bar to the parking lot, as she kicked her bike free, handed him an extra helmet, and climbed on the bike, he couldn’t escape the idea that she was right.

      No matter how good it might make him feel, the heat would probably only make it worse.

      He settled his hands on her hips, holding on as she motored him into the burning sunset.
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      Apparently, tonight was not the night Larke turned the page, put the demons in the past, and became the girl who lived in the moment.

      But her plan was doomed from the start. Who knew what she was thinking really? She’d never been the type to zero in on a man and decide to hand herself over into his arms.

      Although if ever she wanted to hold onto someone, just long enough to forget, it would be Riley McCord with his soft brown eyes, tousled golden brown hair, matching ten-day beard growth long enough to run her fingertips through. He wore the build of a man used to hard work—broad, ropy shoulders, lean, strong legs, and forearms threaded with muscle. Okay, yes, she’d noticed him when he’d unloaded gear that first day he’d arrived at Sky King ranch.

      Watched the way he joked with his buddies, and it stirred inside her a flicker of forbidden interest.

      He was Lt. Freeman Stone all over again. And maybe that was the problem.

      No, it was definitely the problem, because she clearly had a type.

      Confirmed by the way Riley dove into a fight even before it started. She’d stood there, watching, blinking back memories, and doing an adequate job of acting just fine until he had to mention war wounds.

      Her face must have betrayed a momentary panic. Right then he’d frowned, as if seeing past her smile, her flirting, right down to her core.

      To the blood and screams and weeping.

      Except maybe she could still resurrect this evening. Riley hadn’t exactly turned down her offer to take a look at his shoulder. He sat behind her, his hands on her hips, her body nestled into the pocket of his legs, leaning with her as she drove her brother’s bike along the dirt road that led back to Sky King ranch.

      Dodge would be so furious with her if he knew she’d taken out his Triumph Tiger to lure home a man. But Dodge and her other two bossy younger brothers weren’t here to give her grief, thank you, and truth was, if they were, well maybe she wouldn’t be trapped here, helping her dad keep the bush flight service open.

      She was sick of catering to fishermen and hunters, cleaning cabins, fish, and making beer runs for wealthy sportsmen from the Lower 48. She had her own dreams, her own life, her own…

      Okay, fears.

      Not tonight. She gunned the bike as they neared the ranch nestled in the pocket of the foothills of Denali. A red-hued sun hung just over the white-capped granite mountains, dragging blood-red shadows across the lake that edged their property, over one hundred acres of prime Alaska real estate. And the Kingston family’s hand-built log cabin sat in the middle of it, an expansive lodge with a two-story great room window that faced the national forest and all its glory to the north.

      Okay, it might be a view she never tired of. A view that had called her home in a weak moment.

      She drove past the house. Her father’s truck sat in the drive, and beyond that, in the grass strip behind the house, was parked the bright yellow DHC-3 Otter, the back seats removed for the jump crew.

      A few of the smokejumpers her father had agreed to house sat on the deck of the lodge. The only woman, Skye, sat staring out at the sunset, looking a little shell shocked.

      Larke recognized the look.

      Tiny cabins nestled near the lake, where the floatplane bobbed, tied to the dock.

      She slowed, then followed the rutted road that led down the ridge and around to the far western edge of the lake.

      The original homestead was now her private cabin.

      It sat below the ridge in a pocket of land rimmed by the lake to the east and a pine forest to the north.

      Just far enough away to be on her own, close enough to feel safe.

      She pulled up near the tiny barn next to the homestead that housed her truck, then propped up the bike as Riley got off.

      After stowing their helmets in the seat, she held out her hand.

      He grinned at her and slid his into hers. Big. Warm. Calloused.

      She headed down the path toward the house.

      “Where are we going?” Riley asked.

      She debated a moment and wondered if she had the courage to…

      Nope, probably not. “To watch the sunset,” she said. “But I’m going to get you some ice first.”

      His hand tightened in hers. “I don’t need ice,” he said, a little husk to his voice.

      She laughed, and it sounded nervous.

      Perfect.

      And shoot, Riley must have noticed because he slowed his steps all the way to a stop. Turned to her. “You okay?”

      Aw. She forced a smile but had to look away from those brown eyes.

      Oh, she knew how to pick them—always the kind who could peel away her pretense and now…was she crying?

      Good freakin’ grief. She took a breath and tore her hand from his. “Let’s get that ice.”

      She practically ran down to her cabin, Riley’s steps fast, then slowing behind her.

      She left him on the porch as she grabbed an ice pack from her freezer. Came out to find him sitting in the grass, staring west as the fire lit the sky.

      “Nice place.”

      “It was my grandparents’. It was pretty rough inside when I started, but it’s nice now. New kitchen, stacked stone fireplace, refinished flooring. I put in a skylight upstairs so I could watch the stars in the winter.” And now she was blathering. Poor man. She should have just dropped him off at the lodge.

      She sat down next to him in the grass and handed him the gel pack. “Put this on your shoulder.”

      He took it and held it to his left shoulder and nodded toward the house. “You did all that?”

      “I had help.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “Dad. When I came home, I just…I didn’t want to live at the lodge. My grandmother lived here until I was twelve. I’d come down here to get away from my brothers. When I got back, it seemed like the right place to live. Clear my head.”

      Keep others from hearing her nightmares.

      And now she’d probably told him too much because he was quiet a long time. Finally, “The sun never really sets, does it?”

      Oh. Um, “No, it doesn’t set. Not in the summer. It can sometimes get dark in the forest, with the shadows, but really, it’s all sun, all the time.”

      “Makes it hard to sleep.” He glanced at her, a little spark in his eyes.

      But her mouth reacted before she caught on to his flirt. “Oh, I don’t sleep, but it’s not because of the midnight sun.”

      No, no—what was her problem? She wanted to yank back the words as soon as she said them.

      His mouth tightened, another tiny frown crossed his face, and he turned back to the sunset. But he said nothing.

      His leg was strong and warm next to hers as she leaned back on her hands. She let the silence move between them, the sun warm her skin.

      Until, “Are you okay, Larke?”

      She looked at him, her breath caught, defenses rising, but he wore such a concerned look… Maybe…

      She blamed the texture of his soft voice for the truth. “I… In the bar you just reminded me of someone. And when you said war wounds…”

      “You lost someone.” He said it without question, as if he just knew. And wasn’t afraid of it.

      She nodded.

      He turned back to the sunset. “Today is the third anniversary of my dad’s death in Afghanistan.”

      She stilled. Couldn’t take her eyes off him. He said it quietly, without emotion, just a hard swallow after his words giving him away. “So, I get it.”

      Huh.

      Then he met her eyes.

      A heartbeat passed between them, and in it her lips parted.

      He leaned over and kissed her.

      His lips were gentle against hers, tasted of salty beer and campfire smoke with just enough tenderness that she wanted to cry. Because her heart simply reached out for it, waking, longing, needing.

      Thirsty for the touch.

      She found her hand on his chest, her mouth moving beneath his, opening to let him explore, suddenly, oddly unafraid.

      He smelled of the sunshine on his skin, and she couldn’t help but touch that tempting beard.

      A small groan escaped from deep in his chest, and suddenly he pulled away. Swallowed. Met her eyes.

      She didn’t look away, letting him see her. Because maybe she’d found a guy who wouldn’t flinch, who wouldn’t run if he saw—

      Oh. What was she doing?

      She knew this type of man. Live hard, play hard. Run into danger and leave a woman with her heart in shreds. And sure, she knew she was playing with fire, knew from the very first glimpse of Riley that he’d be a guy who liked a relationship hot, intense, and over fast.

      Had even told herself that’s all she wanted, too.

      Except…well, maybe she wore panic on her face because a smile slid up one side of his breathtakingly, devastatingly handsome face. “Larke. Take a breath. We can just sit out here and watch the sunset if you want.”

      Oh.

      Uh.

      He lay back in the grass and reached for her, pulling her down into the cradle of his embrace. And he was so warm and solid and accepting of whatever he’d seen in her eyes, she just might cry. Again.

      Some easy one-night stand she’d turned out to be. Talk about bad choices. Poor Riley.

      “Tell me about him,” Riley said quietly. “The someone that you lost.”

      She put her hand on his chest, where his heart beat, and found it strong, solid.

      “His name was Freeman. He was a PJ. A Pararescue trooper. Special Ops, medic. He’d bring us the injured SEALs and Rangers and other quiet warriors, and we…well, it was war, and frankly, in the middle of the chaos, with him I felt safe.”

      Riley had his hand in her hair, running his fingers through her knots, gently untangling them.

      “I was stationed at Bagram, and one night we were attacked. I was outside the fence, working on a specialist who’d been injured, when a rocket lit up my escape. I was trapped outside the fence, the soldier dead on the ground beside me, when suddenly, Freeman came running right through the fire to me. I can still see the look on his face—fury, determination.” She swallowed, turned onto her back, and watched the sun turn the dark clouds to striations of orange, crimson, Denali falling to black. Beside her, Riley said nothing, just the rise and fall of his chest.

      “A bullet took him down about five steps from me. And he still dragged himself over to me, landed on top of me, and protected me with his body.” She closed her eyes, and a tear pooled in her ear. “He died like that, his body covering mine.”

      Riley wove his fingers through hers, and she pulled his hand to her chest.

      “I’m such a fun date,” she said, giving a terrible laugh.

      He turned and pressed a kiss to her temple. “Yeah, well, I’m a jerk because up until a few minutes ago, I thought maybe I could capitalize on all those tears.”

      She laughed, but he looked over at her, not smiling.

      Oh.

      But then he grinned and winked and oh, she liked him. Too much.

      “When did you get back from Afghanistan?”

      “A year ago. Dad needed help with the ranch, and my brothers are all still in the service, so it’s just me. I help him run the bush plane service and am the mobile medic for the area.”

      “Mobile medic?”

      “Yeah, for the homesteaders who can’t—or don’t want to—come in for medical treatment. Midwifery, first aid, that sort of thing.”

      “So I guess I shouldn’t have played tough guy with the shoulder.”

      “Nope.”

      “It’s really injured. I need lots of TLC.”

      She laughed.

      “So how many brothers do I need to watch out for?”

      “Three. Triplets. And all in different branches of the military—Navy, Army, Air Force. It’s always a competition with them.”

      “I was going to join the Marines before my dad died. Became a hotshot instead.”

      She leaned up on one elbow. He still wore the ice pack, and she lifted it off. “Why didn’t you join up?”

      She was probing his shoulder, felt the softness in between the joints, the swelling. Yeah, this could easily become a dislocation if he stressed it.

      “Because I’m not him,” Riley said. “He was brave and smart and steady. Always followed the rules. And I’m not that guy. I’m not a hero.”

      “Whatever.” She shook her head, grinning at him.

      He grinned back, his brown eyes sweet, just enough heat in them to stir desire back through her.

      “So why did you join the smokejumpers? It’s so dangerous. Aren’t you afraid of burning to death?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “We have fire shelters. They’re not exactly safe—people still die—but they give you a chance when the fire is on top of you.”

      “A fire shelter?”

      “It’s like a tent, only with pockets—you put your hands and feet in the pockets and hold it down to the ground, make a little well for your face and bury it into the soil, breathing the clean air. The rest of the air is toxic, so—I’ve never actually had to deploy my shelter, and I hope I never do.”

      He looked away from her, his face twisting. Oh, she knew exactly how to spoil a mood.

      “Actually, I had never thought about being a firefighter—it was my buddy Thad’s idea. He had worked as a hotshot in Yellowstone for a couple summers and decided he wanted to be a jumper. We both tried out—I made it.”

      “And he…”

      “Went back to Chicago. Got into trouble.” He took a breath and looked away from her.

      And she didn’t want to ask what kind of trouble, but—

      “He died about three months ago, drunk driving accident.”

      Oh, Riley. “I’m so sorry.”

      He swallowed, met her eyes. “See, I’m a fun date, too.”

      She traced her fingers across his lips. And couldn’t stop herself from leaning down to kiss him, this time sinking into his touch, letting herself relish his arms around her, the quiet sanctity of his embrace. He pulled her tight against himself and returned the kiss, deep, savoring, as if he also needed her, just a little.

      And it came to her that, at least right now, she might be able to turn the page. To put Freeman in the past. At least long enough to enjoy the sunset in Riley’s arms.

      He groaned, something deep and affirming, a hum of banked desire and…um. Okay. Brakes. Especially because desire stirred inside her, too.

      But no, she couldn’t.

      Her heart thundered as she rolled away from him.

      He said nothing for a long time. Then, finally, “I’m getting a few mixed signals here, so I’m going to err on the side of No. Just so we’re clear, you’re in charge, Larke. But in case you’re wondering, this doesn’t need to be anything more than right now.”

      Of course. She’d expected that.

      “Or it could be, Larke. I don’t have to be the guy you wanted in the bar.”

      She caught her breath.

      “I’m just saying that I don’t just put out fires. I can start them. And keep them going…”

      She closed her eyes.

      “Or I can be just a friend, if that’s what you need.”

      She took his hand, pulled it close, wound her fingers through his. The sky had turned a deeper shade of blood red, the clouds deeply bruised, purple and black.

      “No, Riley, I don’t think you can. But right now. This. It’s enough.” At least until the dawn broke as she had to face another sunrise.

      Because tomorrow he’d be right back in the fire.

      And she couldn’t love another man who wasn’t afraid to run into danger.
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      “McCord—get up. We have a start.”

      The words jerked Riley out of the semidarkness caused by the shades at the windows, and he emitted a groan as he opened his eyes to spot Tucker in the lighted crack between door and frame of his room. “There were a few bets that we should look for you down at Larke’s place…apparently you’ve lost your game.”

      Tucker ducked away from the flying boot Riley scooped off the floor. It hit the wall beside the frame.

      “And your aim. Listen—Jed took off last night, and I’ve been promoted to Jump Boss. I’m headed up to the lodge for a sit-rep. Get your backside in gear. I need you.”

      He shut the door as Riley leaned up and groaned. Rotated his shoulder and gulped away the fire that shot down his arm, through his core. Okay, a couple ibuprofen and he’d be golden.

      Really.

      Probably it was a good thing that Larke hadn’t woken up to seeing him bite back a little pain-control breathing.

      I’m not a hero.

      Whatever.

      Yeah, that had gone right to his heart, and he’d meant his words. I can be just a friend, if that’s what you need. At least, at the time.

      And for the next couple hours as he’d watched the sky turn from golden to burnished, as Larke, surprisingly, fell asleep in his arms beside him.

      He’d wanted to pick her up, to carry her inside her cabin, but not only would his shoulder have given out, but he intended to mean his words. And with the midnight sun turning her blonde hair into white gold, her eyes so sweetly closed, as if she might be dreaming, yeah, he sort of didn’t trust himself.

      Or his crazy emotions. She’d curled up next to him, her hand right over his heart, and shoot, the rush of strange emotions had him a little off-balance.

      He didn’t do relationships or commitment or anything that had to do with slowing down to consider the man he’d once wanted to be. That would mean letting his father catch up to tell him all the ways he’d failed.

      Which meant he’d just had a hiccup last night with Larke. Let her in a little further than he’d intended.

      That was then.

      This was today. And today he had a fire. Something to focus on, dig into, fill the hollow place.

      Maybe it would also burn off the residue of desire that lingered after he’d left her on her cabin doorstep, kissed her sweetly, her face in his calloused hands, still trying to be the good guy, and hiked back to his lonely, quiet room.

      He was out before his head hit the pillow, but the memory of her warmth against him still lingered. The sense that maybe…

      No.

      I don’t just put out fires. I can start them. And keep them going…

      Whatever.

      Sometimes he couldn’t believe the words that came out of his own mouth.

      He pulled on his green Nomex pants, a moisture-wicking, flame-resistant T-shirt, and his yellow shirt-jacket. All clean, thanks to the Sky King laundry room.

      A fresh start to a new day, a new fire, another escape into a world where hard work kept him from thinking.

      He needed to restock his PG pack, get more MREs, check the batteries for his flashlight, nab a couple more protein bars, instant coffee, first aid gear, GPS, and his blue necessaries bag with fresh socks, another shirt, underclothes, and toothpaste. He’d also add a red bag stuffed with his sleeping bag, a compact camp stove, and a tiny, one-man tent.

      Everything he needed to live on the line for at least a couple days, if not longer.

      But he might perish without coffee first. Riley grabbed his travel mug and headed outside.

      The fresh, piney air, the drape of sunshine against a rippled, indigo lake, and sparkling diamonds in the dewy grass caught him up, filled his lungs. He couldn’t help but cast a quick look toward the cabin beneath the ridge.

      I can be more…

      He should just forget about her, because chances were that the team was headed back into the bush to fight another blaze. And if not, they would be heading back to Montana soon enough.

      No, Riley, I don’t think you can.

      Larke was most definitely right. Probably saved them both from a very awkward morning.

      Riley followed the path up to the lodge and headed inside.

      Romeo sat at the long island counter drinking coffee while Tucker and Barry Kingston leaned over a map spread out on a table in the middle of the kitchen. A great-room window overlooked a cloud-covered Denali, blue sky beyond hinting at a glorious day.

      He could live in Alaska. A man could escape, disappear from his life, hide forever in this vast state.

      A massive, two-story river rock fireplace stretched to the peaked roof, and over the mantle hung a picture of the Kingston clan. Riley glanced at it briefly and spied the three brothers Larke had mentioned. She stood in the middle of them, her blonde hair down, and he shooed away the memory of it twining between his fingers, soft and silky.

      Riley filled his mug with coffee, capped it, and came over to stand beside Tucker. The man wore a red bandanna over his dark brown hair, his sunglasses backward on his head as leaned over the map.

      Tucker acknowledged him with a nod. He was on the line with a guy from the Bureau of Land Management, his phone on speaker in the middle of the table. From the looks of the map and the markers attached to it, the fire was about eight clicks north in Denali Park country, a fly-in-only zone.

      He’d caught the tail end of the man’s words—ten acres, no tankers available, they needed to get in, knock it down, or at least slow it. Might need a reinforcement team.

      Riley glanced at Tucker. Of course Jed would pick him to lead in his absence. Because Tucker did everything right. Followed the rules. Was The Guy People Counted On.

      The man Riley should have been, if it’d been up to his dad.

      The voice came over the phone after a pause. “Just checking, but are you guys okay to deploy? I know you just came off a fire—”

      “We’re good,” Tucker said. “As soon as Barry gets the plane fueled, we’ll get loaded up.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. But yeah, he’d rather be in the fight, injured, than on the sidelines watching.

      The BLM guy hung up and Tucker stayed quiet, reading the map.

      “We need to get our chutes repacked,” Riley said. They still hung in the big ranch barn, next to a dozer and a sizable 5th wheel, after being checked over yesterday. And they’d better get to it because it would take hours to get them repacked.

      Seth and the two Zulies wandered in.

      “We could use the extras from the BLM team,” Tucker said, glancing up at him.

      The Alaskan team used rectangle ram-air canopies, self-deploying instead of automatically pulled by the static line from the plane. Sure, they offered more controlled steering, especially in the winds off Denali, but the landings were harder, faster. He could handle it, but they had rookies—

      “Those are squares. Not rounds,” Riley said.

      Tucker seemed not to hear him. Instead, “There’s a Boy Scout camp at the base of that mountain, about three miles from the blaze. And we’re just down the road another five clicks.”

      Whatever. But, “I’m in, Tuck. But you’ll need to babysit the rookies.”

      Tucker glanced over his shoulder at the crew. “We did at least five jumps on rams before coming up here.”

      “Yep,” Riley said. “At least five.” And he might have continued, but right then Larke chose to walk into the room.

      He spied her out of the corner of his eye, her blonde hair almost white in the pale light of the morning, pulled back into a cute ponytail. She wore yoga pants and a T-shirt that read Take to the Sky King, and all he could think was…

      I could be more.

      Breathe. Full stop. Smile, shrug, and walk away. “I gotta pack my PG bag,” he said to Tucker.

      Larke was getting coffee as he walked out, and he couldn’t look at her. For her safety as much as his. Because he’d do something stupid like walk up to her, pull her into his arms. Shoot, the way he was feeling right now, he might even lean down and kiss her, right in front of his team and…yeah. He was doing a superb job of leaving last night behind.

      Riley escaped to his cabin and packed his bag.

      By the time he returned, the team was assembling in front of the lodge. Tucker took roll and gave them the rundown on the fire. “It’s about eight miles north of here, about ten acres so far, but growing. There’s a wind coming off Denali that could cause us some trouble, but I’ve mapped out a strategy with the BLM, and we can definitely shut this fire down. One more thing—we’re using squares.”

      Riley glanced around, looking for reactions, but even Skye just nodded.

      Okay, then.

      “Wheels up in ten,” Tucker said and dismissed them to assemble the gear.

      Larke had disappeared.

      Probably—definitely—a good thing.

      Riley walked out to the tarmac and helped load the cargo boxes filled with fuel, water, fusees, chain saws, and the hose line into Kingston’s Otter. He noticed Tucker checking Skye’s gear.

      Riley climbed into his jumpsuit, grabbed his helmet, and threw his chute into the belly of the plane. Checked his leg pockets for supplies—hard hat, leather gloves, letdown line.

      Barry Kingston finished his walk around the plane, and before Riley could climb aboard, the man addressed the crew. Tucker had come up beside Riley.

      He liked Barry Kingston, bush pilot. He wore a fraying red cap, a canvas jacket, and aviators like he might be a retired fighter pilot. Maybe he was—certainly it required the guts and finesse of a warrior to fly through the craggy mountains of Alaska.

      “Before you go—I gotta pray for you guys.”

      Really? Riley cocked a look at Tucker, but he was staring at the ground.

      Ho-kay.

      “Listen, guys. You’re headed into danger, and the only thing I have to give you is this.” He looked at Tucker. “‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.’”

      His gaze turned and landed on Riley. Riley looked away, a little unnerved by the memory of lying in those green pastures with Larke last night. But he’d behaved himself, thank you.

      “‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.’”

      Barry finally looked past them, as if into the horizon, the future. “‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”

      Barry made it feel so natural, as if the words were part of him. And for a second, Riley was standing with his father, listening to his quiet voice reciting his creed. “If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you, If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you…”

      “I am that man.”

      The response was more instinct than belief, something his father had drilled into him.

      Barry was praying. “Lord—You have this team’s back. You go before them to prepare the way and will shelter them as they do the job to which You’ve called them. You are their good shepherd. Protect them. Guide them. And bring them home safely.”

      Okay, Riley was thumbs-up with that.

      Barry finished, then looked up, straight at Tucker. “God is able. And you are able through Him. Let’s go.”

      Tucker nodded, as if he’d suddenly gotten religious, but maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing, given their job.

      Riley leaned down to grab his PG bag when a hand covered his.

      Larke.

      He looked up.

      She had been standing behind him—maybe that’s who Barry had been looking at. She had changed into a pair of jeans, a jacket, baseball cap, and shades. He would have liked to have seen her eyes.

      “So…” She made to reach out, as if to touch his chest, his thundering heart, then pulled back her hand. “Just—stay alive, okay?”

      A smile tipped his lips and…ah, shoot. He leaned down—

      She stepped back. Her mouth in a tight line. “No. I just…” She shook her head. “Last night was then. Today, I’m just saying don’t get hurt. Come back in one piece.”

      Okay. Huh. But, “Sweetheart. I’m indestructible.”

      “Right.” She crossed her arms. Glanced at his shoulder. Yeah, well, he’d popped enough pain relievers to keep him going for the next eight hours, maybe more.

      “Trust me. I’m coming back. Alive.”

      “Good.” She turned, but he caught her arm.

      “When I do, I want that kiss.”

      She raised an eyebrow, caught her lip between her teeth. “We’ll see.”

      Oh, great balls of fire, he was so coming back, alive.
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      And, she’d clearly lost her mind.

      Larke unbuckled as the plane lurched to a halt, having worked as spotter as they dumped the team over a cauldron of fire.

      Trust me. I’m coming back. Alive.

      That possibility seemed grim as the black smoke swallowed up the jumpers one by one.

      This could end very, very badly. She climbed out of the plane, stalking back to the lodge.

      The last thing she should be offering was a second chance for Riley to find a toehold in her heart. Or a kiss. She’d liked falling asleep in his arms—innocent as it had been—way too much for her own good.

      She needed more sleep, maybe. But frankly, she’d had a very rare, nightmare-free night, woken alone, having not broken promises to herself, and felt more alive today than she had in, well, years.

      And she blamed it all on Riley. The good guy in wolf’s clothing because when she’d hunted him down last night at the Midnight Sun, watching the stars under a wan moon was not on her agenda. Well, not all that was on her agenda.

      And sure, she knew it was simply the lonely, broken, empty places longing for temporary healing, but…

      But Riley. Who turned out to be more than she’d expected. Even when he’d kissed her goodnight on the doorstep, not even stepping a foot over the threshold of her cabin.

      Keeping his word.

      Good thing because she’d nearly tugged him inside.

      Instead, she’d closed the door behind him and made herself not open it and run after him as he trekked back to his cabin.

      She wasn’t that kind of girl. Not really. Had never been.

      But a part of her wanted to be if it meant holding onto Riley a little longer.

      Oh, when had she turned into such a weak-hearted mess? Hello—she’d had men leave for the front lines before. Men she cared about. Men she lost.

      And she wasn’t weak.

      She needed to get her head in the game and stop thinking about those devastating brown eyes, the way he looked at her as he’d leaned down—

      “Larke!”

      Her father’s voice turned her. He was heading toward his chopper. “Riley radioed. I need to make another run in with reinforcements. There’s a meadow not far from the drop point.”

      She turned around, walking backward. “The fire is really close to the Salmon place.” She hadn’t realized how close until she saw the smoke, until they’d soared over the acreage of fire. “I’m going to check on Alicia. She’s due soon.”

      “Okay. I’ll keep you posted about the fire, but keep an eye out.”

      She shot a glance at the thickening black on the horizon. Stay alive. “Yep.”

      She headed toward the barn for her four-wheeler. Poor Alicia’s husband currently sat in the Copper County lockup for some traffic violation. Bad timing—Alicia hoped he was out by the time the baby was born.

      Larke had tried calling her on the CB before they took off, but no answer.

      It had the medic inside her worrying.

      Alicia lived on a dirt road off the highway, just south of the park border in the thick of the wilderness in an A-frame cabin. No phone. No internet. No electricity. Completely off-grid.

      Not uncommon up here where people came to hide—or be left alone to fight their own demons.

      Larke loaded up the four-wheeler with supplies—stethoscope, blood pressure cuff, thermometer, fetoscope—just in case Alicia was in labor—please, no!—and grabbed her radio. Alicia planned to birth her baby at the hospital down in Copper Mountain, but life didn’t always cooperate, did it?

      And every time it didn’t, Larke lost a little piece of her faith. Her soul. No wonder she’d returned home from Afghanistan riddled with holes.

      She hopped on the four-wheeler. The shortcut as-the-crow-flies route would take her an hour, maybe more.

      If Alicia got into big trouble, she might call Orion, her closest neighbor, although she would have to be desperate. Larke knew enough about Orion Starr—his parents had a real sense of humor—to know he probably wanted to be left alone.

      She’d first heard the rumors while on base in Bagram. A local who’d joined the Air Force and become a Pararescue soldier, Orion had lost half his team in an ambush in the mountains of the Kunar Province. She didn’t know details, but she had heard about the attack that killed two SEALs, took two hostages to be tortured and killed by the Taliban, and left four more seriously injured. The PJs had deployed to bring the wounded home and suffered an ambush. They’d lost their chopper too.

      Somehow Orion, another PJ, and the four SEALs made it back to base.

      She had no doubt that Orion spent most of his nights sleepless too.

      She remembered him as a few years older than she, the kind of guy who knew the wilderness, trapped, and dogsledded. Occasionally his family had joined hers for projects. Since returning from Afghanistan, he’d kept to himself, tended the family homestead, and led treks up Denali as a guide.

      Truth was, Alaska could be an excellent place to run. Regroup. She could hide forever under the shadow of Denali with its jagged peaks, the lush foothills filled with green alder, white and black spruce, willow, and black crowberry bushes, the boreal meadows rich with tufts of blue joint grass, lingonberry, and wild chives with their purple-headed cotton, tender white narcissus anemone.

      Up here, only the pine-scented wind found her, and aside from the occasional elk, moose, or bear, she was alone with her thoughts.

      Her grief.

      Today is the third anniversary of my dad’s death in Afghanistan.

      She didn’t know quite what to do with that admission from Riley. Or the story of his friend.

      Apparently, she didn’t have the corner on grief. But she could see right through Riley McCord, thank you. Running into danger didn’t heal anything. It only kept the grief from catching up.

      Maybe that’s why she’d sunk into his embrace, let herself talk about Freeman. Because with Riley she had nothing to lose.

      I can be more, if that’s what you need.

      She didn’t need.

      But maybe she wanted.

      Which probably was why she’d let herself say the words at the plane.

      The fresh air was exactly what she needed to clear that craziness from her brain.

      She had cut along the backside of their property, along the elk trails into the foothills and forests until she crossed a meadow and trail that led to the back of their property. The clear shot north drew her gaze, and she made out the black tuft of wildfire smoke in the distance, closer than she would have liked.

      After the meadow, she cut back into the forest to meet up with the dirt road that led to the A-frame. Flowers in wooden pots lined a wide porch, and a couple of Adirondack chairs faced the west, as if anticipating a sunset.

      She liked the place. Quiet, homey. Hopefully Darryl could be cleared of the charges against him and come home soon.

      Larke parked next to the open shed that held the firewood fuel, an old four-wheeler, and a snowmobile. The woman needed a car or something, and it more than irked Larke that she’d been left here without transportation.

      But Alicia was born in this wilderness, knew how to survive. And by the looks of it, wasn’t in trouble at all, the way she waddled up the trail from the tiny lake behind their house.

      Larke got off the four-wheeler and hiked down the trail toward her.

      Alicia waved. She carried a stringer of fish, maybe caught in one of her traps.

      Larke took the rainbow trout from her. “I called you on the CB, but there was no answer, so I got worried.”

      Alicia pressed a hand to her back. “I’m fine. Just achy. And fat.” She gave her a wan grin. “Ready to have this baby, if Darryl would just come home.”

      Larke gave her hand a squeeze and followed her into the house.

      Sunshine bathed the rich pine flooring in the one-room house. A kitchen tucked into the back with stairs that led to the loft overhead. The sweet aroma of freshly canned strawberries inlaid the place. Over a dozen jars sat upside down on a towel on the kitchen table.

      “Please tell me you’re not climbing those stairs,” Larke said, setting the fish into the sink. She went to the drawer and found a fillet knife.

      Alicia eased onto a kitchen chair. “No. I’m sleeping in the back.” She indicated a curtain, and Larke’s glance caught an unmade twin bed. “I can’t sleep without Darryl anyway.”

      Sweet.

      Or dangerous. Because as an over-the-road trucker, Darryl spent more time away than at home.

      And roads were icy in Alaska.

      Oh, Larke shouldn’t bring her jaded heart into other people’s lives. She found a cutting board and unhooked a five-pound trout. “Nice.”

      “The lake was stocked a few years ago,” Alicia said. She leaned back in the chair and emitted a groan.

      “Go lie down on the sofa. Put those feet up.”

      Alicia wore an over-sized button-down shirt, closed to just above her navel, a T-shirt under it, and a pair of jeans, baggy in the back, low under her belly. Larke guessed the entire outfit might belong to her husband. She eased herself off the chair and over to a worn sofa as Larke made quick work of the fish.

      She could fillet in her sleep.

      She dropped the creamy white fillets into a bowl of cool water and stored them in the fridge, a propane-generated model common in the backwoods.

      Then she threw the skins into the compost bin outside and washed her hands. “Okay, let’s take a look.”

      “I’m not due for ten more days.” Alicia lay with her head on a pillow. “And I don’t have contractions. I’m just tired.”

      Larke had retrieved her medical kit from the four-wheeler and now took Alicia’s blood pressure, her temperature, and felt the baby’s position. Low, head down.

      “You might be having this baby sooner than later.”

      Alicia opened her eyes. “I’m not in labor. I’m just tired.”

      Ho-kay.

      “You sure you don’t want to go to a hospital? I could drive home, get my truck—”

      “I’m waiting for Darryl. He’ll be here.”

      Larke didn’t want to say it, but— “Darryl is in jail, Alicia, and—”

      “I know!” She gripped Larke’s arm. Sighed. “I know. Listen. Darryl isn’t perfect, but I love him. And he’s trying. He got a new job—has been on the road a lot to provide for us, and…”

      She closed her eyes. “He said he’d be here when I have this baby. I believe him.” She opened her eyes. “I have ten days.”

      No, probably not, but if she wasn’t having contractions...

      “Is your CB working?”

      Alicia waved her over to the radio unit, and Larke checked it, calling in to her dad. He was still waiting for the reinforcements to arrive at Sky King ranch.

      Larke hung up and considered Alicia.

      Walked over to the window. The smoke had turned the horizon a deep umber as the sun fought for presence. Gray hazed the mountains, and even from here, the smell of burning timber laced the air.

      “I see the fire,” Alicia said from the sofa, as if reading her mind. “It’s too far away. It won’t reach me.”

      Larke tightened her lips into a grim line, imagining the flame lengths, the heat, the roar. She turned, folding her arms over her body. “You call me the minute you even get a cramp, you hear me?”

      Alicia grinned. “You’re such a worrywart.”

      “Alicia—this is your first baby. You don’t know. Things can go south, fast—”

      “It’s not my first, and I do know.”

      Oh.

      Alicia ran her hands over her belly. “Darryl and I lost a baby a couple years ago. Miscarriage. Four months.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I should have told you. But I’m looking ahead, not behind. I can’t spend my life worrying about what could happen. Sure, bad things happen—it doesn’t mean they have to hold us hostage.” She pushed herself up to a sitting position. “I promise to call you if I go into real labor.”

      Larke closed her medical case and carried it out to the four-wheeler. Strapped it on and turned back to the dark, inflamed sky.

      Bad things happen—it doesn’t mean they have to hold us hostage.

      Yeah, well, sometimes bad things happened. And hostage or not, no one escaped.
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      Trouble came in threes.

      They were down by two.

      And Riley’s instincts told him that they were headed for catastrophe.

      Maybe he was simply overreacting. After all, he thought he was going to get lucky with Larke last night and…

      Except, maybe what had gone down between them was better, so there was that. So much for his instincts.

      “Don’t let that fire jump the line!” Riley jogged along the line the team had cut down to the mineral soil. It edged the burnout like the finger of God drawn in the sand. Flames had chewed through dry, green grasses, leaving behind the blackened wasteland where the oncoming main blaze would be starved of fuel. Over fifteen acres now, the main fire advanced with a fury, chewing through aspen and willow, black and white spruce, torching shaggy pine and gnawing on hearty white birch.

      Riley had gotten a good look at the fire from the air some six hours ago as the plane circled the burning acreage, the flame lengths then only three to five feet, the blaze slow going as it worked its way through the tinder and reindeer moss of the boreal forest. Lightning had ignited it along a ridge, and the winds blew it southeast toward a meadow below another ridge. Rock and stone to the west made an easy black zone, with just enough moss to require a scraped line to shut it down.

      To the east, the fire had to fight its way through a stand of birch, long-burning and hardy. It bought them time.

      The team had deployed on the rams to the north of the blaze, and that’s when Riley had caught his first whiff of trouble in a spur of wind that tufted his chute and blew him back into the fire.

      He’d reamed hard on the toggles, flared the backside, and it bought him lift. Then he toggled hard left and somehow managed to clear the blaze.

      Never mind that he landed hard on a tumble of rock and debris. Or that when he rolled, he managed to jerk his shoulder. He’d bounced up, Larke’s words in his head.

      Stay alive.

      You betcha.

      The rest of the team landed unscathed, and Tucker set them cutting a fire line along the western perimeter, a safety precaution, while he called in slurry drops.

      Which, apparently, there weren’t any.

      “The planes are being used for a fire up in Fairbanks,” Tucker said when he hiked back to the crew.

      Tucker outlined his plan then—another line cut into the meadow below the ridge, a burn toward the main blaze. Then they’d trust in the hardy birch and tonight’s dew points, along with the winds to cooperate and slow the fire down enough for a water drop to snuff it out.

      “The BLM is sending in a hand crew—south of here about a half mile. I want you to scratch out a line down to this point here.” Tucker had crouched on the rock, using a stick in the dirt to outline his plan, drawing it down to where the two cut lines would meet. He indicated the far western edge of the meadow where it flattened to rock. “I’ll work the crew coming in, meet you there. Our goal is to corral the fire enough for Barry to get some mud on it and take it down.”

      His plan was met with a few hoo-yahs.

      Tucker sent Skye off to sit watch on a cropping of rocks to the north, and Riley suspected that Skye’s brush with the fire torch had spooked him. Especially since he was now acting fire boss.

      Skye seemed less than thrilled with the gig, her voice over the walkie bearing shades of a thirteen-year-old sent to her room.

      But someone had to watch the fire line. And frankly, Riley also fought the memory of seeing Skye standing in the middle of a fire, frozen.

      “Riley.” Tucker motioned him over, away from Eric and Hanes, who were doing the initial scrape, and Seth and Romeo, cleaning up the line.

      “S’up, boss?” Riley said.

      Tucker ignored the new moniker. “Listen, here’s the deal. We need reinforcements, and with everyone working the fire up north, we’re beggars.”

      Riley frowned. “What? Are they sending in a bunch of church volunteers?”

      “I wish. Convicts. Actually, low-security guys—I don’t think they’re even bringing a guard with them. But they’re from the local correctional facility.”

      “You gotta be kidding me.”

      Tucker shook his head. “It’s not like we haven’t worked with the Department of Corrections before—”

      “Those were guys trained to fight fires. Are these guys trained at all?”

      “Probably just volunteers who can dig.” Tucker lifted a shoulder. “The BLM sounded like it was a decent option.” He glanced over at Skye.

      Riley picked up on what he was laying down. “Yeah, all right. I’ll keep an eye out. Anything else you want me to do?”

      “Keep our guys focused. I’ll meet the hand crew and get them started on the burn line.” He looked back at Riley. “Stay alert. I don’t want trouble.”

      Which led to problem number two. Because Riley had kept an eye on the work crew, starting all the way from when the chopper from Sky King ranch landed. The crew disembarked, all wearing bright orange shirts, not unlike his own yellow Nomex, with CCCF printed on the back. Tucker gave them a briefing, armed them with shovels, and put them to work on the meadow line.

      “Those are prisoners,” Romeo said, sweating hard and coming up beside Riley. His guys had scraped the line down to the connection point, embers and char stirring in the air as the blaze grew.

      “Yeah,” Riley said. “But minimum security, apparently.”

      “Doesn’t mean they don’t want a get out of jail free card,” Romeo said.

      Tucker had called up right about then and deployed Riley to the meadow line to start the backfire. As Riley had assessed the fire from his vantage point, he admitted Tucker’s strategy just might work. If they burned out the meadow below the ridgeline and met the main blaze, they could stop it long before it hit the forest on the other side.

      Riley ran along the burn line, starting the fire, yelling instructions. “Don’t let anything past you! Snuff it out with dirt or the back of your shovel!”

      He got a good look at the crew.

      A motley bunch of eight—three youngsters no more than twenty, an older man in his fifties, a pudgy redhead rank with sweat, who looked like he might fall over, a tattooed gang member, a tourist who looked like he’d been picked up for nothing more dangerous than shoplifting, and one guy whose eyes followed him and raised the hairs on the back of Riley’s neck.

      The man had dark, pensive warrior eyes, the kind Riley had seen from some of the spec-op guys in his dad’s unit. Definitely former military the way he kept his head down and kept working.

      The oncoming fire roared just out of sight, black smoke churning, seeping down the hill, meeting the gray fog from their backfire. The chopper returned, dropped a bucket of water on the eastern edge, slowing down the assault.

      Riley noticed that Tucker had gone up to assess the situation from the ridge.

      And that’s when it happened.

      One of the prisoners—of course the guy with the gang tats—bolted, with Riley inconveniently on the far end of the meadow trying to snuff out a spot fire with the redhead.

      “Hey!” Riley said, about to spring for the escapee, but Gangland was already on top of the ridge running—

      Toward the fire?

      The man vanished over the top of the ridge, right into the chaos of flame and smoke.

      What the—

      And where was Tucker?

      Riley grabbed up his radio, shouted for Tuck, and in a moment, he saw him appear on the ridge, one arm over Gangland’s wide shoulders.

      Huh.

      Then they scrambled into the scree behind the ridge, the safety zone, and the main blaze engulfed the hill, shooting over the ridge and down the meadow.

      Riley stopped, breathing hard, his brain taking in the fact that Tucker had nearly burned to death all because Riley had been worried about the stupid prisoner escaping instead of watching the fire. If it weren’t for—

      “Run!”

      Watching the fire approach, one of the youngsters on the line had thrown down his shovel, and Riley turned just in time to see the older man grab his arm, pull him around.

      Escape averted because the kid stopped, watching, almost mesmerized as the burn did its job. The blaze died out, almost like a miracle as it searched for fuel and came up hungry.

      It amazed Riley every single time. The fact that just like that, a roaring blaze could die if you didn’t feed it. “Stay alert for spot fires!”

      Tucker came into view, leaning hard on his Pulaski and—wait.

      He wasn’t alone. As Riley watched, the brunette—from the bar last night?—appeared as if she’d materialized right out of the smoke and flame.

      What on earth?

      The older man—clearly the one in charge of the convicts—stalked up to Gangland and grabbed his collar. Riley didn’t hear what went down, but something dark by the way Gangland clamped the older man’s wrist.

      The older man let him go, and Gangland picked up his shovel, a move that Riley sort of wanted to veto.

      Except, he hadn’t been escaping. But why was the brunette here and—oh. She wore a blue jacket with a US Marshal emblem on the breast.

      Well, well, it was about time.

      “Let’s start mopping up!” Tucker yelled. “Turn over the soil along the line and make sure the fire’s out.”

      As if, Nothing to see here, folks, move along.

      Skye blew by Riley so fast he had a little windburn. “Tucker! I’m so glad you’re okay!” She launched herself at Tucker, her arms around his neck, as if—

      No. Certainly there wasn’t anything—

      Tucker hesitated a moment, then put her away from him, a hint of annoyance in his eyes.

      Huh.

      He said something to Skye, then left her there, stalking over to Riley, glancing at him, then at Skye. But Riley didn’t have time to chase down Tucker’s weird glance. Not with the smoke billowing off the meadow, now turning black, and the need to keep anything from reigniting. Riley dove in with the rest of the crew, turning over soil, chopping up hot spots.

      For his part, Gangland acted like he belonged there, digging in like he’d fought fires all his life.

      It wasn’t until they broke for dinner hours later, with the sun sinking behind the snow-laced mountains—which probably meant it was close to midnight—that Riley learned the man’s name.

      Rio. As introduced to him by Skye, who’d discovered his name from Tucker. They were camped beyond the fire line in a safety area, eating MREs and power bars. The Department of Corrections had shipped in supplies along with the hand crew, and they each had their own canteen, MREs, and a space blanket.

      Rio sat against the tree, glancing at Skye, who had tried to talk to him.

      Riley could probably blame himself for that. He’d told the rest of the crew the story of seeing the guy save Tucker. Skye had filled in a few details from her vantage point on lookout. Like the fact that Tucker had fallen off the ridge right into the path of the fire and if it hadn’t been for Rio seeing him and running straight into the flames with no gear, Tucker might have been burned. Alive.

      So maybe Riley had misjudged the guy a little.

      The team had also spent a little time wondering about the sudden appearance of the brunette US marshal.

      “She’s the one from the bar last night,” Skye had said. “The one Tucker was fighting over.”

      They clearly weren’t fighting now. The woman sat next to Tucker, practically cozy as she eyed the assembly of prisoners like they might stage an uprising any moment.

      It hadn’t exactly left Riley’s mind, either.

      “I thought she looked familiar,” said Seth. He’d eaten the same cold dinner of beef stroganoff like Riley had and was finishing it off with coffee stirred into his sierra cup of water. “Didn’t figure on her being a cop.”

      “She’s probably here to make sure no one escapes,” Riley said. “I was wondering why they sent the team in without a guard.”

      “I think he’s in charge of the prisoners.” Romeo gestured to the middle-aged man who’d stopped one of the youngsters from running.

      Yeah, maybe.

      “Archer,” Skye said. “He keeps looking at the marshal, though, so I’m not sure he’s not thinking about making a dash for it.”

      “To where?” Riley said. He had finished his dinner and now rolled the trash up and shoved it into a plastic storage bag. Pulled out a protein bar. “There’s nothing but wilderness in every direction.”

      Somehow his rationale didn’t make him feel any better. Riley stripped off his shirt, filthy that it was, and grabbed his sleeping bag, shaking it out. He was going to set it next to Skye’s, but Seth beat him to it.

      So he wasn’t the only one staying alert.

      And not only the guys on the team, either. Because the tall, quiet man whom Riley had pegged as former military—maybe—sat farthest away from the crew, arms folded, eyes not missing a thing.

      It was a little creepy, really.

      Riley noticed he hadn’t eaten, his MRE unopened. He debated a second and then, he didn’t exactly know why, he picked up the protein bar, got up, and walked over to the man.

      Held it out. “We need you all in tomorrow if we want to go home.”

      Which, at the moment, he very much wanted. At least to return to Sky King ranch.

      The man lifted his gaze, let it land on Riley.

      Cool, unflinching, but there, behind his eyes, a flicker. Then a tightening of his brow.

      He shook his head.

      Riley dropped the bar into the grass. “Suit yourself.” He was turning when—

      “Interesting ink.”

      Riley stopped, glanced at the man.

      His gaze dropped to Riley’s wrist.

      Riley turned his wrist, revealing the tat inside. Bold italics. If. Riley debated the answer, then said simply, “For my dad. After he died. Sort of a memorial.”

      “‘If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs…’” The man met Riley’s eyes. “‘If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you…’”

      Riley stared at him, nodded. “‘Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!’”

      “Rudyard Kipling.” The man reached out for the power bar. Took a breath. “Thanks.”

      Riley considered him. “Riley McCord.”

      The man tucked the protein bar into his shirt pocket and held out his hand. “Logan Thorne.”

      Riley shook it. “It’s not a very popular poem.”

      “A guy I knew used to quote it.” Thorne’s eyes turned distant again. “Long time ago.”

      He looked away, his jaw hard.

      Ho-kay.

      Riley returned to his sleeping bag, settled in a clearing. No tent for him, not tonight when he just wanted to watch the sun settle beyond the black mountains, see the flames of orange and red burn through the indigo sky.

      He lay down, put his hand on his chest, right where Larke had warmed it.

      Two strikes. There wouldn’t be a third.

      Because he’d promised her he’d stay alive.

      And he had a kiss waiting for him.
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      The fire always found Larke’s eyes first, searing into them with a flash that blinded her, leaving the retinas splotched with orange and red, gritty and burning as she slammed her fists into them, trying to rub away the burn.

      Then the smoke. Choking her, coating her throat with grime and soot and swelling it closed.

      Finally, the shouting, then her name rising above the chaos and sirens screaming. Shots over her head, around her, through her as she clamped her hands over her head.

      No—no. She could do better.

      She must do better. She pushed herself up, the ground bleeding, soaking into her pores, and found the body. Specialist Nickolay. She brailled her fingers to his neck for a pulse.

      Nothing, but she didn’t have time to grieve, not with more explosions, not with the night turning to blaze around her.

      She still couldn’t see, the world glossy and reddened, her eyes turning to water. But his voice—she always heard his voice parting the smoke, the gunfire, the piercing whine of the rockets. Larke!

      Here. I am here!

      He still felt so achingly real when he landed on her, his body armor all sharp panes and bulky. His helmet slammed against hers, his breath cascading over her face, his chin strap bumping hers.

      “Stay down.”

      Hard breathing, but she knew his smell, knew the strength of him, and for a moment—too long maybe—she simply dug her hands into his vest and held on.

      Freeman.

      He completely covered her body, his trembling over hers, holding himself there as long as he could before he began to sink onto her.

      Only then did she feel the moisture saturating her, sticky and hot, and when she reached between them—

      No!

      The scream always slithered through her like a snake, coiling, greedy jaws open to clamp into her windpipe, teeth against her flesh, ripping, choking as she fought to tear the sound from her body.

      Freeman!

      She managed, this time, to get her hands up, to push him off her, to roll him over and clamber on top of him.

      To take off his helmet and wipe the soot and ash from his face, find his eyes—

      Riley.

      Her entire body jerked, those brown eyes staring up at her, into her, finding her bones, holding her still, so much power in his gaze she stopped breathing.

      Until he jerked, his entire body trembling, and suddenly he was convulsing, shaking her off. She clung to him, pinning him down. No— Riley!

      With a shout she came awake, hard and ripping through the layers of the nightmare into the harsh sunlight that poured through her skylight.

      So much sunlight cascading across the shiny pine flooring, rippling into the folds of her sweaty, tangled sheets. She lay on top of them, having ripped them off, and now pressed both hands to her chest, gulping in breaths.

      Freeman, not Riley.

      Not Riley.

      And she barely knew the man, so—

      Yeah, she needed to get her head on right. Larke sat up, let the chilly floor on her bare feet shudder a little brutal reality through her.

      Her nightmares were simply playing tricks on her, probably reaching out of her subconscious to haunt her with the words she’d spoken yesterday.

      Stay alive.

      She got up, walked downstairs to the bathroom, and splashed water on her face. Glanced at the clock.

      After 8:00 a.m. Seriously. She turned on the shower, stepped inside, and let the water sluice the dream away, bracing her hands on the tile walls.

      Or tried to, because Riley’s brown eyes kept finding her, even after she’d turned off the shower, grabbed a towel, dried herself, and pulled on her bathrobe.

      She made coffee, got dressed in a pair of loose jeans and a T-shirt, poured herself a cup of black fuel, and stepped outside.

      Smoke still tufted the sky in the distance, although it seemed thinner, as if dying, and deep inside a fist released. She might have been holding her breath—it sort of felt like it.

      Sinking into one of her Adirondack chairs, she leaned her head back and set the coffee on a thick arm.

      She could have saved him. The thought clung to her like a burr, dug deeper every time she survived another dream-slash-memory. She could have saved Freeman.

      If she’d known he was hurt, she could have tried to stop the bleeding, called for an evac, maybe saved his life.

      Instead, he’d bled out, his arms around her. Protecting her.

      She hated that she’d needed protecting.

      Hated that even two nights ago, she’d let herself sink into Riley’s arms as if she were that girl.

      Okay, sometimes she was.

      And that’s what she hated the most. That she couldn’t be stronger. That after everything, her brothers were right.

      She wasn’t as tough as she thought. As she wanted to be.

      As she should be.

      Boots sounded on the path, kicking rock. She opened her eyes and spied her father, cap on, wearing his jacket, dressed for flying, and heading toward her, a grim expression on his face.

      She sat up, then grabbed her coffee and walked to the edge of her porch.

      He wore his jaw hard, his eyes steely. “There’s a problem on the line.”

      She braced her hand on a pillar. “What?”

      He put a foot on her step. “The team brought in a hand crew from the Copper County Correctional Facility, and evidently this morning, a number of the prisoners took off.”

      She stilled, not sure how to assimilate that information. “What—I don’t understand. Prisoners?”

      “Apparently the fire was bigger than the team thought, and the smokejumpers needed reinforcements. Remember that team I brought in yesterday? Prisoners.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “I don’t know. The team has a US marshal with them, and she called in for backup. There are marshals headed here from Anchorage—I’ll fly them in as soon as they get here. You have fresh coffee?”

      She nodded and followed him into the house. He walked over to the pot and poured himself a steaming cup. Then he leaned a hip against the granite countertop. “They took one of the smokejumpers hostage.”

      She stilled, her entire body hollowing. “Who?”

      “Skye. The girl.”

      She shouldn’t feel relief—she knew it—but she put her cup on the island and braced both hands on the cool surface. Drew in a breath. “Okay. So, what can we do?”

      “Nothing. Just bring the marshals in. But…that’s not all.”

      It was his pause that turned her cold.

      “What?”

      He took a breath.

      “Dad.”

      “There was an accident. One of the smokejumpers is hurt.”

      “How bad?”

      “Serious enough to fly out.”

      “Who?”

      He met her eyes, shook his head.

      And for a second, Riley was in her arms, shaking, his eyes holding onto her. No.

      Because she simply could not—would not—care that much.

      Aw, shoot. Her voice turned soft, broken. “Don’t say it’s—”

      “Sorry, honey. It doesn’t sound life-threatening, but when we drop off the team, we’re supposed to pick up Riley and bring him out.”

      She sank onto a stool, her hands on her knees. Nodded. “Okay. I’m going with you.”

      “Larke—”

      “I’m going with you!” She stood up. “You need a copilot anyway.”

      His mouth pinched tight. Because no, he hardly needed help.

      Something she should have admitted long ago, maybe. Still.

      He set his cup down, his thumb drawing down the handle. “I saw you two together a couple nights ago…”

      Oh. “It wasn’t anything, Dad.” She shook her head. “Don’t worry. We watched the sunset.”

      “The sunset takes a long time out here.” He wasn’t smiling.

      “I don’t have room for anyone else in my life right now. Especially for a bad boy with a dark past.”

      “That’s not what I want to hear.”

      “Hear this. I just want him—all of them—safe, that’s all. There’s nothing else.”

      He took a sip of his coffee, examined it. “And if there was, well…” He met her eyes. “Someday you have to turn the page, honey. Let God walk you into new paths, new pastures. Not with this guy, but with someone good. Honorable.”

      She gave him a wry smile. “I’m still in the valley, Dad. And I’m not sure how to get out. And I certainly don’t want to be trapped there with anybody else.”

      “A blind person can’t lead themselves out of the darkness. You have to ask for help.”

      “I’m not blind, Dad. I’m just…still stuck outside the fence, I think.” Her mouth tightened. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

      She took the stairs fast, grabbed her shoes, a jacket, a hat, and by the time she returned, her father had finished his coffee, was washing his mug in the sink.

      She dumped hers and followed him outside. Cast a glance at the haze of smoke in the distance.

      Stay alive.

      Really, she should stop asking if she didn’t want to get hurt.
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      Everybody just needed to take a breath.

      Just clear their heads.

      But yeah, strike three. Or maybe four, five, and six, because their entire callout had gone south.

      Riley sat on a boulder, his arm drawn up tight to himself, a little high on pain meds, trying to sort it out.

      About five this morning they’d awoken to the disappearance of the prisoners. Tucker had nearly lost his head.

      It only got worse when Seth discovered that someone had stolen his bear gun.

      Tucker had dispatched him to find Skye.

      Riley could admit a little anger at the fact that Thorne had dashed too. But just because he knew his father’s poetry didn’t make him a man of honor.

      Then things got very quiet, very dire, and very broken when three of the prisoners—the three youngsters—returned, found by Seth, with the news that the rest had taken Skye as a hostage.

      Amend that. A serial killer-slash-rapist-slash-someone very, very bad had taken Skye.

      No one protested when Tucker announced he was going after her. With the brunette, aka US Marshal Stevie Mills.

      Tucker left Riley with easy instructions.

      Call the authorities.

      Put out the fire.

      Get out.

      And yet, the hits kept coming.

      “Watchout—Seth. How’s it looking?” The big blond sawyer’s voice came over the radio. He’d taken the helm when…

      Shoot. Riley knew better than to walk under a snag. Probably should be grateful it had only grazed him. Left his arm dangling from its socket. Yeah, that had been pretty—him writhing on the ground, trying not to scream as Romeo shoved the scorched tree limb off him.

      Even now, the pain could curl Riley into himself. He sat, the arm secured to his body like a straitjacket, and no matter how many painkillers he downed, the pain shot fire through his body, straight into his skull.

      He lifted the radio to his mouth. “Seth, Watchout. No sign of the chopper. Smoke is turning, though. We’ll need a flyover.”

      It almost hurt more to see his team mopping up without him. Armed with Pulaskis and shovels, they worked the blackened forest, turning over the hot spots, putting out simmering cinders that could ignite with a stiff wind.

      However, in the three hours since they’d been burying coals, the wind had stirred off Denali, awakening the blaze that had died down to flickers in the night.

      Riley stood up, finding his feet on the scree of rocks where Tucker had run to safety yesterday, and now calculated the thickening smoke, the occasional flash of flame. He toggled his radio again. “Seth, Watchout. I’m seeing some activity on the eastern flank.”

      Riley could barely make out Seth’s yellow shirt through the skeletal remains of the forest. “Let’s have Barry give us a report when he drops off the feds.” And picked him up.

      Riley hated to admit it, but yes, he probably needed medical attention.

      Then he was coming back. Because it wasn’t the first time he’d popped out a shoulder.

      He didn’t know why someone didn’t just pop it back in. But Romeo had freaked out the minute he’d opened Riley’s shirt, and okay, there was something protruding from his collarbone.

      Honestly, Riley was trying not to freak out, too.

      So, yeah, they were so far beyond their three strikes it was getting ridiculous. All that remained was for the fire to kick back up and turn into an inferno, maybe head south and take out that Boy Scout camp.

      A couple homes.

      Sky King ranch.

      No, it wouldn’t get that far.

      Riley sat again on the boulder and raised his glasses to scan the fire. Black smoke started to embed the gray, not a good sign. The air smelled of green trees being consumed.

      In the distance, he made out the whump-whump heartbeat of a chopper. He turned his glasses toward the noise and spotted the Sky King chopper coming into view. It would put down in the meadow they’d burned over.

      He picked up his PG bag and managed to climb the ridge without screaming.

      Mostly.

      More of a grunt, in his opinion.

      The rotors kicked up ash and soot, but the bird set down softly, and he waited until the blades stopped spinning.

      Seth had come running, breathing hard as he crunched his way down the ravine.

      The side door opened, and a couple blue jacketed marshals got out. Big guys, one was linebacker sized, dark skinned, and raked a gaze over Riley that suggested he was exactly the guy to go after the fugitives.

      The second guy got out and the wind flattened his blue jacket against his shoulder holster.

      A coil loosened in Riley’s chest. They would find Skye and Tucker and bring them all back safely. Then the front door opened, and the copilot stepped out, her blonde hair pulled back, her face hard as she came over to him.

      Oh. She wore her medic face.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks,” he said.

      “Stop talking.”

      She was mad? Apparently, because she grabbed his bag, not in a Hey, I’m glad to see you way but all business and marched over to the chopper, threw the bag in, and pushed him onto the deck. The two marshals were talking to Seth. Riley supposed the big guy, who had at least a couple years on him, did look like the man in charge.

      “How’d this happen?” Larke said as she took his pulse. Pressed a hand to his forehead.

      “A snag. I walked right under it.” Might as well tell the ugly truth. She was already angry.

      Her mouth tightened, as if she might be holding back a comment.

      “It could have been worse. It could have landed on my head.”

      “Not helping,” she snapped. She opened his shirt and peeled it away. Sucked in her breath as she saw the wound. “That’s definitely a fractured collarbone.”

      “The fire is rekindling. I need to get back on the line.”

      “What you need is a hospital.” She ran her hands over his shoulder, and he tightened his jaw, let out a grunt despite himself.

      “That’s a doozy of a dislocation, too. You might need surgery to get that back into the socket.”

      “You can’t put it back in?”

      She stared at him. “Did you not hear me? You have a broken clavicle.”

      “And we have a fire that is turning!” He shook his head. Closed his eyes. Cut his voice low before he opened them. “Listen. I’m not trying to be a hero. We could be in real trouble here. The fire could flash over, and if I leave, there are only rookies here.” His gaze cast to Seth, who might have heard him, because despite his girth and the fact that the marshals still raked him with questions, he nodded. “They need me, or someone who knows what they’re doing.”

      She put her hands on her knees. “I could try and get it back into the socket, but that clavicle is still an issue. Maybe if you have surgery, get a pin it it—”

      “Yeah. That. We’ll pin it.” He turned to Barry sitting in the cockpit, still wearing his headphones. “Then, can you drop me back off?”

      “I mentioned surgery, right?” Larke snapped.

      “If the weather holds,” Barry answered. “And if it doesn’t get too smoky.”

      Riley nodded. “I could always drop in, I guess.”

      “Oh my gosh, what is your problem? Not with a broken shoulder!” She got up. “Just get in the chopper.”

      She opened the door to the copilot’s seat.

      “Not quite yet, honey.” He got up.

      The world tilted, but he forced himself upright as he walked over to Seth. “Listen. If that wind continues to grow, the fire is going to kick back up. Stay ahead of it. If you cut a line from the ridge over to that peak, you’ll keep it from going south, drive it east. There’s a river about a half mile from here. Best bet would be to corral it. I’ll send Barry back with some water dumps, see if we can slow it down, even kill it out before it gets that far, but at this point, with our numbers, we need to think containment.”

      Seth nodded, but his eyes contained doubt.

      Riley reached out, more for balance than support, but still, he clamped his hand on Seth’s big shoulder. “You remember the Watchout rules Tucker drilled into us, right?”

      Seth nodded.

      “The most important thing—most important—is safety. Do not wait until the last minute. And know where your safety zone is at all times. Got it?”

      Now he’d probably scared the man, but Seth just set his jaw and nodded.

      Romeo had come up, joined them, listening with a grim face.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Riley glanced at the chopper, at Larke inside, her mouth in an annoyed line. Turned back to them. “Stay alive. Got it?”

      Seth nodded. “Got it, boss.”

      “I’m not the boss. Tucker is. But until he gets back…let’s all try not to do anything stupid.”

      He limped over to the chopper. Got in and struggled with the door.

      Seth stepped up and closed it. The US marshals had already taken off on the trail of the fugitives.

      Riley leaned back, cradling his arm, listening to the bird shudder to life.

      They lifted off and for a moment, he got a good view of the fire. Blackness scraped the land, the trees broken, gnarled corpses of the once lush forest, the meadow a charred blanket. Dead.

      On the northernmost flank, tongues of flames lapped up still-green trees, the land glowing red as the cinders baked the earth.

      Barry turned the chopper up and away, Riley’s view now of vibrant, green land, shaggy spruce, meadows sprinkled with white flowers amidst a backdrop of jagged foothills.

      Barry’s words before they’d deployed rushed back at him. You are their good shepherd. Protect them. Guide them. And bring them home safely.

      Riley leaned his head back. Closed his eyes. And wished his instincts weren’t always right.
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      Good thing Larke had decided not to let him into her life, because one look at Riley sleeping in the hospital bed, a little broken, scuffed up, and vulnerable, one of his wide, ropy shoulders bandaged, could turn her all gooey and warm inside.

      He looked like a wounded warrior.

      A smart girl would remember that she’d had her fill of those, thank you.

      Still, she couldn’t bring herself to leave his room. Probably just the medic inside, wanting to see her patient stable. Keep him from doing anything stupid.

      Like run back to a fire line and possibly do worse damage to his already broken self.

      Even from here, through the wide picture window on the second story of the Copper Mountain Regional Hospital, she could gauge the thickening cloud of soot and smoke that hovered over the park.

      I’m not trying to be a hero. We could be in real trouble here.

      His angry, almost desperate voice still shook through her.

      They need me, or someone who knows what they’re doing.

      He wasn’t trying to be arrogant—she knew that. But if he only could have seen himself when they picked him up—a raw scrape on his chin, his golden brown hair sooty and matted, his face blackened, his eyes reddened, and his hand securing his arm to his body—he might have agreed that he wasn’t exactly the guy for the job.

      Or maybe he was, because he’d definitely been in serious pain, but he’d still stumbled over to Seth, the big blond guy he’d left in charge, and shouted final instructions. She’d nearly gotten back out of the chopper to catch him, woozy as he was on his feet, but the look on Riley’s face suggested he would only push her away.

      He seemed angrier at himself than anyone else, however. Proven by the fact that he could barely look at her when she helped him from the chopper to her truck, once they’d landed at the ranch, and by the time they reached the hospital, he was gritting his teeth rather than openly groaning.

      Tough guys. They drove her crazy.

      A nurse came into the room and checked his vitals. An oxygen cannula ran under his nose, a pulse ox on his finger, an IV line with pain meds taped to his arm. They’d washed his hair and given him a sponge bath before taking him into surgery, and now his hair lay in thick tousles, his beard even longer, golden strands mixed with deep chocolate brown.

      Tempting.

      She tucked her hands under her armpits and stood away from him as the nurse finished.

      “He should be waking up soon,” she said. “And you should get some sleep. It’s after midnight.”

      Larke nodded, then sank down in a chair near his bed.

      No, she shouldn’t, because the minute he woke up he’d probably want to do stupid things, and she’d start worrying all over again. And now she definitely rued the decision to follow Reckless to the Midnight Sun and get tangled in his arms.

      What on earth had she been thinking?

      She leaned forward, rubbing a sudden fatigue from her face.

      “I can admit wanting to wake up next to you, but this isn’t what I had in mind.”

      She looked up into Riley’s brown eyes, one side of his mouth lifting up.

      Oh brother. “This is as close as you’re going to get to that fantasy, so drink it in.”

      “I am. That and whatever drugs they have me on…” He breathed deeply. “Maybe I’m dreaming…”

      She rolled her eyes and got up. “They had to pin your collarbone. And your arm is in a braced sling. You’re in no shape to fight any fires there, champ, so sink back into that morphine and enjoy.”

      The tiniest flicker of challenge raked through his eyes, and his smile dimmed.

      Especially when he looked past her, out the window. His lips thinned to a tight line. “Any word on the fugitives?”

      She shook her head, and when he closed his eyes, as if in frustration, she nearly reached for his hand.

      Instead, she put hers in her pockets. “Are you thirsty?”

      “I’ll take a whiskey, straight.”

      “Ha.” She picked up a Styrofoam cup and angled the straw toward his mouth. “I have water. Neat. Sorry, the ice has melted.”

      His gaze latched onto hers as his lips closed around the straw. He took a couple swallows, then leaned away. “You didn’t have to stay.”

      She put the cup back on the patient tray. “I know. I didn’t trust you not to make a break for it.”

      His jaw tensed, as if yes, she had foiled all his plans. “They’re all rookies out there.”

      “They’ll be okay.”

      “This is such a mess.” A little red lingered in his eyes. “I totally screwed up. Again. I know better than to walk under a snag. Stupid. Simple firefighting 101.”

      She stepped back, arms akimbo. “You’re being a little hard on yourself, aren’t you?”

      He lifted his good shoulder.

      “The answer to that is yes.”

      “Or no. I was in a hurry, trying to get the fire mopped up, my brain thinking about Tucker and Skye and not on my job, and I could have gotten myself—or one of my teammates—killed.”

      She’d been on this side of many post-attack dark evaluations and now sat on the chair again. “It doesn’t help to rehash it. It happened. Deal with it.”

      He looked over at her. “Sheesh. What happened to Sunset Girl? I liked her—bring her back.”

      “She woke up. Answered a call to pick up an injured smokejumper and realized that she was right back in a war zone. No thank you.”

      “Wait—you are mad at me.” He grinned then.

      “Why are you grinning?”

      “Because you like me. My charm worked. You missed me. You’re worried about me.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Come over here and kiss me.” He even reached for her.

      “Have you lost your mind?” She got up and put the chair between them. “You’re arrogant and reckless and you drive me crazy. Our little sunset conversation was a bad—very bad—idea and I’m…leaving.” She headed for the door.

      “Stop being such a coward.”

      She stopped, turned.

      He’d dropped his hand, his smile gone also, those brown eyes flashing. “I was kidding about the kiss—mostly, but you weren’t. You do like me, and that scares you. A lot. Enough to run.”

      “I’m not running. I’m…you’re fine. And I have to get back to the ranch—”

      “You’re so running, but…not from me, I don’t think. I mean, yeah, technically, but I just remind you of your ghost.”

      She quirked an eyebrow.

      He cocked his head. “Freeman, wasn’t it? The guy you loved. Who died because—he saved your life?”

      Her mouth opened, and, okay, fine. “You’re right. You do remind me of him. He was reckless and made a stupid decision. I was pinned down, yeah, but I was fine. Safe. And he ran out through the chaos and got hit for nothing. And what’s worse, if he’d just told me he was hit—good grief, I’m a medic. I could have done something. But he just…he just sacrificed himself because…because—”

      “Because he loved you?”

      She stared at Riley, the fact that he’d said it so softly it landed like a punch to her sternum. Crazily, her eyes filled.

      “Because he didn’t believe I could take care of myself.”

      Riley gave her a sad look. “That’s a lie, and you know it. You were a soldier. He did it because he couldn’t stop himself.”

      She closed her eyes, her jaw tight. Opened them and walked over to the window. “He should have. It’s my fault he’s dead.”

      A beat.

      Then, “That’s a lie, too.”

      “It feels true.”

      “Larke. I didn’t know Freeman, but I do know that it’s simply instinct for a guy to protect the woman he loves.”

      She wiped her wettened cheekbone. “Maybe. But I wish everyone would stop acting like I’m breakable.”

      “Who does that?”

      “I’m the only girl in a family of men. And they act like I am the weak one, that they needed to protect me.”

      “You’re their sister—”

      “I’m their older sister. I should be taking care of them.”

      “Anyone looking at you knows you can handle yourself.”

      “Yeah, well.” She took a breath.

      She couldn’t tell him it was all a game. That inside she mostly felt like she would shatter into a thousand pieces.

      “I lost my mom when I was eight. She died of cancer and was the strongest person I knew. But she turned into a shell right before my eyes. It terrified me. And the grief took me apart. My brothers had each other, and well, I felt so alone. I spent a lot of time at my grandma’s place—my cabin. When she died, I realized I had to take that fear and grief and push it into a hard ball. I forced myself to join the military, did a tour in Afghanistan.”

      She whirled around. “I can fly a plane, a helicopter, remodel my own house, and birth a freakin’ baby. I can even patch up guys who have their legs and arms blown off, long enough to get them to a hospital. I don’t flinch, I don’t run away, and I don’t fall apart!”

      She did, however, apparently yell.

      He hadn’t flinched, hadn’t taken his gaze off hers. And clearly he possessed the ability to see right through her, because, “Except you can’t sleep and you went looking for a guy who could help you forget your wounds, didn’t you? Which tells me that maybe you aren’t as unbreakable as you say.”

      Her breath shucked out. “How did you know I can’t sleep?”

      “You told me about the sleeping part. I figured out the rest.”

      Her face reddened. “That was a mistake.”

      He drew in a breath. Then, “Everyone is breakable, Larke. You just have to let yourself admit it.”

      “Really? Can you admit it? Because I remember a guy saying, ‘I’m indestructible.’”

      He seemed to be debating something quippy, like I am. Instead, “Naw. I’m a total wreck.”

      Silence, a beat, and he looked over at her, something sad in his expression. “And now you know. I did warn you. I’m no hero.”

      Whatever.

      She found herself walking over then, sitting on the chair by his bed.

      “I was broken long before my dad died, if you’re thinking it’s about him. I mean—yeah. He was bigger than life to me. A superhero. Master Chief McCord. We lived in Chicago at the end, but only because he’d taken a job training the pre-SEAL candidates at Great Lakes naval base. And then they needed him overseas and called him to Afghanistan.” He turned his hand over and looked at the ink inside his wrist. If. She’d seen a flash of it that night in the bar but hadn’t asked him about it.

      “‘I am that man. I will not fail,’” he said softly. “‘If knocked down, I will get back up, every time. I will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and to accomplish our mission. I am never out of the fight.’” He drew in a breath, then looked up at her.

      “SEAL creed, shortened. My Dad had this sense of honor—not just from being a SEAL, but…he had this poem he lived by. It was by Rudyard Kipling, all about being a man. ‘If… If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs… If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew to serve your turn long after they are gone…’ Anyway, it’s a long poem, and my dad made me and my older brother learn it until we could say it in our sleep. His way of instilling in us a code, maybe. Even if we weren’t going to be soldiers.”

      “But you were going to be a marine.”

      “I was. I told my dad I would enlist before he left. It’s the one thing I did that made him proud.” He gave a little laugh, no humor in it. “And then, of course, I broke that promise.”

      She frowned. “Of course?”

      He glanced at her. “Two sons, one golden, one the screwup. While my brother got A’s, I was the one who got in fights at school, took chances, broke bones. I just couldn’t sit still… I always had to see, do, explore. School was boring and hard and…in more than one school, I had my own desk in the principal’s office.”

      “You sound like a normal boy.”

      “When I was ten, we lived in Oahu, Hawaii, and I heard about these giant sea turtles that would come on shore at night, about fifteen miles north of where we lived. So I hitchhiked up the shore and camped out for two days until they showed up. It was amazing…huge beasts, they crawled up on the sand and just lay there, big eyes watching me. I stayed there all night. The next morning, I went home, and my dad was there. He’d been on a training op, I think. But they flew him home because they thought I’d been kidnapped.”

      “Oh. Wow.”

      “It was bad. My dad called me reckless and stupid, and I think I was grounded for the rest of my life—”

      “You were ten.”

      “Still. He was right. My mother was a mess. She did everything she could think of to corral me—from church to camp to sports clubs. I was finally diagnosed with ADHD, but by then Dad had sent me to military school and I learned how to behave.”

      “I’ll bet not.”

      She didn’t know why she said that—it just felt, well…she could see him. A restless kid buttoned up, his golden brown hair shaved, marching in rows to class, sitting perfectly at a desk, and in truth, it hurt a little.

      He gave her a true, tiny grin. “Maybe not. But I behaved well enough for my dad to let me come home for my last two years of high school.”

      “Right before he shipped out?”

      “Yeah. Maybe so I could be with my mother—Beau was already at the Naval Academy by then.”

      “Wow. All heroes in your family.”

      “Except me. I’m nothing like my dad, or my brother.”

      She shook her head. “Whatev—”

      “Seriously. I’m not a hero, Larke. You called it. I’m reckless, I love anything that is hot and dangerous, from fire to…well, don’t be fooled. I’m not a good guy. I was totally going to sleep with you a couple nights ago, and that hasn’t left my head in the least.”

      “But you didn’t. We didn’t. Because my head wasn’t in the right place, either.” Except. “Why didn’t you? You didn’t even try to put the moves on me.”

      He was looking at her strangely, a tenderness sinking into his eyes a moment before he blinked it away. “I dunno. I guess I lost my game, like Tucker said.”

      Hardly. But she didn’t want to suggest otherwise. Because he turned a little red and that only made him more… Aw, there he went again, wheedling into her heart.

      Especially when he cut his voice low, his eyes still on hers. Devastating. “Or, maybe I realized that I wanted something more than just a night with you.”

      Her throat tightened. She got up, rubbed her hands on her pants. “Yeah, well…I think…um…”

      A beat. Then he smiled. “Calm down, Larke. I’m just saying I’m glad we didn’t.” He didn’t add a yet. Or a wink or anything to suggest something more.

      “Oh. Uh, me too.”

      “But I wouldn’t turn down a kiss.”

      There he was, the charmer she couldn’t stop following.

      Would probably still follow. Right into trouble, danger, and heartbreak.

      “I should go.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Or, you could stay. I might go into cardiac arrest. I need a good medic.”

      “Cardiac arrest—from a dislocated shoulder?”

      “And broken clavicle. Don’t forget.” He was scooting over in the bed, patting the empty space. “It’s late. And listen, nothing exciting is going to happen. I’m on drugs. And I hurt everywhere.”

      “You’re on morphine.”

      “I still hurt.”

      For some reason, she didn’t think he was kidding.

      Even when he added, “But it would make me feel much better if I knew I was under your medical care.” His mouth tweaked up on one side.

      “So, this is your best game?”

      “I mentioned the drugs part. I could try harder.”

      “No, it’s working,” she said softly and slid onto the bed beside him, on top of the covers. But he was warm and strong and put his arm around her as she settled her head on his unhurt shoulder.

      Closed her eyes.

      Oh, she needed sleep. Without nightmares.

      Without Freeman.

      “By the way, not only can you handle yourself, but I think you’re pretty tough, too.”

      Clearly not tough enough. Because despite her resolve, here she was, right back in Riley’s arms. She breathed in his scent—clean, although with the finest hint of smoke and salt on his skin—and sank into the strength of his arm around her.

      She refused to be afraid. Or broken.

      But if she were, this was exactly where she’d want to be.
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      Never did Riley want to be a different man more than when Larke closed her eyes and fell into a deep, beautiful, unblemished slumber in his arm.

      Just the one arm because the other was pinned to his body, thanks to the body sling. And probably that was a good thing because that pretty much meant he was unable to roll over and run his fingers through her white-gold hair or smooth his hand down her shoulder or even tuck her in closer.

      He had to behave.

      And of course he would behave—he wasn’t that guy to take advantage of a woman while she was sleeping, but…

      But with everything inside him, he battled the other guy. The guy who told him that she’d never see him as anything but the one-night stand she’d gone after in the Midnight Sun.

      A guy she couldn’t depend on. A guy she couldn’t trust. And certainly not a guy she’d give her heart to.

      That guy was painfully aware of how she smelled—musky, the tiniest scent of exertion on her skin. And the morphine wasn’t helping, because it took the edge off his pain and made him sink into dreams and what-ifs and wishes and…

      If you can keep your head when all about you are losing theirs…

      Yeah, yeah. Right, okay.

      If you can trust yourself…

      He drew in a breath. Yes, he could. She could. He leaned his cheek against her head and closed his eyes.

      She shivered against him, and his eyes popped open. Of course she was cold—her jacket was draped over the chair. And he had this nice cotton blanket.

      Okay, he could fix this. Just had to move, to ease his arm from under her head…

      He positioned himself, one eye closing against a grunt as his shoulder jerked. But he managed to pull his arm free, her head sliding onto the mattress. Then he leaned down and began to work the blanket off himself. He’d leave just the sheet, and wrap the blanket over her like a sandwich.

      A sweat beaded on his brow as the pain of his efforts burrowed through him, and oh, this was silly. Better to just call the nurse and get another blanket. But he didn’t know what the rules might be, and calling for help would probably wake Larke, and he didn’t want her jumping up and deciding that getting cozy with him was a bad idea.

      Although…

      No. He could be the guy she needed. His words from two nights ago rushed back at him and he let them sink in.

      I can be more, if that’s what you need.

      It struck him that maybe she didn’t need him.

      But oh, he needed her. Or at least the way she made him want to be that guy—the one who would run into the firefight and throw his body over hers. The guy who would sacrifice himself—and yes, okay, his personal desires—because he honored her. He respected her.

      So, yeah, if she was shivering, she was getting his blanket. And if she was still cold, he would go out into the hall in his flimsy gown and beg.

      He gritted his teeth as he worked the blanket over her body. She shifted in her sleep and Riley paused, caught his breath. But when she resettled, he tucked the blanket around behind her, so she was cocooned inside the cotton and flannel.

      He rolled onto his side, then slid his arm under her again, giving her a pillow. She sighed, and it arrowed right to his heart.

      Then he kissed her forehead. “No nightmares tonight,” he said softly, then closed his eyes and let the morphine take him into his dreams.

      It was the nurse who woke him—how many hours later, he didn’t know, but the sun glazed the floor and his body was cramped and yes, a little cold.

      He opened his eyes. A middle-aged woman, dark hair, kind expression, walked over to Larke’s side of the bed and said nothing as she looked for his pulse on the arm tucked under Larke. Good thing she found one, because he’d lost feeling in it.

      Larke roused and lifted her head. “Oh. Sorry.”

      “I just need his blood pressure,” the nurse said, but Larke acted like they’d been caught necking or something and nearly fell off the bed in an effort to untangle herself and get away.

      He wanted to call her back, the space next to him hollow and chilly. But she walked over to the window, her hair mussed, her arms akimbo, jumpy as the nurse took his blood pressure, temperature, then made him lay back as she checked his stitches.

      He pulled the blanket over himself, suddenly feeling frozen and painfully naked in his flimsy gown.

      Larke mercifully looked away, toward the window, and he couldn’t help but follow her gaze.

      The sky had blackened, the fire clearly rousing.

      “I need to get back to the line,” he said, more of a mutter than intent, although, yeah. He felt a little weak, but get some real food in him, and—

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Larke turned back and her expression spoke the nurse’s words. “You might get discharged later today, but the doctor needs to take a look at you first.”

      Larke smiled, just a little triumph.

      “Breakfast will be by in an hour or so.” The nurse patted his leg and left.

      Silence descended between them as he looked over at Larke.

      Then she laughed, just a burble of giggles, and he hadn’t a clue what to do with that.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Your expression. Clearly you don’t like being poked and prodded…”

      That wasn’t quite the problem, but he shook his head as if in agreement. “Just give me my clothes. Let’s get out of here.”

      She stopped laughing. “No.”

      “I will get out of this bed in all my hospital gown glory, honey. Or you can save us both that moment when you get a good view of—”

      “Fine! I don’t want to see any…unauthorized parts.” She walked over to a bag hanging in the closet, took it out, opened it, and made a face. “You can’t put these back on. They’re filthy.”

      “Check my PG bag. I have clean clothes there—at least underclothes, socks, and a shirt.”

      She grabbed his backpack and opened it on the foot of the bed, rifling through it.

      “There’s a blue compression bag—”

      She found it and tossed it to him.

      “Toothpaste and the brush?”

      She handed him a plastic bag.

      “Now, take this stupid thing out of me.” He held out his arm and the IV line.

      “Riley—”

      “I’ll do it myself.”

      “What about your morphine drip?”

      “The bag went empty about four hours ago. Please, Larke. I’m fine. I gotta get out of here.”

      Her face turned dark. “Listen. You can’t dig or chop or do anything. I don’t know why—”

      “Because they’re all I have!” He didn’t mean to raise his voice, so he cut it low. But he met her eyes. “Because those guys are depending on me, and I can’t let them down.”

      She stared at him, unblinking. He didn’t move, his jaw tight.

      “It’s not up to you to save everyone.” If she wasn’t angry before, he had no doubt about her tenor now. “You don’t have to run into trouble or…or get yourself killed doing something that others can do—

      “What if they can’t?” He shook his head. “Listen. I’m not trying to be arrogant here, Larke, but the fact is, for some reason, I’m, well for lack of a better term, fearless. I’ve known for a long time that I’m different. Maybe it’s my ADHD, maybe it’s my curiosity, but I like danger. I like doing the hard things. I like showing up when others can’t. I like…” He sighed. “I like to jump into fire and do anything and everything I can to stop it and save lives.”

      He closed his eyes, his jaw tight. “I know that sounds crazy. And reckless and prone to trouble, but…I guess I’m just broken that way.”

      She was still silent at the end of the bed.

      He opened his eyes. “I know that’s the last thing you need or want. And I’m sorry about that. But that’s who I am.”

      She stared at him a long moment. Then she came over to the side of the bed, took his free hand. Met his eyes. “Don’t apologize. You say you’re not like your dad, but you’re everything like him, Riley. Or at least the man I suppose he was. What is the SEAL warrior creed?”

      His throat was tight. “‘If knocked down, I will get back up, every time. I will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and to accomplish our mission. I am never out of the fight.’”

      “Yeah, that one.” Then she let go and went into the bathroom.

      He leaned his head back on the pillow. No, he was nothing like his old man. His father would have never made a mistake like he had. Never would have landed in some hospital, cozy on pain meds for a little dislocated shoulder while his fellow soldiers were on the line fighting. Maybe for their lives. His dad was a planner who thought out everything.

      Not the kind of man to take crazy risks.

      Larke emerged from the bathroom with toilet paper and a washcloth. Came over to his arm with the IV.

      “This might pinch.”

      “Seriously.”

      She held the toilet paper over the exit wound, then wrapped the washcloth around the cannula and eased it out. Pushed on the wound with the paper to stop the bleeding. “You need a bandaid—”

      “I’m fine. Just get me out of here.”

      She checked the wound, then wrapped the cannula in the paper and placed it on the tray near the bed. “You’re free, hotshot.”

      He couldn’t stop himself. He reached up, wrapped his hand around her neck, pulled her down to himself, and kissed her.

      And it wasn’t sweet or patient or particularly honorable, but the kind of kiss that spoke of the way she made him feel—as if, even though he had issues that should make a girl run, she still…wanted him.

      As if to prove it, she sat on the bed, cupped his face in her hands, and kissed him back, slowing him down, letting him linger.

      Letting him know that maybe, just maybe, he had a shot at being the guy who meant his words. I can be more, if that’s what you need.

      Yes. Yes, he could.

      Her pocket buzzed, and she pulled away, her eyes on his. He was breathing hard, painfully aware now of the flimsy blanket between them and how much really, he didn’t want to go back to the line, but probably should make a beeline for it if he—

      “Dad. What’s up?”

      She backed away from the bed, her gaze on Riley, her fingers to her lips, as if still reeling from his kiss.

      Well, yeah.

      “Oh no.”

      And right then, his heart might have stopped.

      She looked at Riley, and he swallowed. What—?

      “Really? Okay. Tell her I’m on my way.”

      Her.

      Riley held his breath as she hung up and walked over to the bed. “I have a problem. One of my patients is in labor. And I need to go see her before we go back to the ranch.”

      Oh.

      “Did you think—oh no. You thought that was about your team.” She pressed her hand to his arm. “Sorry.”

      “I’m good. Let’s get out of here. Go check on your patient.”

      “Really?”

      “Larke. Wherever you’re going, I’m going.”

      “As long as you end up back fighting fire, right?”

      He grinned. “Oh honey, I like it when you talk that way.”

      She grinned too. “Get dressed.” She took the cannula and dropped it into the medical waste box. Then she headed to the hallway, but not before stopping at the door. “And, thanks, Riley.”

      “I’m getting out of bed now, ready or not—”

      She laughed and left the room.

      Yeah, maybe he could be the good guy after all.
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      Riley clearly wasn’t the only one addicted to jumping into the fire.

      Larke really was sitting next to the ghost of Freeman.

      Not physically, really, because Freeman had been tall, dark haired, dark skinned, with a calm intensity about him that she’d needed overseas when chaos and destruction and daily danger kept her jumpy and on edge.

      Riley might just be the complete opposite with his easy smile, tousled golden brown hair, the way he sat next to her in her truck, wearing aviator sunglasses, a baseball cap, and a clean black T-shirt tucked into his grimy fire pants. Riley was fun and flirt and charm.

      But he and Freeman shared the same core. The fearlessness, the sense of duty, the determination to finish the job.

      To rescue.

      I like to jump into fire and do anything and everything I can to stop it and save lives.

      Shoot, she was going to get really hurt here.

      Because a gust of crazy relief had whooshed through her when Riley said he’d go with her to Alicia’s. Not because she needed him. And certainly not because she wanted to keep him from dropping out of the sky back into danger—although, yeah, that hovered in the back of her mind—but just because…

      With him she felt like she might not be on the ground in pieces, listening to the gunshots, smelling the smoke, trapped and not sure how to get to safety. And sure, she was still outside the fence, but with Riley, maybe not alone.

      She’d slept hard, for at least five hours. Again.

      In Riley’s amazing, strong, safe arms.

      Oh, yes, she was in big trouble. Because for the first time, she wanted to figure out how to make it back inside the fence.

      Maybe start over again. As her father would say, turn the page.

      Riley looked at his cell phone again.

      “Did you get ahold of Tucker?”

      He shook his head. “And the guys are on a sat radio, so I can’t check in with them, either.” He leaned his head back on the seat. “See the different colors of the smoke? The gray is long burning, less hot ground cover and debris. The black is what we need to worry about. It’s from hot, fresh fire, moving fast and growing.”

      He was referring to the mushroom cover of haze that shadowed the park, blurring the mountains and turning the sunshine blood red. She could barely make out the Denali range for the boil of smoke above the lush green foothills.

      “You don’t think it could reach the ranch, do you?”

      He shrugged, just the one shoulder—the other still encased in the sling. She’d helped him remove it to put his T-shirt on and gotten a glimpse of the ripped core that he’d developed as a firefighter. That and a few scars. He’d given her a funny, almost childish look as she helped him on with his shirt, tugging it up his arm, then over his head, and onto his other arm. She wanted to remind him that she was a medic, that she’d seen men’s bodies before.

      Except, she hadn’t harbored medic-type thoughts as she pulled the T-shirt down over his abs, so she’d kept her mouth shut, her face just a little hot.

      “I think anything can happen with fire,” he said quietly, and she appreciated the straight answer. “We do our best to plan the most effective attack, but winds can shift, and fire doesn’t always behave, and suddenly you can find yourself in over your head.”

      She nodded.

      “The smartest thing you can do is know where your safety zones are and try and stay ahead of trouble.”

      Now he sounded like Freeman. Be prepared at all times, expect the worst.

      But what if trouble found you?

      Took you down and left you broken?

      “Who is this woman in labor?” Riley asked.

      “Just a patient. She lives off the grid with her husband. He’s in jail right now—I don’t know much about it. I checked on her yesterday, and she was tired but not having any contractions. She’s not due for over a week, so it might not be anything, but—”

      “Better to check,” he said.

      She made a noise of assent.

      “What does he look like?”

      She glanced at Riley. “Who?”

      “Her husband, the prisoner.”

      “Uh, I’ve only met him once. He’s a trucker—red hair, sort of pudgy. Nice guy, I think. I’m not sure why he’s in jail.”

      Riley was looking at her, something of horror in his eyes.

      “What?”

      “It’s just—there was a guy who could have been him on the hand crew. He took off with the others.”

      “Darryl is one of the fugitives?”

      “Could be. Tucker didn’t introduce them to us. They just showed up and started working.”

      “Do you think he could be headed to Alicia’s place?”

      His jaw tightened. “I don’t know. How dangerous is this guy?”

      She shook her head, shrugged.

      Riley blew out a breath, nodded. “Okay, then.”

      There it was again, the whoosh of relief that he sat beside her in the truck. Sheesh. She’d spent years taking care of herself, and Riley showed up and suddenly she couldn’t function without him?

      A smart woman would remember that Riley wasn’t exactly sticking around.

      At best, he was another battlefield romance. Well done, Larke, well done.

      Maybe that was the only way she could let a man in…when she was in over her head. Afraid.

      She shook her head.

      The movement made him glance at her. “What?”

      “I was just…” She gave him a look. “I think we need to be real here. I like you, Riley, but you’re leaving as soon as this fire is out, and we both know it. And clearly I’m not the one-night stand girl I thought I could be, so…”

      He frowned.

      “I guess I should probably come clean. I’ve never…never been the girl who takes a guy home. I don’t know what I was thinking…”

      He was shaking his head. “I told you—I don’t have to be the guy you thought you wanted. I—”

      “Can be more. I know what you said, but…it won’t work.”

      His mouth tightened. “It’s Freeman, isn’t it? His death wasn’t your fault, Larke.”

      “It’s not Freeman. I hear you—and I could probably agree, but… I guess I just don’t—”

      “Need another guy in your life who could get killed?”

      “No. It’s not that… It’s me.” She glanced at him. “I’m broken too, and you know that.”

      He gave her a small smile. “Maybe I like that about you.”

      Aw shoot, those eyes. “You’re a problem, Riley McCord.”

      He winked at her.

      She turned off the highway onto the bumpy, narrow road that led to Alicia’s A-frame. Slowed almost to a stop as a branch hung low and scraped over the truck. A couple more branches were broken, evidence of a recent vehicle passing through. Maybe Darryl had made it back.

      Or maybe he’d hijacked a car…

      “The problem is, I don’t know how to put myself back together. I don’t even know what that looks like. And until I do, I don’t think I can figure out how to put you back together, either.”

      He looked at her. “I don’t want to be put back together. I’m just…this way. There’s no fixing me.”

      She went over a pothole and the car jerked. “Sorry.”

      “Listen, Larke. My mom used to take me to church, back in the days when she was desperate to put a little self-control in me. I usually just got into trouble, but in between that time, some of it stuck. Like the story of David, the kid who God chose to be king. He wasn’t the best or the strongest. He stood up to a giant with nothing but his bare hands, a slingshot and a couple rocks. I think that’s me. A scrapper. I know I’m not a hero, but I can show up—with my bare hands, if that’s what it takes.”

      “‘Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.’”

      He looked at her. “What?”

      “King David. He wrote that—it’s the Twenty-third Psalm. One of my grandmother’s favorites. She cross-stitched it—it’s in a frame in the lodge.”

      “Your dad quoted it before we headed out.”

      “Yeah, he does that a lot. He says that sheep are sort of stupid. That they’d follow the other sheep right over a cliff. And they get lost easily.”

      Riley reached up and unclicked his sling.

      “What are you doing?”

      He put his hand on the seat, palm up. “You don’t try and fix me, and I’ll try not to get you into trouble, okay?”

      She glanced at him, the quirk of his smile, the texture of his eyes, and slipped her hand into his. “Not much trouble, at least.”

      Because maybe, just maybe, she didn’t have to be whole to let Riley into her life.

      Maybe he could simply help fill the broken places.

      He closed his hand around hers. “Hey, there’s a car up ahead.”

      They’d jerked and rolled their way down the dirt-tracked mile, and the road opened to the A-frame clearing. A dirty red Accord sat in the driveway.

      “Maybe that’s Darryl’s car.” She pulled the truck up next to it and reached for the door handle.

      “Stop.” He tightened his hold on her hand.

      She frowned at his knotted expression. He shot a look at the house. “Let me go in first.”

      “What are you going to do? You’re supposed to be in a sling. And I’m the one with combat training.”

      He blinked at that. Then he pulled the sling off his neck. “Just stay behind me.”

      Oh, for Pete’s sake— “The woman is in labor—”

      “And her husband is a fugitive from the law!”

      She held up her hand. “Down, boy. Fine. You go first.”

      “Thank you.” He got out and rounded the truck to meet her, then took her hand in his.

      As if she might disobey him. Good grief. But again, there went the crazy whoosh of, well, yes, relief.

      Oh, he’d gotten her all worked up, thinking danger was lurking… This was silly. “Alicia!”

      No movement, and the front door was closed. Riley led the way up the steps, then let go of her hand to knock on the door. “Alicia,” he said, “we’re here to help.”

      “She could be in the back,” Larke said and reached for the knob. It was unlocked.

      She eased the door open, glanced at Riley, and he stepped inside first.

      Only the plink of water sounded in the sink, the curtain to the back drawn, the house eerily quiet. “Alicia?”

      A wadded-up blanket lay on the sofa, an indented pillow against the arm. Riley walked over to the sofa and pressed his hand on the pillow, checking for warmth, maybe.

      She closed the door behind her.

      And that’s when a hand clamped onto the back of her neck, fingers like a vice into her flesh. “Don’t move.”

      She jerked, and across the room, Riley whirled around.

      The stark, hollow look on his face, the widening eyes were the only warning before the hard, cold tip of a gun pressed to the back of her skull.

      “Don’t even breathe, or I’ll shoot you both.”
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      “Darryl, I’m just here to help Alicia,” Larke said, her voice incredibly calm, considering the Glock held to the base of her skull.

      It wasn’t Darryl standing behind her—at least not from the description she’d given Riley. Red hair, overweight. That man Riley had seen on the fire line, sweaty and overwhelmed. That man took off the first chance he could with the rest of the fugitives. That man could be captured or dead right now.

      This man looked like he’d stepped off a tour bus, a lawyer on vacation from the Lower 48 for a high-end fly fishing trip on some remote Alaskan river. He wore a windbreaker, a pair of jeans, a blue Life is Good T-shirt.

      But the way he glanced at Riley turned him cold.

      They were in a movie with an assassin. At least that was the first thought that came to mind as Riley raised his hands, his shoulder limiting movement and sort of cutting short his immediate options, although he would take out his body if it meant saving Larke.

      “I’m not Darryl,” Mr. Assassin said, stating what Riley had already concluded. “Where is he?”

      “Clearly we don’t know,” Riley said. “We’re here for Alicia. Where is she?” And he kept his voice even despite the images his brain conjured as an answer.

      “She’s at the hospital,” the man said. “At least that’s what the note on the door said.”

      Riley couldn’t even guess at what happened. “Who are you?”

      “A business associate.” He pushed Larke forward, his grip still on her neck, and she winced.

      “Hey, man, go easy there,” Riley snapped.

      “Really?” Assassin Man said and threw her down on the sofa.

      She glared up at him, but the man stepped back and motioned with his weapon for Riley to join her.

      Riley gauged the man’s distance, decided against lunging at him—mostly because he still pointed his weapon at Larke and Riley couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t get a shot off before he hit the floor—and joined Larke on the sofa, his leg purposely tight against hers. It’ll be okay.

      “We’ll just wait until he gets here,” the man said.

      Something about the man niggled in the back of Riley’s mind. He looked familiar, but Riley couldn’t place him.

      “What makes you think Darryl is coming here?”

      Assassin Man shrugged. “He will. He’ll do anything for his wife—and apparently that includes a prison break.”

      Next to him, Larke stilled. And Riley nodded. So it was Darryl on the hand crew. And maybe he was on his way here, right now.

      Right into an ambush.

      Not that Riley particularly cared what went down between these two, but his gut told him that he and Larke did not want to be caught in the middle of it. Witnesses to murder never fared well.

      “Listen, man. Just let us go. We don’t know you or why you’re here—and we don’t care.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed. He licked his lips, as if considering his words. “You’re probably right.”

      Riley caught his breath. Nodded.

      “Get up.”

      Larke started to rise, but the man gestured at Riley. “Just you.”

      He swallowed, stood up.

      “Get on the floor.”

      Riley hesitated, and Assassin turned his gun on Larke. Riley got down on his knees, hands up. “C’mon—”

      “All the way down, hotshot.”

      Riley lowered himself to the floor.

      “Hands behind your back.”

      “He has a bad shoulder,” Larke said, and Riley wanted to shush her even as he fought to hide his wince.

      “There’s some duct tape in the back,” he said, clearly to Larke. “Get it.”

      She was nodding, her face pale.

      “Hands up, sweetheart,” he said as she moved through the kitchen. “And just the duct tape. Nothing else.”

      Assassin put his foot on Riley’s neck, and Riley sucked in a groan as his collarbone pressed against the floor. The man was probably reopening his stitches.

      So maybe he wasn’t quite as ready as he thought to join the line. But he couldn’t sit in that hospital one more minute watching that cloud billow over the park.

      Larke returned.

      “Tie him up. I’m watching.”

      Riley heard the sound of tape stretching, and he put his wrists together, side by side to keep it loose.

      “Tighter,” the man said and then crouched beside Riley’s head. “Tighter.”

      Riley moved his hands, pressed them together, and Larke bound them. He’d stopped caring about his shoulder, his collarbone, just the fact that somehow he’d ended up on the ground, helpless.

      He closed his eyes, fought a wave of panic.

      Larke got up.

      “Your turn,” Assassin said.

      “C’mon, man. We’re no threat,” Riley said, but the man ignored him. He made Larke turn against the wall, her hands behind her back.

      Now. Because the man had to put the gun down to tape her and the moment he did, Riley was on his knees and charging. He hit the man hard with his good shoulder, slammed him away from Larke and onto the floor, falling on top of him.

      “Run, Larke!”

      But she didn’t run. She turned, and bless her former soldier’s heart, she reacted like she’d aced SERE school—swept up the gun and pointed it at the man now shoving Riley off him.

      Assassin kneed him in the gut, then slammed a fist into his shoulder.

      Riley howled.

      “Get off him!” Larke shot out a kick at the man.

      He grabbed her foot and Riley watched in a haze of pain and horror as Assassin yanked her down. He launched himself at Larke, and it was then Riley placed him.

      The man at the Midnight Sun who’d talked to Skye.

      What—?

      The man cuffed Larke, and Riley wanted to let out another howl. She grunted, but champion that she was, she held onto the gun.

      Riley was trying to get to his knees, gave up and simply leaned back and slammed his feet into the man’s back.

      It jostled the man, but he rolled and grabbed Larke around the throat, pressing down in a rear choke hold, the other hand banging her wrist on the ground.

      The gun went off, a sharp bark that added heat to the chaos in Riley’s head.

      He had to get his hands free. He twisted, fighting as the man pressed the air out of Larke’s lungs.

      She finally released the gun and grabbed at his hold, trying to pry his hands from her neck.

      “Let her go!” Riley yelled. “Let her go!

      The man relented, pushed her away, and grabbed up the gun, training it on both of them.

      Larke landed at Riley’s knees, breathing hard.

      He just wanted to throw his body over her and not move.

      The man grabbed Larke by the collar, yanked her to her feet, and shoved her against the wall. Turned to Riley.

      Kicked him in the shoulder.

      The room spun, turning gray. He landed on his side, drew up his legs, his teeth clenched, fighting the urge to throw up.

      “Please. Please don’t—” Larke was crying.

      “Turn around or I kill him.”

      She turned. Put her hands behind her back. And now Riley really wanted to weep as he watched the man bind her.

      You don’t try and fix me, and I’ll try not to get you into trouble, okay?

      I’m sorry, Larke.

      “Get up.”

      The man was talking to him, and with everything Riley wanted to ignore him. To collapse right there and let the pain wash over him. But Assassin had Larke by the hair, shoving her toward the door, and no way was Riley going to let her out of his sight.

      He pushed to his feet and staggered out after them, down the stairs, and out to Larke’s truck.

      The man opened the passenger door and shoved her inside, to the middle.

      “Now you, tough guy. You and your girlfriend are going for a swim.”

      Riley’s gaze tracked, just for a second, to the lake beyond the house.

      He was going to push the truck into the lake, locking them in.

      Riley met Assassin’s eyes, a final word of negotiation on his lips, but he kept his mouth shut when he saw the man’s expression.

      He was enjoying this.

      And right then, Riley knew.

      This was why his father had gone to war, over and over. Why he’d shipped their family from country to country, state to state. Why he’d redeployed with the teams after he’d made his promise to retire.

      Evil. Because it flourished when good men did nothing.

      And that was the definition of honor. Showing up even when the fight was impossible.

      “I don’t think so, man.”

      Riley brought up his knee, hard, an unfair street move that bent the man over, gasping. Riley followed with a kick to the face that knocked him back, stumbling.

      It was enough.

      Larke was already leaping from the truck—good girl—and sprinting toward a trail opposite the house, as if she knew where she might be going.

      And where she went, he went. His new vow.

      Riley took off after her, running crazily, his gait off from his bonds, but he wasn’t slowing. Wasn’t looking back.

      She was fast, and she cut into the woods, the piney trees closing around her. Riley stayed on her tail, wishing he’d gone first to deflect the branches, to warn her of roots and boulders, to keep her from tripping, but she seemed oblivious to the danger.

      A shot sounded behind them and clipped off a branch right over his head.

      “Go off-trail!” he shouted to her. The man would have a harder time completing his shot with the debris of the forest working in their favor.

      She glanced back, as if to confirm his words—

      And tripped. A thick root scarred the path, and at her speed, she launched into the air. Without her hands to stop her, she landed in a ball, with a cry of pain that took out his heart.

      Riley stumbled to a stop, standing above her, breathing hard. Glanced back at the path.

      Through the trees he spotted the man, coming up fast.

      “Larke!”

      She was gasping—maybe her breath had slammed out of her. Her eyes widened, clearly dazed.

      “Can you get up?”

      She nodded, but maybe she’d hit her head, because she looked past him, around him. Then back to him as if not quite comprehending his words.

      “Get up!”

      She just looked at him.

      He had no choice. He simply crouched over her, his body over hers.

      The man would have to shoot him to get to her.

      Footsteps thundered up the trail and Riley leaned close to her ear. “I’m sorry—”

      A grunt. Crashing through the forest. Thuds—fists against skin, the growl of angry men, a howl.

      Then another shot, one that ripped Riley’s heart clean out of his chest as he braced himself for more pain.

      Silence.

      Larke stared up at him now, her eyes clear, meeting his.

      She swallowed.

      “Please tell me you’re not hit,” Riley said on a wisp of breath.

      “No. You?”

      He shook his head, then leaned up and let her scramble out from underneath him. She looked over her shoulder and her mouth opened.

      He turned, bracing himself for anything—a kick in the face, a gun—

      Never expected to see another man trekking up the trail toward them. Brown hair cut short, a hint of a beard, the kind of frame he expected to see on a smokejumper.

      “Larke! Are you okay?” The man ran up, breathing hard, grabbing Larke’s arms.

      “Orion?”

      Riley stopped the crazy spurt of jealousy that flared through him at the smile she gave the man. In his mid-thirties, and clearly someone she knew and maybe even admired, because her eyes were shining as the man clutched her in relief.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Alicia called me—she’s in labor.” He looked at Riley. “You okay, dude?”

      Only then did Riley realize that his stitches had opened, and the front of his shirt was saturated with sticky, hot blood. “Yeah. Thanks for whatever you did back there.”

      Orion turned him, whipped out a knife from his belt, and easily cut through the tape.

      Riley peeled it off as Orion did the same to Larke.

      She threw her arms around his neck, and Riley bit back another flare of something dark and hot.

      He’d never really asked her if there might be someone else. Just taken for granted that she had room for him in her life. But maybe she’d been looking for something short-term and immediate because… Oh, who knew?

      He did know that he was the last one to kiss her. And she had fallen asleep in his arms last night. Riley at least had a fighting chance.

      And fighting was the optimal word because now he noticed Orion sported a reddening bruise on his cheek.

      Whoever he was to Larke, Orion had saved both of them.

      “How did you find us?” Larke said, releasing him.

      Orion put the knife away, was checking her over. “I was coming to the cabin to meet you and check on Alicia, and I heard the shot. I saw this guy taking off after you and thought—well, this can’t be good. I tackled him about twenty yards back. There was a tussle.”

      A tussle?

      “Whoever he is—he’s dead.”

      Riley just stared at the man. He wore a T-shirt under an open canvas jacket, a pair of Gore-Tex pants, and boots. A tattoo poked out from the collar of his shirt up his neck, barely visible.

      “You killed him?” Larke said, her voice trembling.

      “Let’s get you guys out of here. I’ll radio the Copper Mountain sheriff’s department from my cabin, report the body.”

      But Riley wasn’t moving. “You killed him?” He had a strange sense of relief, even righteousness.

      “Well—not…exactly. The gun went off—he shot himself. But he was going to kill you.” He glanced at Riley. “You want to tell me why?”

      “I don’t know,” Riley said. “We just showed up here, and he jumped us. Happened so fast, we didn’t get any answers.”

      “I would have been here sooner, but I have a medical emergency at my cabin. Where’s Alicia?”

      “The guy—the dead guy—said she’d gone to the hospital. That he was waiting for Darryl,” Riley said.

      “Her husband?” Orion said. “I thought he was in jail. You’re bleeding pretty good there, pal. We need to get something on that.”

      “He busted out his stitches,” Larke said, turning to Riley and peeking inside his collar. “Had surgery last night for a broken collarbone.”

      “So naturally he’s out here in the woods running from a guy with a gun.” Orion raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m fine. And by the way, Darryl’s not in jail. He broke out while working on my fire.”

      Orion just looked at him, the tiniest frown crossing his face. Then, “You’re a smokejumper.”

      “Mmmhmm. And I do need to get back to that fire.” His gaze flicked to the massive black cloud over the horizon.

      He took a step, and suddenly the world spun.

      “Hokay,” Orion said. “Not quite yet, maybe. Let’s drag the body to the cabin, then take a look at your wound.” He turned to Larke. “I could use your help at my place. And your supplies, if you have them.”

      “They’re in my truck,” she said and glanced at Riley. “You okay to travel?”

      “Where you go, I go,” he said, eyeing Orion. Definitely.

      She gave him the smallest of smiles, something almost of relief on her face.

      And it made him wonder who got whom into trouble.
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      Riley could have lost his life. Protecting her.

      Larke tried not to let the memory of him crouching over her, his jaw tight, his eyes in hers as he waited for a bullet, or more, to rip through his body.

      Dying, for her. Because of her. Because she’d dragged him to her house call. And no, certainly she couldn’t have predicted that some lunatic might be lying in wait to ambush them, but…

      What was it about her that made every man determined to throw himself between her and danger?

      “Larke, are you okay?”

      Riley’s voice swept her out of her thoughts, and she glanced at him, blinking. He held a bloody dishcloth to his shoulder, his jaw tight as she drove her truck, following Orion’s truck down the rutted road that led back to his place, even deeper in the woods than Alicia’s A-frame.

      Orion Starr’s family had owned his homestead for the better part of a century, and the road might be rutted, but it was wider, the tracks deeper, balder. Orion drove a beat-up Ford Ranger, avoiding potholes, and she followed his exact trail. Mostly to keep Riley from moaning in pain.

      Larke might be moaning enough for both of them, everything inside her bruised, from her bones to her stupid, too-easily-wooed heart.

      She could not love Riley McCord.

      “Larke?” Riley frowned. “You’re sort of freaking me out.”

      Oh. She swallowed. “Sorry. I just keep thinking about—”

      “I know. Just breathe. We’re okay. I’m sorry—I should have never let it get that far. I should have —”

      “What? Tackled him? Because I remember him holding a gun on me, and frankly—” She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Riley’s chest rose and fell hard as he stared out the window, clearly unsure if he should give her the silence she wanted.

      Yeah, well it was silence or screaming.

      He didn’t want to see screaming. Because if she started, she might not stop.

      Again, she’d come perilously close to watching another man she…well, not loved, but okay, could love…die. Literally, in her arms.

      At best, Riley was in terrible pain, given the way he grunted when the pickup jolted through a pothole. “You shouldn’t have done that,” she said quietly, unable to stop herself.

      He looked at her now. Frowned. She saw it out of her periphery.

      “Done…what?”

      Her mouth tightened.

      “Larke—done what?” His voice turned low, carried a fine edge of worry.

      “Jumped over me. Tried to protect me. You should have kept running.”

      He made a funny noise, like a huff or a laugh, and she shot a look at him. “What?”

      He wasn’t smiling. “You think I’d just leave you lying there in the dirt while some crazy man shot at you? Who do you think I am?”

      She swallowed, looked back at the road. “I know who you are. A hero.”

      He was shaking his head.

      “But I can’t love another hero, Riley.” The truth issued from her so softly, she almost didn’t hear her own admission, but, “I can’t love another man who…who isn’t afraid to die.”

      He said nothing, and for a long moment, she heard nothing but the shards of her heart jangling inside.

      “Larke,” he said softly. “I’m as terrified as the next guy of dying.”

      She closed her mouth, shot him a look. He was staring at her, wide-eyed. Shaking his head.

      “Then—why do you run into danger?”

      “Because I don’t think. Because I’m reckless, impulsive, and in that moment, I…I don’t think about the fear. I just react. That’s why…I’m not a hero. Because a hero sees the danger and does it anyway. I don’t. I just…do. There’s a difference. Believe me. I’m sitting here trying to keep myself from freaking out. Because I know how close we just came to ending up in that lake.”

      “Freeman wasn’t afraid to die.”

      “Yeah well, I’m not Freeman. I thought we’d established that. I’m not a soldier. I’m not my father. I’m just a guy who likes to live large, play large, and occasionally I end up doing the right thing.”

      “Like throwing yourself over me to protect me from bullets with your body.”

      “Yeah. Like that. Sometimes.” A tiny smile lifted then from the side of his mouth. “Now let’s touch on the other part of your sentence.”

      She frowned.

      “The fact you are in love with me?” He winked. “About time, sheesh.”

      Her eyes widened. “What—that’s not—”

      “Look out!”

      Orion’s Ranger had slowed in front of her and she stomped the brakes. Riley caught himself on the dash with a bloodied hand.

      “Sorry!”

      Orion eased around a crater-sized pothole.

      She took a breath.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “No!” she snapped. “Listen. I’m not—” She sighed. “I’m not in love with you.”

      “But you want to be.”

      She glanced at him. He winked at her.

      “Riley—”

      “Calm down, Larke. I’m just causing trouble.”

      She eased around the pothole. “You promised to keep me out of trouble.”

      His smile fell. Oh, not the right thing to say. “You’re right.”

      “Hey.” She touched his arm. “I’m kidding, too.”

      “No, you’re right. My gut told me something wasn’t right about the place. I should have listened.”

      “He took us by surprise. You couldn’t have known.”

      His mouth tightened.

      Silence, as the forest began to thin around them, and ahead Larke could make out the Starr family homestead.

      Once upon a time it had started as a handcrafted, two-room cabin in the woods.

      Not unlike her own home. In fact, her grandmother had helped birth many of the Starr children, including Orion.

      Now, after years of upgrades, generations of Starrs had turned the house into a two-story, timber-framed house with a wraparound front porch, a loft, a beautiful great room, and a view of Denali.

      “I might not have known, but seeing his hands on you, seeing him hit you—” Riley drew in a shaky breath. “Yes, I know you can handle yourself, Larke. But I can’t handle watching someone hurt you. I won’t. And if that means throwing my body over yours, well, get used to it.”

      A muscle flickered in his jaw, his beautiful eyes on hers.

      Oh.

      And at that moment, she hadn’t a hope of not falling for him.

      No. No…

      Orion pulled his Ranger up to a massive barn. She parked beside him and glanced at Riley. “Let’s get you bandaged up, then—”

      Orion opened her door. “Come inside. And bring your medical kit.”

      She glanced at Riley, who was already reaching for the door.

      She circled around the truck to the back to get her medic bag. Riley made to reach for it, but she gave him such a look he simply raised his hand in surrender.

      Orion had already headed toward the house.

      She hiked up the steps, following him, Riley behind her.

      Orion pushed open the door, and she stepped inside.

      His medical emergency lay on his leather sofa on a blanket, a wad of towels pressed to his bloodied shoulder. The blood saturated his orange shirt, even the green pants, and he looked bruised and beaten up, his face sooty, his short brown hair matted, and even from here, the odor of fire and blood radiated off him. He looked at her with pale blue eyes, cut a glance at Orion, and then his gaze fixed on Riley.

      And instantly Larke knew something was wrong. Not just because of the tightening around the man’s eyes. Riley simply freaked out. He’d clearly meant every single word he’d uttered in the truck, injury or not, because he grabbed her, jerking her hard behind him and pulled out a gun—where did he get that?—and pointed it at the man on the sofa.

      “Stay back, dude!”

      He flashed the gun at Orion, who raised his hands. “Easy there, pal.”

      Then he turned the gun back at the man on the sofa. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it’s over.”

      “Riley!” Larke said, trying to push past him.

      But for a wounded man, he had a steel grip on her, his injured arm just barely shaking as he held her firm. “Stay there, Larke.” He glanced at her. “This man is named Logan Thorne. And he’s a fugitive from the law.”

      “What?”

      “He’s one of the escapees from the prison gang.”

      She froze, glanced at Orion, whose jaw tightened.

      “Yes, actually, he is,” Orion said quietly. “But he’s also a hero. A former SEAL and an old friend of mine. And he’s been shot.”

      Riley didn’t move.

      And that’s when the guy from the sofa sighed and said quietly, “And, Riley McCord, I knew your father. I promise you, I’m not looking for trouble. And, if you put the gun down, I’ll tell you how he died.”
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      “You’re lying.” The words simply scraped out of Riley, a guttural, instinctive response to the desperate negotiation of the fugitive—Thorne. “How could you possibly know my father?”

      “I served with him,” Thorne said quietly. “In Afghanistan. I was on the raid that…well, it’s a long story.”

      Riley tracked back to that moment only two days ago when he’d shared a few scant words with Thorne on the fire line. What had he told him? His name, maybe the fact his father had died.

      The man could be making a giant leap.

      Or—

      “He’s telling the truth, McCord,” said Orion, who was lowering his hands. He glanced at Larke, still positioned behind Riley, where he had vise-gripped her wrist. Blood trickled down his arm. “Larke. Trust me. Thorne is not dangerous. He’s been shot, and he needs help.”

      Riley’s gaze pinned back on Thorne. “Tell me where—”

      “The Kunar province.” Thorne hadn’t moved from the sofa, from his grip on his bleeding arm. He looked every inch like he might be telling the truth, his quiet blue eyes holding Riley’s.

      Yeah, Thorne reminded Riley—too much, frankly—of the kind of men his father had commanded.

      “Why are you in prison? Why did you run?”

      Now Thorne shot a look at Orion, and his jaw tightened. “Yeah, well, again, long story.”

      “Sum up.”

      Thorne sighed. “I boosted a car in Fairbanks. The wrong car. Taillight was out when I got pulled over in Copper Mountain. Problem was, the car was already stolen. Apparently, I have a knack for getting in trouble. I figured I’d been wiped from the system, so I threw them my name but…yeah that was probably a bad idea because when that US marshal showed up it started to sink in…”

      Riley didn’t let his words, or empathy, loosen his grip on Larke or the gun. “What started to sink in?”

      “If I didn’t get away, and someone started digging…they might find me, and it wouldn’t be long before a guy like me showed up to make sure I never made it home.”

      A guy like him? Oh, Riley just knew it. But before his instincts could put Thorne on the ground, Larke asked softly, “Who might find you?”

      Thorne’s jaw hardened. “The military. The CIA. The guys who erased me.”

      “Why?” Riley said. “What did you do?”

      Thorne’s jaw tightened just for a second before he sighed. “I lived.” Then he looked down, his expression almost defeated. “I lived, when I was supposed to die. And then…and then I ran.”

      Riley put down the gun. Because he knew that expression, too. He’d seen it too often himself—the knowing that somehow you’d derailed your entire life and hadn’t a clue how to fix it.

      His throat tightened.

      No. Riley hadn’t derailed his life. He just took a different path—

      “Why were you supposed to die?” Larke said. Riley had released his grip on her enough for her to push past him.

      “Larke—”

      She spun, gave him a look that could shut him down. “He’s hurt, Riley.”

      Riley nodded, but his gaze went to Thorne, who looked up and met his eyes.

      “Don’t…”

      Thorne nodded, and as Larke sat beside him on the sofa, he let out a long, almost pained breath.

      She removed the towels. A tiny bullet hole was embedded in the man’s shoulder.

      “There’s no exit wound,” she said. “You need a hospital and a surgeon to get that bullet out.”

      Thorne shook his head, and that’s when Orion piped up.

      “That’s why we need you, Larke. We gotta take it out.”

      She glanced up at him. “You’re more of a surgeon than I am.”

      “No. You were a combat medic. I know you were trained to do field surgery when needed.”

      Really? Riley raised an eyebrow.

      Her mouth tightened. “Fine. Let’s get him on the table.”

      Riley tucked the gun into his belt, then helped Orion clear the kitchen table, a long, rough-hewn trestle table, for, uh, surgery? “This is crazy. We need to take him to the hospital.”

      “I’m not going to a hospital.” Thorne’s words ended on a swift, hard groan as Larke helped him off the sofa.

      “Orion, you get him on the table and prepped. I need to take a look at Riley’s wound.” She advanced on Riley and grabbed his hand.

      “I’m fine—”

      “Sit down.” She kicked out a kitchen chair, as if angry.

      He plopped down, and she donned some plastic gloves, then grabbed a pair of scissors from her bag.

      “Hey—wait, wait—I like this shirt.”

      She leaned back, her pale blue-green eyes rich with challenge. Yeah, she was really mad. “Okay, tough guy. Raise your arm over your head so I can—”

      “Fine,” Riley snapped.

      “I’ll get you a new shirt,” Orion said, and Riley glanced at him. He was helping Thorne climb onto the table. He’d laid a sheet down under him.

      She snipped his shirt, up the arm, into the neckline, and the shirt fell off him. By her expression, he’d done real damage to his stitches. “You’ve torn out about half your stitches here. We’ll have to go back to the hospital—”

      “If you can do surgery in the field, you can throw in a few stitches, can’t you?”

      She sighed. “Always have to be the tough guy.”

      “Look who’s talking.” He reached out and lightly caressed a bruise on her jaw, something she’d probably gotten when she tripped.

      She sighed. “I have some medical adhesive—that should work.”

      “Glue. Awesome. Paste me up, Doc.”

      “Not a doctor—”

      “Whatever.”

      He caught the tiniest of grins as she found the tube and uncapped it.

      “Where’d you get the gun?”

      “The dead guy. When we pulled him back to the porch.” He’d voted for leaving him in the woods, but there was no stopping Orion. Riley had found the gun a few feet away from the body and tucked it into his belt.

      And good thing— “Hey, easy there.”

      “It’s glue. I need the skin to almost overlap.” She was pulling the skin together across his wound. A sweat broke out down his back, and he let out a long breath.

      Thorne was watching him.

      “What?”

      “You’re like him. Younger, but he had your expression.”

      “Distrust? Anger?”

      “Determined. Fearless.”

      Riley looked away. “Yeah, maybe. But that’s where the resemblance ends, trust me.”

      Thorne made a sound, a hmm. “I don’t think so. He was exactly the kind of guy who’d show up bleeding and still try and be the hero. Just like you.”

      Riley’s gaze flickered back over to Thorne. “How did you say you knew my dad?”

      “PreBud/S, in Great Lakes, and then a couple years later I worked under him while I was deployed. Quiet. Focused.”

      Yeah, that was Master Chief Simon McCord.

      “Not easily riled, but…”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. Thorne met his eyes.

      “Passionate about his men. That’s what got him killed.”

      Larke glanced up at Riley, then back to his wound. She was rolling out a piece of sticky gauze to protect it.

      Orion was cleaning Thorne’s wound, and one of Thorne’s eyes closed, his jaw tightening.

      “All we got was ‘killed in action.’ No details,” Riley said.

      “There wouldn’t be because all the SEAL operations are—were—classified. This one probably still is, but…” Thorne sighed. “It was an ambush. It was late in the season, before the snow was due to fall, and the CIA had heard about a group of Taliban digging in at a village in the Kunar Province. Good intel, or so they thought. We were supposed to—”

      Orion put his hand on Thorne’s chest. Gave a little shake of his head.

      Thorne glanced up at him. Gave a nod and turned back to Riley. “So, it was an ambush. They were waiting for us, and our team was driven back into some nearby caves. There were casualties, and the PJs were called in.” He glanced at Orion. “Then it all went south.”

      “We were picked off while fast-roping down to the team,” Orion said quietly. “We x-filled through the caves—found a tunnel, but—”

      “There was a cave-in, and the team was separated. Two of us were caught on the other side.” Thorne swallowed. “I was one of them. The other was a SEAL we called Roy.”

      I lived, when I was supposed to die.

      “You were taken by the Taliban.” Larke stood up, pulled off her gloves. It wasn’t a question, but Thorne nodded. “Except, the SEALs have a rule—no man left behind.”

      He looked at Riley. “Your dad and a couple other SEALs came after us. Found where the Taliban had taken us and staged a rescue.”

      Riley’s throat tightened.

      “Problem was, it wasn’t authorized. The master chief did it under the radar, on his own, just him and a few of the guys from another team.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Mmmhmm. But…your dad was killed, Riley. Saving my life. Trying to bring me home.”

      Riley looked away, his eyes hot.

      “He was a good man. Followed his instincts instead of the rules and saved my life.”

      Riley frowned. “No, that wasn’t my dad—he…he followed rules. Trust me—”

      “No. Trust us, Riley,” Orion said. “Your dad did follow the rules—but he also followed his gut. He wasn’t reckless, but he wasn’t afraid to take risks. He was a hero. The master chief was the kind of man who showed up, even if it cost him. And, he had faith. Said he never went to war without God. That his skills, his talents, belonged to God.”

      Yeah, his father had said that, hadn’t he? Riley had pushed that part out of his brain, maybe.

      “That’s a man I want watching my back, every time,” Thorne said quietly.

      Riley pressed a hand to his mouth as Larke assembled her instruments on a towel.

      “I recognized you at the fire, McCord. And not just because you look like your dad, but because he talked about you. He was really proud of you. Said you were just like him, and that you were going to be a marine. Although I think he wanted you to be a SEAL.”

      Riley didn’t answer. Of course he did.

      “So, what happened?”

      “I’m…” Not a hero. He shook his head. “Not the guy my dad thought I was.”

      “He’s wrong,” Larke said as she bent over Thorne’s wound again. “But he can’t see it.”

      Riley frowned, glanced at Larke, but she wasn’t looking at him.

      “Yeah, well, we all get stuck, don’t we? Between the people we want to be and the version we see in the mirror.” Thorne bit back a word. “But I think your dad would still be proud of you.” He turned to Larke. “Got any of those morphine field hits?”

      “Not yet. I need to take your blood pressure.” She dragged out her kit. “So, what happened after you were liberated? Why are you hiding in Alaska?”

      His voice was tight when it emerged. “Unfortunately, we’d already been listed as dead, so Roy and I were offered a different kind of job. I politely declined. That wasn’t an option.”

      Silence, and Riley didn’t chase his words as he stood at the window, watching the smoke billowing black on the horizon.

      “I just want to get home,” Thorne said. “I’ve been on the run for three years, and if the military finds me, they’re going to shove me into a hole where no one will find me.” His voice clamped down over a moan.

      “Sorry,” Larke said. “Okay, I’ll give you a shot, but I don’t want to give you too much—it can cause breathing issues—”

      “Shoot me up, Doc.”

      Riley turned to watch as she found her syrette and shot Thorne in the thigh.

      “Okay, soldier, just take a breath. We’ll get this bullet out of you.”

      Thorne closed his eyes. But he reached up and wrapped his hand around Larke’s wrist. “Thanks, Doc.”

      “Not a doctor, but…you’re going to be okay.”

      Thorne made a humming sound, and Larke picked up a pair of tweezers.

      Her cell phone buzzed in her back pocket.

      “Riley, can you get that?”

      Oh. Um, but okay. He retrieved her phone. “It’s your dad.”

      “Answer it.”

      He thumbed the call open. “Barry, this is Riley.”

      A pause, then the older man’s voice came through the line. “Is Larke around?”

      Riley glanced at Larke. She was removing a small metal slug from Thorne’s shoulder. Dropped it with a plink into a mug that Orion held out for her.

      “Sort of. She’s busy. Can I give her a message?”

      Another pause. “What’s going on, Riley? We’re at Alicia Salmon’s place, and there’s a dead body here.”

      Right. “Yeah. Uh…”

      “I want to know if my daughter is okay.”

      “Tell him you’re fine,” Riley said and held the phone under her mouth.

      “I’m fine, Dad.”

      Riley put the phone back to his ear. “We had a little medical emergency, but we’re all okay. And…when you say we—”

      “Me and your boss, Tucker, a couple feds, and Skye.”

      Riley tried to sort out this information, but his brain locked on a couple feds.

      Like the kind who could be after Thorne?

      “Where are you?” Barry asked.

      Larke had applied combat gauze to the wound, stopping the bleeding, wrapping it around Thorne’s arm. “You need a couple stitches, but—”

      “Riley?” Barry said through the phone.

      Riley watched as Thorne pushed himself up from the table and shook his head, as if trying to clear it.

      Your dad did follow the rules—but he also followed his gut. He wasn’t reckless, but he wasn’t afraid to take risks.

      “We’re on our way back to the ranch. We’ll meet you there.” Riley hung up.

      Thorne stared at him.

      “I figure if Dad’s final mission was to get you home, I can’t stand in the way.” Riley offered his hand to Thorne.

      Thorne took it, his grip firm. “‘If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you…’”

      “‘I am that man,’” Riley said softly, the SEAL quote settling inside.

      “Yes, McCord, I believe you are.”
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      Riley had washed his hands, his arm, changed into a shirt donated by Orion—olive green and faded, just a little small around his biceps—and now Riley sat on the seat of Larke’s truck, his face fierce, staring at the black cloud of doom that billowed across the horizon like the anger of Hades.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Larke said as she turned off the dirt road that led to Orion’s place and back onto the highway.

      She still had a little blood on her shirt from, well, it could be Riley’s blood. And a handprint of blood on her wrist—she hadn’t noticed that until she got in the truck. But she didn’t care. In fact, the sight of it did a strange thing to her emotions.

      She expected to be horrified. Or to flash back to the moment in the darkness when Freeman’s body finally sagged onto hers, trapping her in his lifeless embrace.

      Instead, as Thorne got up, as he pulled on another donated shirt from Orion, as he thanked her, she felt oddly healed. Knitted, ever so slightly, back together.

      Stronger.

      She glanced at the outlined imprint of Riley’s bloody hand on her, evidence of how he’d stepped up in front of her, despite his pain.

      How, in that moment, they stood as one, a fierceness rippling through him to her, steeling her.

      She wasn’t weak.

      But maybe she was stronger with Riley beside her.

      In fact, with Riley, maybe she could turn the page, find herself back inside the fence.

      Start over.

      No. What was she thinking? He was reckless and in his own words—he liked fire. And, apparently, especially when it involved protecting her.

      But one of these times it would backfire.

      He’d find himself bleeding out on top of her.

      “No, that’s not a good sign,” Riley said beside her and yanked her away from her thoughts. “Because that smoke means the fire is out of control.”

      Indeed. Way out of control. Because as she looked at Riley, the way his golden brown hair curled at the nape of his neck, the thatch of whiskers, the outline of his shirt, his lean body, and the way he could make her feel safe with just a look—yeah, inferno, right here in her chest.

      She tore her gaze off him.

      Oh boy.

      “We’ll get back to the ranch, and I’ll hook up with Tucker.”

      She wanted to tell him not to jump back in, but…oh…it might be like trying to tame the wind.

      “I’m sure they’re deploying reinforcements,” he said, his jaw tight.

      “I can fix up a tight dressing on that, tight enough to keep you together if you…want to…”

      He looked at her. “Jump?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “I know you.”

      He blinked at that, and silence fell between them as he stared at her, those brown eyes on her. She was afraid to glance at him, afraid of what he might see in her eyes.

      After all, he had a terrible, unsettling ability to look right through her and find her truths.

      “I’m not going to jump in, Larke. You’re right. That would be foolish. Maybe I’m not quite as indestructible as I think I am.”

      She took a breath. Really?

      “But I will let you strap me up, because I have a feeling I’m not going to sit on the sidelines.”

      “Of course not, because—”

      “Please don’t call me a hero when I’m just doing my job.”

      She tightened her lips. Whatever.

      More silence between them. And she couldn’t stop herself. “Thorne is right. We’re all stuck, a little bit, in the valley between who we want to be and who we are.”

      “The terrible reality of living in the shadow of who we could be,” Riley said quietly. He finally looked away from her. “I always told myself that this was the way God made me. Reckless, impulsive, headstrong.”

      “Passionate.”

      He looked at her, and a wry smile tugged at his mouth. “Uh huh.”

      “And you told yourself that you weren’t anything like your dad. So you couldn’t possibly be a soldier, let alone a SEAL.”

      His smile died, and he nodded.

      “But according to Thorne, maybe you’re not so different.”

      He breathed in, out. Swallowed. Looked away.

      “I think you’ve believed less about yourself for so long, the idea that you could be more terrifies you.” And really, she couldn’t believe she said that, because…well, the words settled inside her.

      She’d told herself she was lost and broken.

      So, she became lost and broken. A blind person can’t lead themselves out of the darkness. You have to ask for help.

      She glanced at Riley. I can be more, if that’s what you need.

      She reached out her hand and touched his. “I don’t want to be stuck anymore.”

      His fingers curled into hers. “Me either.”

      “I…I think I want you to be more, Riley,” she said softly.

      He looked at her, and suddenly, emotion touched his eyes, something deep and stirring, and his gaze practically clung to hers. He nodded. Swallowed.

      “I just can’t handle it if…” She caught her lip. “Promise me you’ll stay alive?”

      “You mentioned something about a kiss?”

      She gave him a look.

      He grinned, but it was sweet, and he looked away fast, blinking.

      Look at that. Casanova McCord was a softie, deep inside.

      His hand tightened on hers then. “Larke, we have a problem.”

      She glanced over at him and beyond, to the smoke. And a fist slowly tightened in her gut. “That’s not just smoke—”

      “No. That’s live fire. And it’s headed—”

      “Right for Sky King ranch!” She put her foot down.

      “Gimme your cell phone,” Riley said.

      She worked it out of her pocket and handed it over. He dialed. Held the phone up.

      “It’s Riley,” he said. “I’m headed back to the ranch. It looks like—”

      Silence, and her periphery showed his jaw tightening.

      “Okay. Good. How about any reinforcements?”

      More silence and she glanced again beyond him to the flames shooting now and again, bright tongues through the canopy of black. The fire seemed caught in a valley maybe a mile or two from the ranch, but as she turned onto her road, it appeared perilously close. The cloud rose at least a mile into the sky, blotting out any view of the mountains, and the air thickened, sooty and redolent with an acrid odor.

      She pulled up beside the Sky King ranch van.

      Riley tucked the phone against his shoulder and got out.

      Larke cupped a hand over her eyes, searching for the chopper. The plane sat on the runway.

      Riley came up beside her. “Everyone’s okay. Apparently, Tucker and the others are getting picked up at Alicia’s so that your dad can fly in with the chopper and rescue the team.”

      “That fire is headed right for our house.”

      “I know.” He reached out then and curled his arm around her neck, pressed a kiss against her forehead. “I saw a bulldozer in your barn. Please tell me it runs.”

      “It runs.”

      “Good. Then do your magic, Doc, because we have work to do.”
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      He’d never claimed to be the best strategist, but Riley had paid attention during training.

      He knew how to cut a dozer line. Wide and deep enough to slow the fire, which would allow reinforcements to lay down a wet line.

      And save Sky King ranch.

      Riley anchored the line to the dirt road that led to the landing strip behind the house and cut along the airstrip all the way down to the lake. As the fire approached, the wind kicked up and the swirl of cinder and ash thickened, the fire beyond the foothills thundering.

      Riley kept his head down. Dirt and dust plastered his sweaty face, the rumble of the dozer cutting into his bones, jarring his wounds. But Larke had bound his shoulder tight around his ribs, up over his collarbone, practically creating an upper body cast.

      Then she’d fetched a fire shirt for him from his extra gear he’d left at the cabin and rustled up a handkerchief, a hard hat, and a pair of gloves.

      By the time a black SUV pulled up, pouring out Tucker and Skye, along with a handful of tagalongs, he’d cut a half mile of thick, solid fire line.

      Tucker ran out across the runway, and Riley cut the engine. The dozer shuddered to a stop.

      Without the engine noise, the roar of the fire chewing its way to the ranch could deafen them. He climbed off the dozer. “Where’s the team?”

      “On their way. They had to evac—found refuge in the lake at the Boy Scout camp.”

      Riley didn’t want to imagine the fight—and the escape—to the camp. “Are they okay?”

      “Yeah. Barry is picking them up. Good job on this line. The BLM is sending in a tanker from the Fairbanks fire—it’s nearly out—”

      “It’s about time,” Riley said, none too nicely.

      Tucker nodded. “I know.”

      “Skye—she’s okay?” Please.

      “Yeah. And the guy back at the house—his name was Pope. He is—was—the head of the Russian mob in Alaska.”

      Riley stared at him. “What—?”

      “It’s a long story, but—what happened?”

      Riley looked beyond him and spied Larke talking with Skye and one of the other— “Hey, is that Rio? The prisoner?” The tall, dark-haired man was stalking out toward them.

      “Yeah. He’s actually FBI. What happened with Pope?”

      FBI. Huh. Riley turned back to Tucker. “This Pope guy was waiting for Darryl—who apparently was also one of the prisoners—please tell me you got him.”

      “Oh yeah. That was Rio’s doing.”

      Who looked a little edgy, wearing the soot from the fire, reddened eyes, and not a little fierceness in the way he ran up to Riley. “You—were you the one who killed Pope?”

      Riley lifted a hand. “Step back there, bro. No—it was this other guy, Orion. Pope was going to kill us, thank you, and Orion just—well, anyway, he was there. It was an accident.”

      Rio raised an eyebrow.

      “Later, guys,” Tucker said. “We need to get out of here—the planes are coming in with slurry drop.”

      As if on cue, the low drone of a bomber plane hummed in the distance, and Riley turned to make out a tanker headed along the horizon.

      And just in time because the fire lipped the foothill, torching across the treetops, hurtling toward the ranch. Cinders streamed out like advance fighters, dropping into the meadow and lighting the grasses.

      Tucker lifted his radio as they turned and jogged toward the house, directing the bombers to lay down the wet along the dozer line, into the green.

      In the far distance, the heartbeat of the chopper thumped the air. Riley reached the porch of the lodge and from the safety of the overhang, turned, watching the slurry drop. Mud splashed down, a waterfall of red made up of water, ammonia sulfate, and clay.

      “Hopefully it’ll slow the fire down,” Tucker said.

      Rio stood beside him, watching. “I don’t want your job, ever.”

      Tucker grinned at him.

      “Riley!” Skye had come around the side of the house. Bedraggled and dirty, her eyes lit with a sort of relief when she grabbed him around the neck. “We were really worried about you.”

      Really? “I was worried about you.”

      She let him go. “I’m okay. Rio was there, so…” She looked past him to the former, um, prisoner, like he might be her knight in shining armor.

      Huh.

      The dark-haired female marshal—Stevie?—came up behind her. “Riley, right?”

      He nodded and met her hand. “You caught them? Darryl and that March guy?”

      She blew out a breath. “Yeah. March is dead, but we still have one more fugitive. A Logan Thorne—or at least that’s his current alias. When we ran his prints, we found them connected to a soldier by that name killed in Afghanistan three years ago. His prints alerted to an Interpol watch list—the guy is wanted in connection to an international assassination.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow, what he deemed was an appropriate reaction to the news. Kept his voice neutral.

      She, however, eyed him. “You didn’t happen to come across him?”

      “You mean aside from fighting a fire with him?”

      She stared at him. Gave a nod.

      “He was pretty quiet. Stayed to himself.”

      “He’s dangerous, Riley. If you know anything—”

      The chopper had landed on the far side of the house, and now a couple of the guys—Seth and Romeo—rounded the porch. Blackened faces, their yellow shirts nearly black, they appeared strung tight, bone weary.

      “Riley,” Seth said and met his hand. “Sorry.”

      The fire was blowing toward them, a massive line of flame that anyone smart would run from. Riley shook his head. “You’re alive. That’s what matters.”

      “It’s working,” Rio said, a disbelief in his voice. “The fire is dying at the line.”

      Cinders blew into the green, dying as they landed in the sodden runway. The blaze coughed up angry, blackened fury as it fought to live.

      “Good job with that line, Riley,” Tucker said. “Textbook. Good thing you were here.”

      Those words found fertile soil, dug in.

      “We need to get off this porch and into a safety zone. I suggest the lake.” Tucker was on the radio, calling for another drop.

      “The fire is cutting west—it’s headed around the lake.” This from Skye, and Riley turned, watching as the fire headed west.

      “It’ll run into that ridge,” Tucker said, pointing to the west, where the bald ridge edged the property.

      Except— “Larke’s house is beyond that ridge, right in the path of the fire.”

      And that’s when he realized— “Where is Larke?”

      He looked at Skye, at Seth, then Romeo, but they shook their heads. He dashed around to the front of the house, spied the rest of the team unloading gear from the chopper.

      He ran up to one of the Zulies. “Have you seen Larke?”

      Hanes. The man shook his head.

      And that’s when Riley noticed her truck was gone. He turned, cupped his hand over his eyes, but couldn’t see through the fog of smoke.

      But in his gut, he knew.

      He ran back to the porch, found Tucker coming off it. “Please tell me there’s another load of water coming in.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell the pilot to drop over Larke’s house.”

      Tucker looked at him. “Listen, we need the water to slow it down here. The ridge will stop—”

      “Larke is at her house!”

      Tucker stilled, his expression stricken. Yeah, well that’s how Riley felt. “Are you sure?”

      Um…

      Tucker handed him his phone and Riley swiped it up and dialed. Please, please—

      “Hello?”

      He didn’t even bother to school his voice. “Larke, what the— Are you at your house?”

      A pause, then, “I have to save it, Riley. I’m just spraying water on it—”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me! The fire is coming around that side—you have to get out of there!”

      “I have to save my house!”

      He imagined her, a handkerchief over her face, the smoke thick, blinding her. She probably had no idea how close the fire ran. He cupped his hand over his eyes, but the smoke had thickened over the lake. She probably couldn’t even see the road if she tried to drive.

      “Larke, drop your hose right now and get to the lake.”

      “Riley—”

      “Now!” he thundered, not even bothering to hide his panic.

      “No. It’s my house—”

      “It’s your life!”

      “No! I’m fine—I don’t need you, Riley. I can do this!”

      “Larke—”

      “Stop trying to protect me—”

      She started coughing.

      He wanted to reach through the phone and throttle her.

      “Get to the lake! Right now. I’m coming to get you!”

      She was still coughing.

      “Larke!”

      The line cut off. “Larke!”

      He wanted to throw the phone. Tucker ripped it from his grip.

      Riley grabbed Tucker’s shirt. “You gotta redirect the plane—!”

      “We have another drop coming but if we don’t throw it down here, we lose this fire and it keeps heading south, right into the town of Copper Mountain. She’s smart, Riley. She’ll get to the lake.”

      Riley ground his molars, gave Tucker a hard look, and let him go. Spotted Barry jogging out past the house to the hangar.

      The chopper.

      Riley took off toward the hangar and reached the man just as he was climbing into the cockpit of his Otter.

      Riley grabbed the door. “I need a ride!”

      Barry frowned. “I’m just moving the plane.”

      “In the chopper—I need a ride to Larke’s place.”

      Barry stared at him, his eyes widening.

      “Yeah, she’s there.”

      The man aged a decade before his eyes as he stared out across the field, toward the lake, now clogged with smoke. His voice turned whisper thin, almost a gasp of horror. “I can’t fly the chopper through that clutter.”

      Riley took a breath, nodded. And the answer was easy. “Then drop me in.”

      Barry looked at him. “You can’t see where you’re dropping. You know you could land right in the fire, right? Larke’s smart. She’ll get to the lake.”

      “I have more control in a ram—besides, what do you want me to do? I called her—and got cut off. She’s determined to save her house.”

      Barry looked back at the horizon. The flames flickered up through the smoke and turned the lake an eerie, deep crimson. “Get your gear. I’m firing up the engine.”

      Riley nodded and ran to the big barn, where they’d hung the chutes. He grabbed a jumpsuit, a helmet, gloves, and shoved a fire shelter into the leg pocket, along with a length of rope and his knife.

      “Where are you going?” Tucker yelled as Riley sprinted back to the plane. Barry was already taxiing out past the strip, the flames still lapping at the edge of the burn. He angled toward the road.

      Good thing they made bush pilots fearless. Or perhaps just as crazy as he was.

      Tucker caught up to him. “Have you lost your mind? You can’t jump that fire!”

      “I can and I will.” Riley was breathing hard, but he stopped to pull on his suit. Tucker zipped him up while he threw on his helmet.

      “This is stupid and crazy, and Jed is going to kill me, so don’t die.” Tucker slapped the top of Riley’s helmet, then grabbed the grids. “Watch the wind—it’s going to carry you west into the fire. You’re on a ram, so that just might keep you alive. You want to go down as close as you can to the shore as possible. Otherwise the chute and all your gear could drag you down.”

      “Keep trying Larke. Make her get to that lake.”

      Tucker nodded, then picked up the chute and shoved it on Riley’s back. Turned him to click him in and check his straps.

      “So help me, if you die—”

      Riley turned and ran for the plane.
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      And to think she’d accused Riley of being reckless.

      Larke tried to cut his panicked plea from her brain as she held her hose, attached to the pump in her yard. The water came from the lake, and she had turned it full force as she sprayed her house, but the wind caught the deluge and tore it from its target. She was drenched, filthy from the ash blowing through the yard, and her eyes teared, blinding her.

      Smoke billowed, turning blacker as the fire roared closer. She couldn’t make it out but felt it, the sparks lighting her world to red, the breath heating her neck.

      She couldn’t sort out exactly what had propelled her to jump in her truck and race down the hill toward the house. Instinct, panic. Or maybe just the sense that she had to do something.

      She couldn’t lose everything, not again.

      Not when she was just starting to put herself back together.

      It was just a house, yes. But it had been her safe place.

      Her safe meadow when she ran from the valley of death.

      Get to the lake!

      The last words she heard Riley say, nearly a scream as his emotions streaked through her. Then she’d coughed, dropped the phone, and the call died.

      She hadn’t been able to find it again in the smoky haze that collapsed over her property.

      She didn’t know what else to do but to keep trying to spray the house. To save—

      Fire flickered on the roof, a tongue of flame that rippled up the cedar shakes and caught on the ridgepole.

      No!

      She aimed her hose, but the spray wouldn’t reach that far. More cinders blew onto the dry slats, and she wept, as much from the grit in her eyes as the destruction of her home.

      Smoke clogged her throat, and she bent over, her body racked with coughing. Fell to her knees.

      Get to the lake!

      She dropped the hose, kept her head down.

      Two hundred yards away.

      Except, she wasn’t sure what direction in the blackened fog.

      She followed the hose line, scrambling toward the pump, and found it jutting out of the ground on a cement slab.

      Maybe if she just stayed here—she unscrewed the hose and pumped water on herself, wetting the ground around her. But she couldn’t even fit her entire body onto the platform and—

      The fire would simply rush over her, evaporating the water and burning her body to a crisp.

      Get to the lake!

      Right. She scrambled to her feet, put one hand over her mouth, the other tented over her eyes—although, really, she couldn’t see anyway, with the blur of her watery eyes, the cocoon of smoke.

      She tripped, landed hard, nearly missing a head blow to a rock, and sprained her wrist.

      Get up!

      She closed her eyes.

      Riley, in her head, a moment before he dropped over her, protecting her.

      But he wasn’t with her now, was he?

      Okay, she wasn’t brave or tough at all. Or maybe she was, but she was also painfully, wretchedly weak.

      And maybe that’s why God had dropped Riley into her life. Because a girl like her—a tough girl, one who ran outside the fence more often than not—probably needed a guy willing to go after her.

      Drag her back to safety.

      Let God walk you into new paths, new pastures. Not with this guy, but with someone good. Honorable.

      Yes, with this guy.

      Except— Stop trying to protect me—

      Larke wanted to curl into a ball and weep. Because even if Riley wanted to come after her, the road, her house—the fire engulfed it all.

      She couldn’t even find her way to the lake. She scrabbled on her knees across the lawn, blinded.

      Then, behind her, an explosion shook the air. She screamed and fell to the dirt, her hands over her head, her legs drawn up as dirt and debris rained over her.

      Her propane tank had ignited.

      The house turned into the furnace of hell, flames engulfing it. It sucked the smoke and oxygen into its vortex, and for a moment, the smoke lifted.

      Enough for her to spy the lake. Blood red and cresting with waves from the firestorm.

      And, dragging to shore, like the Creature from the Black Lagoon, a man garbed in a sopping wet jumpsuit, dragging a helmet from his head. He reached the shore and took off in a run, tugging a square out of his leg pocket, unzipping it as he picked up speed.

      “Larke!”

      She wanted to call his name, but the fire ate her attempt, coughs tearing through her. She forced herself to her knees, her breaths gritty and stiff even as she spat out dirt and soot from her lungs.

      Riley!

      Please let him see me. Please let him find me, drag me—

      “Larke!”

      She looked up and he stood over her like some kind of superhero in all that bulk, his body backlit by the flames from the house. He’d already shaken out the tarp, now he shoved his feet into the pockets at the bottom, then he fell over her, in that bulky outfit, thick and soggy, and pressed her right into the ground.

      “Roll over. Head down and stay under me. Your entire body, Larke, keep it under me.”

      She obeyed and felt his body practically smother her. He hooked one hand in the upper pocket, but when he reached up to grab the other, he let out a groan that she felt right through to her bones.

      He couldn’t hold the shelter down. Not with his wounded shoulder. The corner flapped, and she reached out and caught the edge. Pulled it down.

      “No, Larke—your hands will burn!”

      “Then give me your glove.” She twisted under him, handed him the edge of the shelter, and while the fire turned to a locomotive outside, she grabbed his glove, shoved it onto her hand.

      “And my suit! Shove your arm into my jumpsuit.”

      He had already unzipped the top of his suit on his race up the shore, and she took the corner while he pulled his arm free. Smoke billowed into the enclave, and out of the slit she spied flames.

      They lay on soggy ground, thanks to the pump, but still on green.

      She shoved her hand down the vacant sleeve, through the arm hole, grabbed the corner of the shelter, and yanked it down.

      Riley clamped his arm around her waist, pulled her tight to himself, his body hot against hers. “Keep your legs under mine,” he said, and she lined hers up along the strength of his. His knees dug into the soil, his legs like iron as he clamped the shelter to the earth.

      “Head down. Dig a little well for our faces, if you can.”

      She scrabbled out a spot in the earth with one hand, set her face in it. His wedged in beside hers.

      “We’re going to make it, Larke.”

      Her body started to shake as the world furied around her. The fire whipped the shelter,and sweat poured down his face. The wide collar of the jumpsuit protected their heads, and she sank into the pocket of his protection, her grip straining to keep the shelter anchored.

      “You came for me,” she said, turning her face to his.

      “I told you. Where you go, I go.”

      Then he kissed her. A strange, awkward kiss, but sweet, and enough for her to taste the salt on his lips. Sweat, perhaps. Or maybe he’d been crying.

      Yes, a hero, exactly the kind she needed.

      “Now, just keep breathing.”

      She nodded and put her face back into the well, listening to the fire crest over her, through her, and pour into her heart.

      Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me…
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      Somehow Riley had landed without burning to death or drowning, somehow he’d found Larke in the clutter of the smoke and flames, and somehow he had gotten the fire shelter out, thrown over them, and bedded down in the grass.

      Now he simply had to keep them alive.

      And that was the problem.

      First rule of fire shelters—they need to be deployed in the black. Or at least a scraped-out section of inflammable earth.

      Instead he’d parked them, out of desperation and immediacy, on a soggy patch of flammable, lethal grass.

      Larke’s entire body trembled beneath his, protected, yes, by his jumpsuit along with the flimsy material of the fire shelter. But even if the flames didn’t dry the earth, scorch it and lick their way inside the tent, they could just as easily bake, or suffocate from the soaring heat as the blaze cooked around them. It wasn’t uncommon to have to shelter for an hour, maybe longer.

      If they lifted the shelter too soon, the air around them would still be toxic, the oxygen depleted, and they’d sear their lungs.

      Riley tucked his face beside hers in the tiny well she’d scraped out for them, felt her tears on his cheekbone, and wanted to kiss them away. “It’ll be okay,” he whispered, reaching deep for hope.

      “It’s so hot, Riley. It’s so…”

      “I know.”

      He’d looked up once, and the entire shelter had turned an eerie, burned orange. The fire had stopped roaring, but the crackling and snapping evidenced a world in flame around them.

      “Maybe we should run to the lake.”

      He wished he knew how long they’d been huddled together. Ten minutes? Twenty?

      “No, we can’t. The air is unbreathable—”

      “I can’t breathe here!”

      He turned his head and pressed his lips to her hair. “I know.”

      She stilled, as if trying to clamp down on her panic. Outside, a wind howled, the weather from the firestorm, and it shook the shelter.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “It’s just… It’s so hot.”

      His entire body sweated, his hair soggy, his forehead dripping.

      Maybe he should have run for the lake. Grabbed her up and fled. But his instincts told him to throw down, hunker down, and…pray.

      Pray.

      Oh God. Please help us.

      He didn’t know where it came from, maybe desperation, maybe because he had nowhere else to turn—but the words formed like a wave, crashing over him. Please, please, don’t let me have screwed this up. Keep us alive.

      His breathing was coming fast, and Larke reached under her body and found his hand. She threaded her fingers through his and squeezed.

      Apparently, he wasn’t radiating as much calm as he hoped.

      A gust of wind washed sauna heat over them.

      Larke moaned.

      Riley closed his eyes. His legs and arms burned, the lactic acid building up, his shoulder achy and raw from lying on it. He felt his own moan building and shoved it back down, clenching his teeth against it.

      You are their good shepherd. Protect them. Guide them. And bring them home safely.

      Barry’s words picked right then to thread through him, coil around him, but he leaned into them. The Lord is my shepherd…

      Riley’s breath trembled out, the heat pressing into his bones, his flesh nearly on fire.

      And it had to be worse for Larke, her nightmares replaying all over again, him pinning her to the ground, turning her helpless, even if it was to save her life.

      “Say it with me, Larke. I don’t know it all— ‘The Lord is my shepherd…’”

      “‘I…I shall not…want.’” Her breaths were choppy. “‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters…’”

      He closed his eyes. “‘He restoreth my soul…’”

      I think your dad would still be proud of you.

      His eyes burned, his throat filling. Dad…I’m sorry.

      “‘He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake,’” Larke whispered.

      For his name’s sake.

      For a moment the old man walked into his memory. Garbed in his uniform, the dress whites, the rows and rows of medals. Packed and ready for deployment. But first a stop at church. Never go to war without God, Riley. Only when you belong completely to him can he truly use you.

      “‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil,’” Riley said. “‘For thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’”

      The rod and staff. Guidance and discipline through the darkness.

      Except he’d let his pride tell him he didn’t need either.

      “‘Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies…’” Larke’s words ended in a whimper as the wind raked over them again. “I don’t think I can hold on much longer.”

      His arm tightened around her and he moved his mouth to her ear. “‘Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over…’”

      Riley, say it again, with me.

      He’d stared up into the dark, solemn eyes of his father, one of his early deployments. “If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew to serve your turn long after they are gone, and so hold on when there is nothing in you, except the will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’…”

      Maybe the gap between who he was and who he wanted to be could be bridged by God. By letting the Almighty lead him through the valley of darkness to the banquet table. Letting Him pour blessings over him.

      Riley let go of Larke’s hand under him and stretched out his arm beside hers, gritting his teeth, moving into the pain as he cupped his hand around hers. The heat seared his knuckles, but he bore down against her shaking arm.

      And maybe he wasn’t broken. Maybe God had made him exactly who he was supposed to be…risky, but not reckless.

      “‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life…’”

      The whoosh released high above him, and the sound of it gave a three-second warning, allowing Riley to tighten his body over hers as the water pummeled down over them. A waterfall of fresh, cold lake water that whisked away the heat and washed the fire from the places where it lapped into the shelter.

      He took the hit like fists on his body, but beneath him, Larke lay safe.

      And then, just like that, the cracking, the snapping, the sauna heat lifted. Dying embers hissed around them.

      Riley released her hand, and she lifted the edge of the shelter.

      Black encircled them, white smoke peeling off the burned ground. He flipped the shelter up and spotted through the haze the belly of a red and white Otter.

      Gilly’s plane?

      Larke lifted her head and turned over underneath him. Dirt and sweat grimed her face, pressed into her pores, and her eyes were cracked, red, still watery.

      But she pressed her hand to his face and offered the slightest of smiles. “‘And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.’”

      Her house. He glanced behind him.

      Oh, her house. It was still burning, the roof collapsed inside, the walls fallen, the beams charred. “Oh, Larke—”

      “Shh. It’s okay. I’m okay. I…I don’t need the house anymore.”

      He turned back to her, searching her eyes. “Why?”

      She grinned. “Because I found more.”

      Then she leaned up and kissed him. And sure, he was filthy, sweaty, and smelled like a locker room, but the sun shone down upon them and they were alive.

      Very, very much alive.

      So, he braced himself over her and let himself surrender to her touch, leaning in and loosing the good man—the hero—inside who deserved to kiss the woman he loved.

      Yes, loved. Wow, he loved her, and the immensity of it nearly stopped his heart. Because she saw the man he wanted to be.

      Had helped him believe it for himself.

      She leaned back and met his eyes. “I’m in love with you, Riley McCord.”

      He grinned. “Of course you are. I’m a hero, after all.”

      She laughed. “Whatever.”

      Then he kissed her again, because he’d kept his promise.

      And he was getting that kiss.
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      For the last two days, half of Alaska had invaded Sky King ranch.

      Or at least half of their firefighting force, including a hand crew from Anchorage, the Midnight Sun jumpers from Fairbanks, two air tankers, and even Riley’s boss, Jed, who’d left before the fire had started five—only five?—days ago.

      How Larke’s life had changed in five days.

      Except, she was still serving coffee and had even made cookies for the crew now assembled on the porch, surveying their work.

      The fire had stopped at the ridge overlooking the charred remains of her homesteaded cabin, and Riley’s fast thinking had saved the lodge, the hangar, the core of their operation, not to mention the cabins that anchored the glacial lake. Now, a cloudless sky turned it a rich, nearly turquoise blue, a stark contrast to the black that surrounded it to the west.

      Larke set a tray of cookies on the railing to the deck. A few grimy smokejumpers from the Midnight Sun team helped themselves.

      She saw Skye standing across the yard with the dark-haired FBI agent in a semi-heated discussion, her face animated. Apparently, the agent—Rio—had been undercover, protecting Darryl in prison.

      She’d tracked down Alicia at the Copper Mountain Regional Hospital and stopped in yesterday to see her and her baby boy.

      “Darryl’s not coming back,” Alicia had said quietly. “But I’m going to be okay. My son and I will be okay.” Yes, she would. Because Alicia was a survivor.

      Larke spotted Riley out in the yard talking with Tucker and their boss, Jed, who had returned.

      She was about to join them when a hand slid onto her shoulder. “How you doin’, kiddo?”

      Her father hadn’t shaved, his whiskers coming in whitened, his face lined with the craggy stress of the past week.

      Of seeing his only daughter nearly die.

      She hadn’t thought of that—how it felt to send his children, his daughter and sons, to war. Or for them to bring it home in their hearts.

      She should write to her brothers, probably. After all, she was the big sister.

      “I’m okay, Dad.”

      He cast a look out to the blackened skeleton of her house. Shook his head. “All your hard work.”

      “It’s just a house.”

      He pressed his lips to her head. “I know. But you felt safe there.”

      Her gaze went back to Riley. He wore a black T-shirt, his green pants low on his lean hips, firefighting boots, and a baseball cap over that unruly golden brown hair. With his strong back to her, those thick arms crossed over his chest, the memory of his body braced over her, protecting her, stirred inside her.

      Oh, she loved him. A fast, bright, hot love that surprised her—but maybe she, like Riley, was built to run into fire. She hadn’t seen that about herself, not until he’d turned to her as they stared at her house and clutched her against his trembling frame and quietly, desperately, yelled at her for leaving him.

      Never again.

      Still, she did have a habit of running into the flames—in Afghanistan, and even thinking she might bring home the hot firefighter without getting burned.

      Although, she hadn’t gotten burned, because Riley turned out to be the guy who wasn’t afraid to follow her into the fire. To protect her from herself.

      He still favored his arm—he spent the past two days helping supervise the firefight, calling in water dumps, directing the mop-up.

      Not reinjuring his shoulder. Not being invincible. Proving that he didn’t have anything to prove to anyone, including himself.

      “Maybe safety isn’t in a place, but in a truth,” she said quietly, now, to her father.

      She looked up at her father, who had raised an eyebrow.

      “The Lord is my shepherd. Full stop. Amen.”

      One side of his mouth quirked up.

      “All this time, I thought I was alone. But…no. He sent Freeman, and then Riley…and you, Dad. He’s been with me this entire time, through the people who are willing to run outside the fence and…and—”

      “And do what the good shepherd does for you? Rescue you? Protect you? Love you? I know what Freeman did for you. And even Riley. I couldn’t see anything with all that smoke and flame, and yet he just went out the door into nothing on blind faith that he could find you. Bravest thing I ever saw. But that’s what God does for us—abandons everything to find us and bring us home.”

      Home. “I was thinking that I wouldn’t rebuild. I might… I think it’s time for me to stop hiding, Dad. I was talking to Riley about moving to Montana. He said that there’s a search and rescue team I could possibly join, and—”

      “It’s about time.” He smiled.

      Her throat tightened, and she heard a step behind her on the porch. Her father looked up, let her go. Met Riley’s hand.

      Riley grinned at him, wearing a strange expression. As if…

      “Wait. Have you two already talked about this?”

      Riley’s arm curled around her shoulders, and he pulled her back against himself as her dad winked and headed off the porch.

      She turned in Riley’s embrace. “What did you say to him?”

      He lifted a shoulder. “I quoted poetry. Your dad’s a real softy for Kipling.” He put his hand to her cheek. “A bunch of us are going to the Midnight Sun. Vic’s putting on a spread for the firefighters. I was thinking…maybe we need a redo on our date.”

      He met her eyes, a little fire in them.

      But probably it was always there. And that’s just how she liked it.

      “Promise to keep me out of trouble?” she said, her voice low, a little husky.

      “Nope,” he said and kissed her.

      Whatever.
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      Vic, the bartender and owner of the Midnight Sun Saloon had baked enough ribs to feed Alaska.

      Which might be just the amount she needed to satisfy the hunger of the congregation of firefighters who packed into the place. Riley snagged a basket for himself and one for Larke and fought his way to the place by the bar where it had all started.

      Pretty girl on a stool, dressed in a black tank top, her white-blonde hair long and wavy around her shoulders, looking at him like he might be her hero.

      Yeah, maybe.

      Riley set the baskets down on the bar. Grabbed a couple napkins. “These things are messy.”

      “I like messy,” Larke said and reached for a rib. She grinned, her pale blue-green eyes warm, almost hot, and oh boy, he hadn’t a clue how he was supposed to keep his promise to her father.

      She needs someone honorable. Someone who will let her go but watch her back. And someone I can trust.

      Okay, okay, yes, that was him. He’d even quoted his father’s poem to Barry and threw in the SEAL promise. “I am that man.” Even the other guy was on board, the one inside who just wanted to jump back on her bike and motor them off to watch the sunset.

      Which, apparently, in this neck of the woods, took a very long time.

      “I saw Stevie—that US marshal—outside. She asked me again about Thorne.” He picked up a rib. “She said that her father told him that he thought Thorne had been shot when she and Tucker staged some kind of rescue attempt and tried to take down March.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That I didn’t know where he was, which, frankly, is true, by now.”

      She nodded. “Think he’ll make it home?”

      He said nothing. Raucous shouts rose from his guys at a nearby table—Romeo and Seth, Hanes and Eric, along with a handful of the Midnight Sun jumpers. And Redbone was back on the jukebox—clearly a well-worn choice.

      Come and get your love…

      The place smelled of beer, barbeque, smoke, and camaraderie, and as he finished off a rib, the music twined through him.

      But the whole thing had him thinking.

      Riley wiped his fingers, washed the rib down with a salty ale, and took a breath. “I know you’ve been talking to Jed about coming to Montana—and I love that idea, but…”

      She set down her food. Reached for a wipe, her smile dimming.

      “How do you feel about San Diego?”

      She raised an eyebrow as she washed off her fingers. “As in Coronado? SEAL training?”

      “Obviously, that’s a long way down the road, but maybe it’s time—”

      “Yes.” A slow smile curved up her face. “Absolutely. Where you go, I go.”

      Oh. Wow. And the confidence of her answer rocked him back, as if…

      “What did I do to deserve you?” he said, the words simply spilling out, unchecked. “I don’t… This is—”

      “Green meadows.” She touched the well of his neck, light fingers that then pressed to his chest, right over his heart. “I keep thinking about that tiny green patch of grass in the middle of all that black and…that’s what you are to me, Riley. Green meadows in the middle of the fire.”

      Crazy, but his eyes heated, and he looked away.

      Her hand touched his cheek and moved his face back to hers. “Besides, I have a feeling you’ll need your own personal medic.”

      And how. He grinned and stepped closer to her, cradled between her legs, and caught her face in his hands. The song had switched, Otis Redding singing “Stand By Me.” So, darling, darling…

      He bent close, his voice turning dark and smoky. “The truth is, I don’t deserve you.” His lips brushed the delicious skin at her neck. “But I get a lot of things I don’t deserve.”

      Then he kissed her, and the music, the smells, the crowd all faded into that amazing, sweet truth.

      Green meadows.
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      “Cmon, Skye. I don’t belong here, and you know it.”

      Skye stood outside the Midnight Sun Saloon, the tangy smell of the barbecue awakening the beast inside, but she ignored it and followed Rio as he paced around the corner of the Midnight Sun.

      They’d been fighting since Tucker declared the fire out, had ended their callout. Which, apparently, meant to Rio that it was time to walk out of her life.

      He’d barely looked at her since she’d showered, shown up at the lodge in a fresh T-shirt and jeans, her hair back in a ponytail. In fact, he’d taken one look at her and turned downright pale.

      He too had showered, and Barry had given him some clothing, pilfered from his absent sons’ closets. Now he wore a cocoa brown Take to the Sky King ranch T-shirt that only turned his eyes devastating and did dangerous things to his physique. It also illuminated the tattoos that inked his arm.

      Her gaze had fallen on the tribal tats, like the sleeve that wound up his right arm, into his neck, and down around his chest. It added a dangerous appeal, one that must have shone in her eyes because he’d turned weirdly cool and announced he was leaving for Anchorage.

      And when she’d caught up to him, grabbing him and pulling him around, he’d told her that she was better off without him.

      What?

      Yes, they’d had that fight in low tones in the yard of Sky King ranch. She’d barely talked him into joining them at the Midnight Sun—an offer sweetened by the fact that Larke had let him drive one of her brothers’ motorcycles. Which meant that Skye got to ride behind him, her hands wrapped around his firm torso.

      She wasn’t letting him go, no matter what he said.

      Or how far he stalked away from her and the building.

      She caught up to him, grabbing his arm. “Rio!”

      He whirled around. Came back at her, eyes flashing. “What, Skye? What do you think happens next?” His eyes were nearly reddened, as if he’d been fighting some errant emotions.

      His intensity rocked her back. “I don’t know. I…just, let’s go inside.”

      He gave a her a hard look. Shook his head. “I don’t belong in there. With your team. With you.”

      She stared at her. “What do you mean, with me? Of course you—”

      “Look at you!” He stepped away from her. “You look about sixteen—”

      “I’m twenty-four.”

      “And I’m thirty.”

      “So?”

      He dragged a hand through his tousled black hair, shook his head. “And I don’t know what I was thinking out there. Just…that you needed my protection—”

      “I did need your protection. But I’m not a child, Rio. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I know.” He held up his hand as if to push away her words. Cut his voice low. “I saw you fighting fire the past two days, Skye. You’re amazing, brave, capable, strong. But…we live in different worlds.”

      “You said you wanted a different world.”

      He flinched.

      Looked away.

      Took a breath.

      She touched her hand to his chest, his heart thundering under her palm.

      “What’s going on, Rio?”

      He looked at her, and the pain in his eyes could make her wince. “You’re just so…so good, Skye. Clean and pretty and…young. You don’t need me in your life.”

      She blinked at him. “But…I want you.” And she put so much fierceness into her voice, she shocked herself. “I want you, Rio. And not just because you saved my life but because you help me remember that God shows up. He provides exactly what I need, when I need it. And I need you.”

      He touched her arms. He stared at her, swallowed. And his voice fell. “And I need you.” He closed his eyes. “So much, it hurts.”

      “Then—”

      “But I shouldn’t, Skye. Because…” He opened his eyes. “Look at me. I’m…not a hero. I’m…you need to be with someone in there.” He gestured to the bar and grill. “One of your smokejumpers. Someone brave and heroic—”

      “You’re brave and heroic—”

      “Someone who looks brave and heroic. Not someone people immediately think is going to rob them!”

      He made to step away from her, but she grabbed his hands. Softened her voice. “I see a warrior. A man who has battle scars. The man who will stand in front of a gun to protect me. I see exactly the kind of hero I want.”

      His gaze softened on her, and finally, he pulled her close against him, wrapping his arms around her. “Skye,” he said softly. “I don’t know what happens from here.”

      “I do.” She pressed her lips to his neck. Salty, but the smell of his soap fragranced his skin. “You’re going to tell the FBI that you’re done being their prisoner.”

      “I am?” He caught her face in his hands, ran his thumbs along her cheekbones.

      Those amber eyes filled with the finest tenor of heat.

      “Yep. See, you took me hostage in the mountains, and now it’s my turn.”

      “To do what?” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to her neck, then her forehead.

      “To hold you hostage.”

      He leaned back, met her eyes, something dangerous and delicious sparking in them. It ignited the heat in her, stirred the deep truths.

      “We don’t have to have all the answers, Rio. But God does, and that’s enough, right?”

      He blinked, and then, finally, “Yes. Yes, it is.”

      Then he kissed her lips. Sweetly, taking his time. As if he had nowhere else to be in the world.

      Music filtered out from the saloon. Hall and Oates, one of her father’s favorite groups. What I want you’ve got… Like the flame that burns the candle, The candle feeds the flame…

      Rio smiled under her kiss, leaned back. “Okay, I surrender.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “To being your hostage.”

      She took his hand and threaded her fingers between his. “Stay with me. Nothing will happen to you as long as you’re with me.”
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      Tucker spotted the brunette the moment she walked in the door. Shapely, dressed in a pair of jeans, a fire-red T-shirt, and a look of trouble in her pale green eyes.

      The kind of trouble he’d chase down, follow anywhere. She came up to the bar stool and slid onto the place he’d been saving for her.

      Finally.

      “How’s your dad?”

      “He’s okay. Healing. The DA is taking my testimony into account, that he’d been trying to work with me to apprehend March, so I don’t think they’ll tack on more time for the escape attempt. These for me?”

      She indicated a basket of ribs and a tall, frothy root beer.

      “I got your back,” Tucker said, winking.

      “I’m counting on it.” She gave him a smile, added a waggle of her eyebrows.

      Oh. He hadn’t a clue how he was supposed to leave her tomorrow. But one fugitive from the prison break remained on the lam, and she had a job to do.

      And he had fires in Montana to put out.

      He’d sort of wanted to leave this one aflame.

      She dug into the ribs, the barbeque sauce tingeing the corner of her mouth. He suppressed the urge to wipe it off.

      “They’re also going to count the recovery time in the hospital as time served, so…it looks like he’ll be released when he’s discharged.”

      “Oh, Stevie, that’s fantastic.”

      She reached for a napkin. Pressed it to her lips, her eyes glossy. Nodded.

      He touched his hand on the small of her back. And then, she sweetly leaned over and put her head on his shoulder. Needing him, apparently.

      He liked being needed.

      “Sorry to interrupt…”

      She leaned away, and Tucker looked over to find Jed standing beside him. His boss had shown up two days ago, having heard of the firestorm in Montana, and hustled himself, Reuben and Gilly back as soon as he could to help.

      “How’s Kate?”

      “Still pregnant. False alarm. She’s got three weeks left, and the baby is fine. First baby jitters.” Jed gave a wry smile. “Sorry to leave you with such a mess.”

      The fact that he’d let a tiny ten-acre fire take out miles of forest. Don’t do anything stupid—Jed’s last words to him.

      Yeah, well…

      “I’ve been pretty busy with mop-up, but I wanted to thank you for keeping your promise.”

      Tucker frowned, glanced at Stevie, who was devouring another rib.

      “You got everybody home alive.”

      Oh. That. “I’m not sure that was all me—a lot went wrong out there.”

      “There are no guarantees in this gig, Tucker. You can follow all the rules, and things will still go south. But you have great instincts. A great leader has to know when to break the rules. You just need to keep the faith that God still has your back when you do.”

      Yeah. And pursing him with goodness and mercy. That thought had started to settle into his bones with Stevie sitting close enough for him to pull into his arms, with his team joking behind him, the sense of victory in the air.

      Everyone lived.

      The fire was out.

      Although yes, God had lit something else inside him.

      Faith.

      “Listen,” Jed said. “When Kate has our baby, I’m going to take some time, and I was hoping you’d consider taking on the role of Jump Boss for the rest of the season. Maybe…maybe even permanently.”

      Tucker stared at him.

      “Yeah, he will,” Stevie said, wiping her fingers with a napkin. “He’d love to.”

      Tucker turned to her, but she was grinning at him. “No one fights fire like you do, Tucker. I saw you in action. You do have great instincts. But you also know how to handle yourself, and these guys—they trust you. You’d die for them, and that means something. You are a great leader—so just suck it up and say yes.”

      Oh. Well. He turned to Jed, who wore just a hint of confusion as he glanced at Stevie.

      “Okay,” Tucker said.

      Jed shook his hand. “Good. Because I really didn’t want to have to ask Riley.” He winked and glanced down the bar where Riley was, of course, entwined in the arms of a blonde. Whatever had gone down between Larke and Riley had changed the guy.

      Turned him into a man who probably could helm the team.

      Jed walked away, and Tucker’s gaze landed on Skye on the dance floor, her arms around the neck of the guy who’d saved Tucker’s life. The man he’d thought most likely to commit a crime, with his tattoos and dark-eyed look. Rio Parker, the guy most likely to surprise them all.

      Turning into a softie right there in the middle of a crowd by kissing Skye’s forehead.

      Huh. But maybe they were all feeling it—the goodbye that lay at the end of tonight’s sunset.

      As if reading his thoughts, Stevie turned to face him, her knees against his. “I hate that you’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “I hate that I’m leaving you here,” he said, capturing her hand, twining his fingers through hers. “I hate that it feels like…” He shook his head, then met her eyes. “I’m in love with you, Stevie. And this…”

      “I know,” she said and slid off the stool to close the gap between them. “As soon as I track down Thorne and bring him to justice…well, I have a lot of vacation time stored up.” She touched his face, ran her fingers into his scraggly growth of beard.

      He wrapped his arms around her waist, tucked her against himself, met her eyes.

      She swallowed, her expression turning solemn. “I’m in love with you too, hotshot.”

      Then she pulled him by the beard to her, touching her lips to his. Nothing too passionate—after all, she was still trouble around here—but he’d fight anybody for her.

      She tasted of the tangy barbecue, the root beer, of tomorrow and sweet what-ifs, and all the things that waited for him.

      “Hurry up and catch this guy,” he said softly.

      “But not right now,” she said, whispering it into his ear. “Right now, we have a sunset to catch.”

      She leaned back, something of fire in her eyes.

      “There is no sunset here,” he said, twining her hair between his fingers.

      “Exactly.”

      Oh, how he loved the summer of the burning sky.
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      She’s a smokejumper afraid of fire…

      

      Kate Burns is a legendary smoke jumper, known for her courage and willingness to risk everything to get the job done. Only she has a secret, one she won’t admit to anyone.

      

      He can’t forget the love they once shared…

      

      Supervisor Jed Ransom commands the Jude County Smoke Jumpers with a reputation as a calm, level-headed leader. Kate is the only one who’s ever gotten under his skin.

      

      They must face the flames together…

      

      A raging wildfire in the mountains of Montana brings Kate and Jed together to train up a new team of jumpers. Suddenly, they must face the past they’ve been running from and the secrets that keep them apart. When an arsonist goes after their team, Kate and Jed must face their deepest fears—and learn to rely on each other as they fight a blaze that could destroy them all.

      

      In this first book of the Montana Fire: Summer of Fire trilogy, Kate and Jed are about to discover that where there’s smoke, there just might be a chance to start again.

      
        
        Start at the beginning of the series with

        Where There’s Smoke!
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      Thank you so much for reading The Summer of the Burning Sky! I hope you enjoyed the story. If you did, would you be willing to do me a favor? Head over to the product page and leave a review. It doesn’t have to be long—just a few words to help other readers know what they’re getting. (But no spoilers! We don’t want to wreck the fun!)

      I’d love to hear from you—not only about this story, but about any characters or stories you’d like to read in the future. Write to me at: susan@susanmaywarren.com. And if you’d like to see what’s ahead, stop by www.susanmaywarren.com .

      I also have a monthly update that contains sneak peeks, reviews, upcoming releases, and free, fun stuff for my reader friends. Sign up on www.susanmaywarren.com.

      Thank you again for reading!
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            Meet the Marshall Family!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Montana Marshalls

        Book One
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        Montana rancher Knox Marshall's danger years are behind him. A former bull-rider, he now runs the Marshall family ranch, raising champion bucking bulls for the National Professional Bullrider's Expo (NBR-X). Wealth and success are his, but life is stable, expected, and…ordinary. He can't help but wonder if his best years are behind him.

         

        Kelsey Jones just wants a safe life, a family, a home. Onstage, the beautiful rising star of the Yankee Belles becomes the person she longs to be - vivacious and confident - burying the brokenness she carries from a violent assault. Becoming NBR-X’s next country act is key to outrunning her past and achieving the success and security she craves.

         

        Knox and Kelsey's paths collide when an explosion at an NBR-X event traps them in the rubble and leaves them reeling. Kelsey’s crippling nightmares return, but for Knox, an obsession to find the bomber is ignited.

         

        When Kelsey’s past threatens Knox’s family, he'll have to choose between saving the Marshall legacy or becoming the protector he's always longed to be.

         

        The explosive beginning to the Montana Marshall series.

      

      

      Start with KNOX here!
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