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    In the Alaskan wilderness, meeting their match takes on more than one meaning.

Special Operative and second-in-command for the Xtreme Ops team, Harris Lipton, aka Lip, finds himself sidelined after an accident. While laid up, locating a loony in the national forest won’t be easy, especially by shooting off text messages instead of bullets. To make his life more difficult, he’s got a free-spirited granola-type park ranger nursing him—and she’s driving him crazy with a cute factor he never saw coming. 

Jenna is up to her neck in securing a national park from a lunatic with enough C-4 to blow off the corner of Alaska, and now she has a better likelihood of surviving a grizzly attack than military man Lipton. The pain in the neck is demanding and bossy with monumental ideas…and enough fire in him to warm her through the coldest of Alaskan nights.

Jenna and Lipton must band together to assist the Xtreme Ops team in stopping the criminal, but they have just enough time on their hands to discover that opposites DO attract. With sparks flying and a heavy mix of chemistry, what they discover is how to create some fireworks of their own. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Harris Lipton must have lost his damn mind. 
 
    For six months he’d been in the Alaskan wilderness hunting fugitives, drug smugglers and human traffickers, and the minute he got a short leave from his duties with the Xtreme Ops, he took off backpacking into Denali National Park. Instead of heading to Cali for some sun and sweeties, he was trekking through thick mud on the edge of Big Stony Creek. 
 
    He planned to set up in one of the zones that permitted camping, but he already knew a week wouldn’t be nearly enough time away from it all. 
 
    Picking his way through the high grasses, he forced himself to slow down. There was no run to the finish line on vacation. He pulled in a deep breath of mountain air. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he spotted the bleached white of bone and froze mid-step. 
 
    Fucking great. 
 
    The fact he was totally desensitized to the possibility—and likelihood—that it could be human remains told him this time away from work was essential. 
 
    Lipton changed his path to circle closer to the bone. He might face the remains of some grizzly’s dinner. Or a murdered hiker. Out here, he never knew what to expect. 
 
    As soon as he saw the long, spikey tines of a caribou antler shed, relief surged through him. 
 
    Scrubbing a hand over his face to clear out half a dozen images of death flitting through his mind, he stood staring down at the antlers people enjoyed searching for and collecting. If he had a home of his own, he might tie them to his backpack and haul them back to nail over a mantel. 
 
    At present, home consisted of Quonset huts—small buildings with rounded roofs lined up along the base and outfitted the same as a basic dorm room. After some of the places he’d stayed over a lifetime, he didn’t take it for granted. 
 
    Serving four years in the Marines had been the root of his training, but he’d quickly climbed ranks and become the Marines’ number one person to call when they needed a bomb deactivated. 
 
    As if the pressures of not blowing himself up every week hadn’t been enough, he jumped at the chance to join Xtreme Ops. His buddies called him a stress junkie. Lord knew he spent enough months in therapy to figure out the same thing. Bottom line—a stressed young boy sought other stressful events as a man searching to control them. 
 
    Which made him a control freak too. 
 
    He squatted next to the antlers and stroked a fingertip along the smooth, bleached bone. Pretty in a primitive way, just like everything here in Alaska. 
 
    Lipton continued on his journey, hiking for miles along the drainage area where mountain runoff created a creek of sorts and sometimes flooded out. Someday, he’d return during the flood time just to witness the power of the water changing the land. 
 
    In the distance, Denali rose up, awe-inspiring with its massive size as North America’s tallest mountain. She had some clouds on her, softening her jagged peaks. Yes, Lipton damn well needed more of this. 
 
    He pulled in deep breaths. Cool, fresh air washed through his head, clearing out the dark, cobwebbed corners. Early in his military career, he learned he had to find a way to let shit go. Right now, right here, he was making peace with all the unpleasant but necessary deeds he’d done. 
 
    His only plan was to commune with nature. Maybe say fuck it to shaving for a week. And he definitely would not be pulling out a map anytime during the course of his leave. 
 
    In the distance, he spotted a grizzly with two cubs, the babies a darker shade than their mother and striking against the landscape. He stopped to watch them play for a little while before continuing on with no sense of purpose. It felt good to shut down the tactical portion of his mind. Was this how normal people lived? Just blue sky, pines and himself. 
 
    Wandering out of the flat land came as second nature to him. He couldn’t go long without a challenge, so he angled up the hill. Soon his muscles burned with the exertion he was so familiar with on a daily basis, but this time his goal was personal—to reach the top and find a view. 
 
    His captain wasn’t giving orders in his ear. He didn’t tote a rifle. And he wasn’t out here to hunt a criminal. As he hiked, he repeated these things to himself. Didn’t people say they needed a vacation from their vacation? No wonder—doing nothing was hard work. He had to continually remind himself to unplug, shut down the internal grind of his mind. 
 
    When the sun reached high in the sky, he found a clearing in the trees and stopped. 
 
    Staring across the lowlands he’d just hiked, a sense of peace gripped him. Like having a hot cup of coffee on a frigid morning at camp before his teammates climbed out of their tents. Or knowing he’d gone the distance to serve and protect. 
 
    He reached out and gripped the tall, thin pine tree in front of him to get a closer look. The clouds were blowing away from Denali, revealing the majestic snow-capped peak. 
 
    Above his head came a loud crack and Lipton ducked, his body trained to find cover in an instant. His feet went out from under him, and he slammed into the bruising earth just as branches and pine rushed at him. He reached for his weapon out of instinct, but he never laid hands on it. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he didn’t register anything but the gritty scent of dirt and sap. Then a pair of warm green and gold eyes burned down into his. 
 
    Someone was trying to kill him. What else could have happened? 
 
    He must be losing his fucking mind. He couldn’t even take a vacation without fucking it up and conjuring some danger that wasn’t really there. 
 
    “Are you okay? Can you hear me?” The green eyes were attached to a voice, as soft as the whisper of breeze through the pines just before that blast sent him into full alert mode. 
 
    Lipton’s memory sparked in his temporal lobe, and he dug the heels of his hands into the forest floor to push upward. 
 
    “Don’t move fast. You could be injured.” 
 
    He turned his head to see more than the green eyes. A crunchy-granola type of woman sat there wearing all green. Her curly hair had one small braid tied with a gold thread at the bottom that brushed across the top of her breast. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “I’m one of the park rangers here in Denali. It’s my job to help lost hikers…or lift the top of a pine off a big, muscled man.” She pointed to a pile of branches to the side of where he sat. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to make sense of what happened. “What the hell?” 
 
    “I didn’t see it, but I heard it. Looks as if that treetop snapped, probably weakened from high winds and snow, and it fell on you.” 
 
    He raised a hand and scrubbed it over his face. That explained the branches rushing toward him. Had he blacked out? What a damn sissy, he could hear his fellow Xtreme Ops team member, Hepburn, ribbing him now. 
 
    “I’m trained to check for concussion. Can you tell me your name?” the woman asked. 
 
    “No. I can’t.” He shoved to his feet, but the instant his boot tread touched down, his ankle folded. 
 
    He collapsed, hitting the ground hard again. A stick cut into his palm, and he issued a low growl of fury. 
 
    “Oh my God! Your ankle is clearly broken.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    “It went out from under you. I’m pretty sure it’s broken,” she insisted. 
 
    He shoved to a standing position again, leaning all his weight onto the opposite foot. There—he was up. Nothing broken. No— 
 
    As soon as he set his foot down, his ankle buckled again. This time, pain shot through him, and he grabbed his calf. 
 
    The woman made a quiet noise and moved closer to examine him. Up close, he made out fat freckles across the bridge of her nose and slim gold hoops hooked in her earlobes. 
 
    “I’m going to radio for help. You can’t make it down the mountain alone in this shape.” 
 
    “Goddammit, I’m fine.” 
 
    She paused in reaching for her radio, arching a brow at him. “You sure about that?” She depressed the button on the side of the radio. “Moon Shadow to base.” 
 
    Lipton stared at her for a long minute. Had he hit his head? Did he just hear the green fairy nymph call herself Moon Shadow? 
 
    A voice came back to her instantly. “Go ahead, Moon Shadow.” 
 
    Lipton blinked. 
 
    “I found a hiker down with what I suspect to be a broken ankle.” 
 
    He issued a growl. He did not break his ankle like some fragile flower. He was a goddamn special operative. He hiked through treacherous conditions every day of his life, and a calm hike on vacation was not going to put him out of commission. 
 
    Seconds later, Moon Shadow—or whoever she was—stowed her radio on her hip again. She started stripping pine off one of the fallen branches. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lipton couldn’t contain his annoyance, and it seeped into his tone. 
 
    She shot him a sympathetic look, ticking him off more. “I’m going to make you a crutch. We need to get you to the closest path for the ATV to pick you up and take you to the hospital.” 
 
    “My ankle is not broken!” 
 
    She went back to stripping the pine branch. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” With a determined grunt, he launched to his feet once more. This time he placed his foot flat on the ground and it held his weight. At least until he took a step. 
 
    He landed on his ass, seated beside Moon Shadow. She trapped her lower lip in her teeth to hide her smile. 
 
    Lipton stared up at the snapped top of the trees, his mind locking in on the situation with the speed of a sniper bullet. 
 
    Dammit, he broke his ankle like some frail weakling trekking up a hill he wouldn’t even call steep. And he was at the mercy of a woman calling herself Moon Shadow who was deftly crafting him a crutch from a pine branch…and who wore slim gold hoops in her cute earlobes that he couldn’t quit staring at. 
 
    And now he had to figure out how and why the fuck someone had loaded this group of trees, on a hill in a national park, with C-4. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Son. Of. A. Bitch.” Harris Lipton bit each word off between clenched teeth as the doctor finished applying a cast to his ankle. 
 
    In the corner of the hospital room, the captain of Xtreme Ops gave him a stoic look, but he saw the amusement in Penn’s eyes. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be laughing if it was you,” Lipton snapped. 
 
    “Am I laughing? We’re down a man.” 
 
    Lipton bit off another growl that had the female nurse glancing up with worry pinching her brows. Suddenly, he felt like an ass for being a surly grizzly bear of a patient. “Sorry,” he said to her. 
 
    She turned her attention back to the cast. “I like your choice of black for the cast.” 
 
    In the corner, Penn hid his chuckle behind his hand. 
 
    God, could this get any worse? He wasn’t six. He was a grown-ass man, a special operative, and now he’d be laid up for weeks due to his stupid mistake of slipping on that mountainside. 
 
    Of course, he had good reason to hit the deck. 
 
    Like a treetop loaded with C-4. 
 
    The guys were out there right now in Denali National Park investigating, and he couldn’t be there with them. It rankled and irritated him more than he could let on in the confines of a hospital, at least not without getting arrested. 
 
    The doctor applied some cotton around his calf and his toes to provide comfort. As if he could ever be comfortable in this fucking thing or sitting around on his ass while his team was out battling threats on the Alaskan landscape. 
 
    “When can I walk?” 
 
    The doctor glanced up at him but quickly dropped her gaze to his leg again. Was he imagining things or was she blushing? He glanced over at Penn, who had to leave the cubicle, probably to laugh his ass off. 
 
    “Well, since the fracture is on the minor side, I would say you can apply weight to it sooner than the six weeks we normally recommend. I’d say three is the minimum rest time before you bear weight.” 
 
    Three. Fucking. Weeks. No—just no. 
 
    He swiped his fingers through his hair, and both the doctor and nurse looked up to watch him. Then they quickly glanced down at his leg again. 
 
    “I can’t be off my leg.” 
 
    “If you want it to heal properly, you will. And I’m sure in your line of work, it’s more important to have your body in working order.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure he stays off it.” Penn had entered the space partitioned off by curtains and stood a few paces from the hospital bed. The nurse glanced at him, Lipton, and turned their attention back to his cast. 
 
    The doctor finished wrapping the material that would harden and stepped back from the bed. “Jill will finish by giving you instructions. Good luck, and if you have any problems, call the hospital or come in.” 
 
    A low noise similar to a growl emitted from him. How had shit gone so sideways? He was as sure-footed as a fucking mountain goat. Yet when he heard that crack overhead, he’d moved fast and next thing he knew, he was lying on the ground staring up into a pair of deep green eyes flecked with gold. 
 
    The woman who appeared out of nowhere and disappeared just as fast confused him as much as how he was going to sit on his ass these next few weeks. 
 
    “Have any questions?” the nurse asked. 
 
    He hadn’t been listening past how to keep the cast from getting wet, but he nodded anyway. He had no damn intention of following recommendations. Those were for civilians and not special forces with several tours in the Middle East. He’d singlehandedly rescued a political figure from a hostage situation, for fuck sake. A broken ankle wouldn’t keep him down. 
 
    He nodded to the nurse and hopped off the bed. He started to set his cast down, but the nurse hurried to hand him a set of crutches. As soon as he had one in hand, he remembered the crutch that woman had fashioned for him out of a fallen tree branch. 
 
    “Take it easy,” the nurse told Lipton. She turned to Penn. “And keep him quiet.” 
 
    Penn gave her a solemn nod. The minute she was out of earshot, Lipton grumbled, “I’d like to see you try, Captain.” 
 
    Penn snorted. “C’mon. Let’s get outta here.” 
 
    Lipton wanted nothing more, but he still hesitated. “What happened to the fairy girl?” 
 
    His captain delivered a what-the-hell-are-you-talking-about and a did-you-hit-your-head look in one go. “Fairy girl?” 
 
    “The nymph.” He wasn’t making any sense even to himself and shook his head. He tried again. “The woman who found me after I fell.” 
 
    “Oh. She went back to work. She’s a park ranger.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Moon Shadow was her radio handle. Or for all Lipton knew, it was her real name. It sure suited her carefree curls and that thin braid she wore tied up with a shimmery gold string like some gypsy mixed with hippie. 
 
    “I’ll talk to the park office and find her so I can thank her.” Yeah, he only wanted to extend his gratitude for her helping him get off that mountain, first stomping his way through the thick Alaskan underbrush of summer by way of that hand-fashioned crutch, and then to a trail, where he was picked up by an ATV and shuttled down the mountain to a park ranger vehicle waiting to transport him to the nearby hospital. 
 
    As he stumped past the nurse’s station with Penn at his side, a group of nurses looked up and stared at them as if they were seeing a pair of yetis passing through. 
 
    Penn shook his head. “You’d think they never saw two bad-ass motherfuckers before.” 
 
    Lipton snorted. “You sure found it amusing back there when that doctor’s face got red.” 
 
    “It’s because she only blushed when she glanced directly at you.” 
 
    Lipton hated his irritatingly slow pace. “Because I was a grouchy dick.” 
 
    Penn flashed a grin. “Whatever you say, man. Let’s get you back to base. Everyone else is in the national park searching for more explosives.” 
 
    He groaned but held his questions for when they got outside and into the SUV. He tossed the crutches into the back and stared down at his right foot. He couldn’t even drive. Or wasn’t supposed to, if he’d heard the nurse’s instructions right. 
 
    Once Penn climbed behind the wheel and they were rolling down the road, Lipton spoke. “What the hell am I supposed to do for weeks? Who’s going to be second in command?” 
 
    “Broshears.” 
 
    Their team member knew his weapons, that was for damn sure, but could he take charge the way Lipton did? 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking.” Penn swung his head in Lipton’s direction. “And it won’t be the same without you for a few weeks, but there’s nothing else to do. Now let me ask you what the hell happened on that mountain.” 
 
    Lipton related the events, leaving out the part where he might have blacked out for a minute or two while the fairy nymph park ranger with the big green eyes reached him. Real men didn’t pass out. Ever. 
 
    “The question is how the hell someone strung explosives in that treetop. And why,” Penn told him. 
 
    “Did you check the park’s records for injuries and deaths from falling limbs?” Lipton glared down at his cast. 
 
    “We’re still collecting info.” 
 
    “Don’t take me to the base. I’m going to the park.” 
 
    Penn sighed. “We’ll keep you in the loop, Lip. You can run backup via computer and by feeding us intel.” 
 
    “Exactly why it’s a good idea for me to be at the park.” 
 
    “I have an idea, but nothing is finalized yet, since I’ve been in the hospital with you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “We might have a cabin for you, on the edge of the park lands. It’s a place rangers use when they get snowed in and cut off from roads. But you might be able to stay there and we’ll hook you up with all the equipment you need to back us up. If you stay there, you’ll need your stuff, so we’re going to the base to get it.” 
 
    “It’s not the same as being with the team, but I guess it’s better than nothing right now.” Lipton’s leg was already itching, the hairs flattened into shapes that would only irritate him more as time went on. Last time he had a broken bone, he’d been seven. And Christ, he didn’t want to think about how he’d sustained that injury. It had gotten him removed from his home and put into foster care. 
 
    “First we need to search the forest for more explosives and find out who put it there. We need your twisted brain—you’re the bomb specialist.” 
 
    “Yeah…” He didn’t sound very convinced that his role for the next six to eight weeks would keep him from climbing the walls, and after working together for half a year, Penn knew it too. 
 
    “We’ll try to keep you occupied while you’re laid up, Lip.” 
 
    He could already feel the walls closing in on him. This was going to be a long ass break from doing what he loved…from what he needed in order to keep his sanity. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Explosives in the national park. 
 
    Jenna Underwood turned the information over in her mind for the twentieth time since learning about it. 
 
    She was trained to handle a lot of situations—recovering dead bodies and arresting people for drinking too much to name a couple. But she had never been taught to handle trees wired to explode. Who would even be crazy enough to climb to the top of a tree with a volatile compound? 
 
    Well, it wasn’t her job to find out. She was tasked with protecting people who visited Denali National Park and conserving the environment and wildlife in the process. 
 
    She’d already had a long day. Hours and hours of daylight in Alaska in June meant that it was easy to work too many hours, but she’d been on her way out of the park for the day when she heard the treetop crack and crash to the ground. When she went to investigate, she found the man. 
 
    In her mind’s eye, she saw him again, sprawled on the ground. As soon as she approached, his eyes popped open, dark hazel and full of confusion that tugged at her insides. Some of the guys she worked with said she got attached to people she helped, and she couldn’t deny it. 
 
    After helping to rescue people, she often checked up on them. Following up with them was a kindness that couldn’t be ignored. Not to mention it gave her closure. She didn’t like wondering what happened to a person who’d taken a fall and been air-lifted out of the park. 
 
    She even checked up on a bald eagle that had been hit on the road and was relieved to hear it had been sent to a rehabilitation facility outside Anchorage and would be released into the wild as soon as its broken wing mended. 
 
    When she received the call from the head of park management to assist a team in scoping out the forest for more explosives, she couldn’t help but experience a surge of pride that she’d been chosen. She could make a huge difference, and it would mean life or death to other hikers like the one she’d rescued today. But it was nerve-racking too. She’d never done anything like this. 
 
    She drove up to the ranger station, a rally point for her to meet up with the team. As she parked her vehicle, she sucked in a breath at the sight of the… 
 
    What did she call such a sight? A group of men that appeared to be a wall of muscle waiting for her. Working primarily with men meant she was comfortable with the opposite sex along with all their quirks, chauvinistic ways and habits. But these guys were another breed. 
 
    Not one of them appeared to be under six feet tall. With muscled legs the size of tree trunks and shoulders capable of holding their own against a grizzly, she wondered what she was getting into. 
 
    She’d been told they were a special unit investigating the discovery in the park. As she climbed out of her vehicle and crossed the ground to them, they all looked up. Eight men, each as formidable as the next. 
 
    “Hi,” she called out as she approached. “I’m the park ranger working with you today.” 
 
    One man stepped forward. They each sported packs and belts with gadgets hanging off them, as well as bulletproof vests. 
 
    “Are you some kind of SWAT?” She moved her attention between them. 
 
    “Xtreme Ops.” 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    “Special forces for a division of Homeland Security called OFFAT,” he explained. 
 
    She blinked slowly. “This is a matter of national security?” 
 
    He gave a grave nod. “It’s a national park, and any threats to US soil is our business. I’m Captain Penn Sullivan. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Jenna Underwood.” 
 
    He gave her a once-over. “You assisted our teammate off that mountain with a broken ankle, and for that we extend our thanks.” 
 
    Her gaze flew to his and then to the others, who were nodding. “He’s your teammate?” Now she could see it. Same bulky, muscled man with enough confidence to try to stand on a broken ankle not once but several times. 
 
    “He is, and he’s grateful for your help as well.” 
 
    “How is he doing?” 
 
    “Ticked off to be laid up for six to eight weeks. But we’ve received permission to utilize a cabin set aside for park rangers.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know of it.” Actually, she’d holed up there the previous winter after a freak storm caught her by surprise. Thank God she’d managed to reach the cabin and hunker there for several days until the roads opened again. 
 
    “Special Operative Lipton will be staying there while we search the park. He’ll be investigating behind the scenes and providing us with technical assistance.” 
 
    “So what do you need from me?” She was eager to get going. The mere idea of more explosives out there, possibly ready to detonate and injure more park visitors, had her bouncing on her toes. 
 
    “We need you to take us to the sites where hikers were injured by falling limbs in the past year.” 
 
    She froze. “You believe those incidents could be from explosives? The injuries were recorded as accidents.” 
 
    “It’s possible, but we can’t rule out anything yet.” 
 
    “Tree limbs snap under high winds and heavy snow,” she told him. But something else had happened to the man with the broken ankle. She had to admit in her line of work, she wasn’t searching for hidden dangers such as explosives. 
 
    “We’d prefer to make that determination ourselves. We’ll follow your lead.” 
 
    “Some of the places can only be reached by trails. We’ll need ATVs.” 
 
    “We have ours at the ready.” He waved toward a truck with a long trailer. 
 
    Impressed by their preparedness, she nodded. “I’m ready when you are, Captain.” 
 
    Watching the men unload the ATVs, she realized she was pretty far out of her element with these alpha men, and a bit intimidated too. She was more of a backpack through the wilderness and live out of a van type. Her colleagues had a passion for the outdoors equal to hers, and often they got together and took road trips to other state parks throughout Alaska. 
 
    As they jumped into side-by-side recreational vehicles and onto four-wheelers, all bulked-out muscle and official business, she inwardly groaned. The captain waved to her to ride with him. Jenna drew in a deep breath and hurried to join him. 
 
    They returned to the place where the treetop fell earlier that day. While the guys tracked all over the area, searching ground, treetops and everything in between, she explained what she’d seen and heard to Captain Sullivan. 
 
    “I heard a crack and hurried to find out what happened.” 
 
    “How far away were you?” 
 
    “I was hiking what we rangers call the B trail. You see, there aren’t any marked trails in the park, but we make up our own to call out locations easier. That trail follows the road we use for accessing other parts of the park, but a lot of hikers take this trail, and we monitor it regularly.” 
 
    “What do you check it for?” 
 
    She turned her attention from the wooded area to the big, mean-looking man who wore the most serious expression she’d ever seen—no, check that. The most serious expression she’d ever seen had been on Lieutenant Lipton’s face after he realized he couldn’t bear weight on that ankle. 
 
    “Hikers get lost easily. Or they get heatstroke and need hydration. Occasionally they come across a bear with cubs…” Those times didn’t always end well, but she didn’t convey this to Captain Sullivan. 
 
    “You heard the crack and came across Lipton. Where was he lying?” 
 
    She moved forward toward the fallen branches of a treetop that should have, in retrospect, killed the man. He’d obviously twisted and flattened himself to the ground at the moment he heard the branches cracking, which saved his life. After explaining all this to the team, Sullivan gestured for the guys to roll out again. 
 
    She gave directions to the site of the last injured hiker. But on the way, the guys stopped their ATVs. 
 
    “Stay here,” Sullivan ordered in a low tone. 
 
    Goosebumps broke out on her forearms underneath her forest green thermal top she wore as a base layer before she put on her ranger uniform. She remained seated, watching as the guys carefully scouted a plot of heavily wooded land spanning an acre or so. 
 
    She saw one point upward, and her heart stalled out. 
 
    What she saw clinging to the branches of yet another big old tree made her blood ice over. 
 
    At that moment, Sullivan returned, his jaw clenched into a more grim expression than she’d seen from him so far. 
 
    “Is it an explosive?” She managed to keep her voice from wobbling. Give her a territorial grizzly any day. But this? Not in her wheelhouse, within her training or her paygrade. 
 
    Sullivan nodded. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” She searched around frantically, wondering who held the trigger. 
 
    “Disarm it. Come with me where I know you’re safe.” 
 
    When she climbed out of the side-by-side, she found her legs weren’t so eager to follow the special operative toward a dangerous bomb wired to the treetop. Somehow, she forced her legs to support her. 
 
    One of the men only spared her a glance as Sullivan told her to sit by him. In seconds, the man had a phone on speaker. “Lip, this is Broshears.” 
 
    “What the hell’s happening? I’m going crazy just sitting here.” 
 
    Jenna drew a quick intake of air at the growly tone of Special Operative Lipton’s voice projecting through the speakers. 
 
    “We got something you gotta see.” Broshears held up his phone, which zoomed in far closer than any normal civilian cell phone could. She stared at the screen, heart thundering at the up-close-and-personal view of wires and a metal canister rigged to the side of the tree trunk. 
 
    “Is that—” she burst out, but stopped when Broshears leveled his stare on her. She snapped her mouth shut and listened to the exchange. 
 
    A low whistle projected through the device from Lipton. “Exactly like the one that took me out of commission.” 
 
    “We need to disarm it. Besides you, Hep’s our bomb expert.” 
 
    “I can direct you over the phone. I just need you to get into position for me to get a good look.” 
 
    Jenna felt in the way and so far removed from this incident taking place on her stomping ground. The biggest threat she encountered besides wildlife, was the occasional belligerent hiker or a fisherman being fined. Nothing at all like this. 
 
    Broshears walked left and right and in a circle, shooting video of the explosive from the ground. 
 
    “Hell.” Lipton’s curse snapped her back to attention. 
 
    “Fuck. Yeah, I see it too.” With a flick of his fingers, Broshears motioned to two of the men. They rushed over to him, along with Sullivan. The four team members put their heads together over the screen and replayed a part of the video several times. 
 
    She couldn’t see over their shoulders, being much shorter than they were, but she managed to peek through a crack between their thick, bulging biceps. When they drew apart, Lipton’s voice came out loud and clear and with all the confidence in the world. 
 
    “Here’s what you’re gonna do.” 
 
    Part of her breathed a sigh of relief that they knew what they were doing and appeared more than capable of handling it. 
 
    “Hep, rig up the climbing gear to get into that other treetop,” Sullivan ordered one of the men. 
 
    “On it, Captain,” he drawled out in a voice thickened with Southern roots. 
 
    When he started to reach for some equipment, Jenna automatically threw out an arm to stop him. He paused and stared down at her. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we find the person holding the remote to detonate the bomb? If you go into the tree, you could be killed.” 
 
    He offered her a grin that lit up his eyes and caused small creases to form around each corner—the first smile she’d seen from any of them, and she immediately warmed to him. 
 
    “Don’t worry—we know what we’re doing.” 
 
    She stepped back out of their way. Within moments, she realized the man with the Southern drawl called Hepburn wasn’t the voice that calmed her fears and put all of her trust into these men. 
 
    It was Lipton’s. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cabin where the guys had set Lipton up with enough equipment to run a smaller division of Homeland Security was cold as hell. 
 
    Built in a copse of pines, the cabin faced the wind from the east, and here in the mountains—even in June—it was far from summer temperatures. 
 
    Again, he wondered what made him choose to hike in the park instead of head for the sun, sand and surf of California. He could be lying on the beach right now with a beautiful bikini-clad woman at his side and a margarita in hand. 
 
    He could be doing more than directing his teammates to disarm a bomb. Damn, this entire situation grated on his nerves. 
 
    Hours had passed since he talked the team through each and every step. Why someone didn’t come get him and take him to the site irritated him more than anything. It was as if they knew if he got within a half mile of anything with four wheels and a battery, he’d be driving to meet them, which was why they’d stranded him here. 
 
    In this damn cold cabin. 
 
    Earlier Lipton had a fire going in the fireplace, but when he threw a glance at the grate, he saw only cold ashes. 
 
    Sighing, he pushed his chair back. His cast struck the leg of the desk, causing a vibration up through his leg bone. He ground his teeth. Damn this thing. Being stuck in a cast was bad enough, but he’d begun to feel like one of those dogs in videos that forgot how to walk when their owners put socks on them. 
 
    He stood and forgot to grab his crutches. Hopping a bit on his good foot, he floundered for the set and pulled them under his arms. The hardwood floors at least provided enough grip for the rubber bottoms and nobody would find him flat on his back after wiping out a second time. 
 
    That brought his brain around to the set of green eyes again. Useless to think about the woman who’d rescued him. He had no need of women besides occasionally getting funky in a hotel room with one, and he’d never touch a woman like the park ranger. 
 
    She wore one braid twined at the bottom with gold thread, for hell’s sake. He never did have time for hippie granola-crunchin’ types, even if they had pretty green eyes. 
 
    Eyes that were two pools into her soul. 
 
    “Shit.” He crouched before the fireplace and stacked some logs, added kindling, and some smart person had left behind old newspaper to make for easier lighting. After crumpling a sheet and stuffing it in between logs, he lit a match. He started to sit back on his heels to watch the smoke curls and the first flicker of flames, but realized he didn’t have full range of motion with his right leg. 
 
    He caught himself short of falling on his ass again. 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” He got up and stumped around the cabin, looking out windows. He threw open the door and peered at the vast forest. 
 
    Slamming the door shut didn’t give him the relief from his frustrations he needed. 
 
    After he inwardly raged another few minutes, he sank to the desk and sat before the computer once more. He needed to get a grip. He might be out of commission for a few weeks, but things could have ended much worse. That treetop was meant to kill a person, and he’d been the next victim. 
 
    Now he—and the Xtreme Ops team—had to find out who was pulling the trigger. 
 
    As he walked the team through disarming the unit, he’d screen recorded the footage they transmitted to him. And he learned the bomb was a damn primitive setup—not at all high tech enough to be a professional skilled in bomb-making. 
 
    The big question weighing on them all was who climbed the trees to place the bombs and why? Serial killers typically didn’t profile hikers—they found much easier prey. 
 
    A knock stopped his flow of thoughts. “Come in!” he called, turning in his chair and half rising. 
 
    When a dark head of curls popped around the door, he dropped to his seat again. The fairy nymph. 
 
    “Am I interrupting anything?” she asked, hesitating to step inside. 
 
    Just his solo temper tantrum. 
 
    “No. Come in and close the door.” 
 
    She did, her gaze shooting from him to the fireplace and back again. Attention centered on his face, she offered a smile. “We didn’t get much time for a proper introduction.” She stepped forward, hand out. “I’m Jenna Underwood.” 
 
    He stared at her hand. Small, soft but capable, he knew from watching her fashion a crutch from a branch. As he took her hand in his and closed his fingers around it, he felt a small pang of connection. 
 
    Quickly, he withdrew his hand. He didn’t connect with women unless it was to drill his dick into them for one night only. Afterward, he climbed off them and walked away. Hell, if asked to name all the women he’d slept with, he couldn’t bring their names to mind, and not because there were too many to count—because he didn’t give enough of a damn to remember. 
 
    Jenna laced her fingers in front of her, bringing his attention to her attire. The same green thermal underneath a stiff tan button-up shirt, green pants and a tie that made him want to rip the ugly thing off her and throw it in the fire. 
 
    By his guess, she had a few curves beneath that ugly uniform. But it was really her face that captured his notice. 
 
    A round face with a complexion he guessed would turn pink in the heat of passion. Her lips were full but small, and red on the bottom lip as if she’d chewed it a lot before stepping into the cabin. Or eaten a lollipop. Fuck—don’t think of that. 
 
    He passed over her pert nose with a spattering of freckles he recalled from the close-up of her hovering over him. And then those eyes, flecked with gold. He stared into them for a moment, wondering if she knew they matched the green of her uniform. 
 
    She seemed to be sizing him up too. A long heartbeat passed where he wished he knew what the hell was going on in her mind. 
 
    She shifted her feet, breaking the moment. 
 
    “I stopped by to see how you are.” Her voice had a calming lilt that reminded him of a pastor he’d once heard when a foster family dragged him to church. While he didn’t get much from the lessons he was told there, he did come away with a feeling of peace. 
 
    “I’m…as well as can be expected when I’m stuck here instead of out there with my team.” His gaze shot behind her to the door and back again. 
 
    “Captain Sullivan said you were a little…disgruntled.” She bit off a smile but didn’t quite succeed. 
 
    “He said that, did he?” He chuckled, and her smile broke out full force. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your ankle, but I’m glad it wasn’t so much worse, Lieutenant.” 
 
    He stared at her for a second. “My name’s Harris. Harris Lipton.” 
 
    “Should I call you Harris or Lipton?” 
 
    Few people used his first name these days. Maybe it would be nice to hear it spoken in her peaceful, soothing lilt. “Either’s fine,” he responded. 
 
    She nodded and started to speak, when his phone buzzed. He grabbed it, read the text and twisted to face his computer screen as information began to shoot in from various sources. 
 
    “What is all this?” Jenna edged closer to the desk. 
 
    His fingers flew over the keys, opening news stories and reports from all over Alaska and even Washington, as well as a number of files with classified information. “We’re trying to find any connections to the event today.” Was it still today? He’d lost track of time with the extended daylight hours. 
 
    He eyed her. “It’s after ten p.m. Shouldn’t you be finished with your shift, or do they work you park rangers day and night?” 
 
    She stared at the screen, reading over a news article from the Hoonah area and not paying attention to him staring at her profile. And that damn little braid. Why was it so distracting to him? 
 
    “I’m off duty, but I wanted to see if you needed anything before going home.” 
 
    Her words were a warm balm, and they touched him. 
 
    Undecided about whether or not to keep staring at her or send her away before he made some stupid move, he reached for the control pad on the laptop. She edged closer to read, and he froze. 
 
    Did she realize her soft, full breast that was trapped inside that ugly, stiff ranger’s uniform top brushed against his arm? 
 
    Hell, if he didn’t know better, he’d think he suffered a head trauma along with the broken bone. He wasn’t thinking straight… 
 
    And he dwelled too much on Park Ranger Jenna Underwood. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
     Too late Jenn realized that leaning over the desk this way—in such close proximity to the big, tough special operative—was a mistake. But she was so curious to see the information regarding the case, she didn’t consider how his closeness would affect her. 
 
    It must be her inner mama bear making her feel drawn to the man. Since he’d been injured on her watch, she naturally felt the need to check up on him. 
 
    But that didn’t account for her thinking about how handsome he was in a rugged action movie star way. 
 
    Harris Lipton was pretty far from her type. She always dated shaggy-haired hipster guys. Harris sported a trim military cut, and even though the strands were short, she had a shocking desire to run her fingers through it. 
 
    She straightened, which caused the side of her breast to brush against his arm. A dark shock ricocheted through her. Feeling heat infuse more than her face, she took a step back. “It’s late. I should get home. Tomorrow I have to be up bright and early to patrol the trails. Do you need any—” 
 
    Her question was cut short by a sharp, eardrum-splitting blast outside the cabin. All the air seemed to be sucked out and then the front windows exploded inward, raining glass over the floor. 
 
    “Oh my God!” She threw her arms over her head even as Harris leaped up and started for the door. 
 
    His cast thumped on the hardwood. Jenna watched him take two wobbly steps before she jumped to action, grabbing his crutches and thrusting them at him. 
 
    The insane man’s going to injure himself more. 
 
    Another boom shook the cabin. “What is happening?” she screamed. 
 
    He grabbed the crutches and reached the front door in a few swings. He threw open the door, rushing into the eye of danger instead of cowering away from it the way most men would. 
 
    “Stay back,” he ordered. 
 
    She couldn’t do that. Of the pair of them, she had both legs in working condition. 
 
    She ran to the door. Harris swiped an arm out, shoving her away. 
 
    “Get my phone and call Sullivan,” he barked the order as he reached along his spine and produced a weapon. 
 
    She ran back to the desk for the phone, searching the contacts list as she did. When she dialed him, she brought her shaking hand to her ear. She didn’t get a single word past her lips before Harris snagged the cell from her hand. 
 
    “We need backup at the cabin! There’s been another explosion. Now!” 
 
    Staring through the open door, Jenna tried to make out people or vehicles in the area but saw nothing but woods and a deep hole where something had blown up. She had to do something. 
 
    “Whoever it was might still be out here!” She pushed past Harris, jumped the steps and hit the ground running. He bellowed for her to get back, but her job required her to search for threats too. 
 
    “Wait here for your team!” she called over her shoulder. She skidded to a stop beside the ranger truck, whipped the door open and grabbed her weapon off the seat. On high alert, she threw out all her senses as she started to search the surrounding forest.  
 
    Seconds later, the rumble of an ATV sounded. Spinning toward the noise, she spotted one of her fellow rangers buzzing through the trees. 
 
    Paul Gibson saw her too and braked hard to stop next to her. “What the hell’s going on? I heard a blast and rushed over here!” he shouted over the engine. 
 
    She pointed to the front of the cabin. From here, it was obvious the front windows had been blasted out from the concussion. 
 
    “The special ops team is on their way,” she told him. 
 
    “We should have a look around. Come with me!” 
 
    She jumped onto the back of the ATV and gripped the metal rack bolted on the back, and Paul took off. 
 
    “What are you doing in this area?” She spoke loud enough for him to hear her. Even without the grumble of the engine, he was a little hard of hearing from years of shooting when he was younger before wearing hearing protection was common practice. 
 
    “Was comin’ to check on our guest in the cabin. I wanted to make sure the place was stocked with enough supplies before heading home.” 
 
    Not for the first time, Jenna thought of Paul as a cross between Santa Claus and a grandpa. While he didn’t wear the white beard, his merry eyes gave off the vibes to draw parallels. 
 
    They circled to the trail. If Jenna had to make a guess, Paul thought whoever was responsible for that explosion took the path that intersected with an access road, which wasn’t open to the public. With a gate at each end, the criminal would have a difficult time making a quick getaway and might run out of time before one of the rangers came to investigate the noise. 
 
    “I didn’t hear an engine,” she called out to him as they sped down the trail. 
 
    He twisted his head to respond. “Must be on foot!” 
 
    A ranger truck passed on the road, the white visible through the trees from the brushy path where she and Paul rode. She pointed, and Paul angled the ATV through the trees, going off trail to meet up with the other ranger. 
 
    In minutes, three of them stood in a group, getting Jenna’s side of the story. 
 
    Her coworker Joffrey stared at her. “You left a helpless man with a broken ankle in the cabin alone?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to speak. “I-I figure he’s trained to handle dangers and can see to himself.” Harris could probably kill a man with a spoon. A little broken bone wouldn’t hinder him. 
 
    A sudden roar of an army of ATV engines sounded, all circling the cabin, and she knew the Xtreme Ops had answered Harris’s call. 
 
    Now that Joffrey questioned her leaving her post, she experienced a dropping sensation in the pit of her stomach. What if he was right and Harris could be in trouble? 
 
    She glanced at Paul, who was deep in a call over the radio to their base dispatcher. She turned to Joffrey. “I need to go back to the cabin.” 
 
    His brows crinkled. “We’ll go. You should probably go home instead. You’ve been on the clock since seven.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t walk away now, but I need to return to the cabin. Actually, we all should go and talk to the team, see if there’s anything they need us to do.” 
 
    Paul’s conversation ended, and she repeated her idea to meet up with the special forces. Having more experience and age on him, he made the final call to take Jenna’s suggestion. 
 
    As soon as they reached the cabin again, Jenna leaped down from the ATV and ran toward the front door. Guilt burned in her stomach. She’d never forgive herself for leaving Harris alone if something happened to him. Or if he’d hurt himself trying to overdo it. 
 
    The door stood wide open. Harris and another team member she’d learned they called Gasper spoke in rapid tones. As she entered, Harris looked up, straight at her. His dark eyes seemed to spear through her, and she saw his jaw clench. 
 
    She worked around men for enough years to know when one was pissed. She raised her head and started forward, an apology for her lapse in judgment on her lips. 
 
    He broke away from Gasper and stumped over to her on his crutches. Before she even reached him, he grasped her by the upper arm. 
 
    “Are you freakin’ crazy running out of the cabin into danger? I gave you a direct order to stay back!” 
 
    She reeled, and any words of apology fled. “I was doing my job. This park is my territory, remember?” she challenged back. 
 
    He stared at her for a long heartbeat, eyes narrowed on her as if he’d never seen her before and didn’t recognize her. “You could have been killed,” he ground out, tendon pulsing in the crease of his jaw. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left you. I wasn’t thinking that you’re incapacitated.” 
 
    He released his grip on her upper arm and slashed his hand through the air. “You’re worried about me? Christ, woman. You rushed into the woods to stop a dangerous mark, and you’re worried about leaving me alone?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    His eyes gave a dangerous glitter. “I can handle myself.” 
 
    She was right to think this man was very different from those she knew. Harris Lipton was not part of her happy, peaceful group of colleagues, the few men she dated, or those she met on the hiking trails she loved to frequent outside the park. 
 
    “I’ve insulted you. I’m sorry,” she said quietly. 
 
    Gasper called him over. Harris gave her one last long look and then turned away, thumping back to his teammate. Even on crutches, he appeared to be untamed, built for strength and speed like a predator. 
 
    She turned back to the door. 
 
    Denali National Park was Jenna’s second home. She never felt out of her element. She handled every situation with calm ease. But right this minute, she had a feeling she was up against a big challenge. 
 
    And his name was Lieutenant Harris Lipton. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m going with the team.” Lipton squared up with his captain. 
 
    Penn wasn’t taking any shit. He shook his head. “We got it handled. We even have Cora with us.” He spoke of their newest member of the Xtreme Ops team, who acted as their personal bush guide and pilot most times. If Lipton had to guess, she’d been brought in to take his place. 
 
    “You know I’m fine on an ATV,” Lipton argued. 
 
    “It hasn’t been twenty-four hours since your injury. Don’t you think you should rest just a little while?” 
 
    “Maybe kick back with my foot propped on a nice plump pillow? Hell no. You know that isn’t me, Penn. I’ll take it easy, but I need to be out there with the team.” 
 
    Penn stared at him for a long minute. Finally, he sighed. “You’re not gonna let this go, are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He gave his head a shake. “Fine. Just don’t fuck yourself up even more. Being down a man is hard enough on the team, let alone for months if you do yourself more harm.” 
 
    “I won’t. Just get me an ATV.” 
 
    “You’re in the side-by-side with Pax.” 
 
    “Captain, we found something.” 
 
    They both turned to Pax, their other newbie. 
 
    “I’m coming.” With all the focus of a general in battle, Penn stepped away from Lipton to follow Pax out the cabin door. Before he stepped over the threshold, he threw a glance over his shoulder. “Don’t fuck yourself up, Lip. That’s an order.” 
 
    Lipton gave him a solemn nod of a promise and followed him out of the cabin. It would be a relief to drop the crutches and ride. He made it down the two steps to the ground, and his crutches sank into the wet earth. Scanning the area for Pax and the ATV, he noted the team had scattered to search the area. And off to the side of the road in front of the cabin, a group of park rangers congregated. 
 
    The sight of brown curls had his gaze zeroing in. Jenna turned her head slightly at the sound of the cabin door closing. The braid she wore swayed slightly. Though he couldn’t see the golden thread, he still searched for it. 
 
    As he watched, she climbed into an ATV with another ranger and took off. Pax waved to him. “Comin’, man?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He hobbled across the uneven ground to their own machine and he stuffed his crutches into the back beside a full gas can. In minutes, they were cutting through the dense forest. 
 
    He threw Pax a look. “What did you find?” 
 
    “It may be nothing, but it’s a bit of metal off some climbing gear.” 
 
    “Where was it found?” 
 
    “At the edge of a trail. A hiker could have dropped it.” 
 
    “That’s true. Was it buried under leaves at all?” 
 
    “Lots of leaves around it. That’s why we ruled it may be nothing. Penn will give the final call, but even so, we can’t say which direction the bomber might have fled. Any guesses as to what a motive may be?” Pax was one of the most efficient men Lipton had ever worked with. Once on the scent, he was a bloodhound with nose to the ground and he didn’t let up until the job was finished. 
 
    Since Lipton had spent hours in the ER, he didn’t have near enough information. When the intel came in, he’d been distracted by a certain park ranger followed by the second blast. 
 
    “No idea yet,” Lipton answered Pax. 
 
    They rode for a bit longer. The hour approached one in the morning, and daylight still burned. In an hour or so, it would fade for a few brief hours before sunrise. Right now, the fact they weren’t searching in the dark was to their advantage. 
 
    Up ahead, one of the park ATVs was stopped, and two people crouched beside the tire. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good.” Pax continued forward and stopped next to the vehicle. Jenna straightened, and her gaze met Lipton’s. 
 
    “What happened?” He started to climb out and realized he couldn’t get his cast wet in the mud. 
 
    She glanced between him and Pax. “Flat tire, and the mud makes it too dangerous to change here. Rick just radioed for a lift.” 
 
    “We can squeeze one of you into ours,” Lipton said before he thought. 
 
    She eyed the small space Lipton didn’t take up. Inches of a seat. And she’d be in his lap…her backside bumping up and down on his crotch. 
 
    “Go ahead,” the other park ranger named Rick told her. “You should go on home too. You’ve been at it all day.” 
 
    The man’s care for Jenna irritated Lipton for no good reason. He waited for her to make her choice. 
 
    “All right. It’s going to be a squeeze for us, though.” She started forward, and Lipton leaned onto one hip to allow her to slip into the seat with him. Luckily, the Xtreme Ops team had been provided with the best and roomiest equipment to accommodate their big sizes, but she was right—it was a hell of a crunch. 
 
    One that had him gritting his teeth as she squeezed her backside in. Her toned thigh against his had the same effect as her breast against his arm. What made him offer her a ride? Again, he wondered if he had an undiagnosed head injury. 
 
    “Ready?” Pax asked. 
 
    “Yes.” She waved to Rick, and Pax took off. She leaned forward to talk to both him and Pax. “I heard a piece of climbing equipment was found. Where was it?” 
 
    “I think you refer to the area as the D loop,” Pax said. “Do you want to go there?” 
 
    “Yes. I’d like to see where the item was found.” She shifted back again, making Lipton grit his teeth at the feel of her body sliding against his. 
 
    She moved her foot and kicked his cast accidentally. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” She leaned forward again to touch his cast. He swallowed a groan. Right now, he was seriously regretting his offer to give her a lift. He’d never been called chivalrous in all his days, so what had he been thinking to open his mouth? 
 
    “I’m fine. Sit still.” His tone came out as enough of a bark to cause Pax to raise his head. 
 
    Ignoring them both—or trying to—Lipton raised his binocs to search deep in the brush. Other than a few deer bedded down, he didn’t catch a single thing that raised his suspicions. 
 
    “Stop!” Jenna’s exclamation had Pax braking. 
 
    Lipton reached for his weapon along his spine, knocking his elbow into Jenna’s breast. She grunted but a split second later leaped out of the ATV and took off into the underbrush. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” He tried to follow her and Pax shoved him back down. 
 
    “You can’t walk on that cast. I’ll go after her.” 
 
    Feeling as helpless as he’d ever felt in his life, even as a child who’d endured enough shit from his father to put a man in therapy for the rest of his days, Lipton watched as Pax joined Jenna in the thick bushes. From here, the leaves were black from shadows and he didn’t even want to think about the dangers that could be lurking there. Besides wild animals, there was a fucking crazy bomber on the loose. 
 
    She cried out, and he lurched half-out of the ATV, balanced on his good foot. Heart pounding, he called to them, “What did you find?” 
 
    “It’s a hawk! He’s hurt. Quick, Pax, gimme your coat. I’ll wrap him up.” 
 
    A rustling sound followed, and a minute later, both returned to the ATV with Jenna carrying a large bundle wrapped up in Pax’s military issue coat. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Harris. Can you just…scoot over more to make room for me to hold the hawk on my lap? It looks as if he was attacked and narrowly escaped from whatever predator took a chomp at him. You should see his leg and wing.” 
 
    With no choice, he scooted over as far as possible, crowding into Pax’s seat. 
 
    “How the hell did you spot that from the moving ATV?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s what I do. I’ll need to get him back to the ranger office and someone will call the woman who rehabilitates birds of prey. Is that possible?” 
 
    Lipton lifted his jaw toward Pax. “I’ll take you to the team and you can go with them while I take Jenna and the bird back. I’m not much help on the search anyway.” 
 
    Pax nodded and made a call to Broshears to find out the coordinates of the other team members. Jenna guided them from trail to road and finally another trail to reach them. After they came across Broshears, Pax climbed out. 
 
    “Guts and glory, man,” Pax said to him. 
 
    “Guts and glory.” Lipton slid into his seat and took the wheel. 
 
    “Should you be driving?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” He couldn’t look at her. When he no longer felt the warmth of her body next to his, he missed it. 
 
    Dammit, if he didn’t know better, he’d think that doctor back at the hospital had slipped him the pain meds he refused to take. Lipton was not thinking like himself. 
 
    As he drove away, Jenna pointed out a road. The animal bundled in her lap remained still, quieted from not being able to see anything. “Take that trail clear to the end and you’ll end up about two hundred yards from the station.” 
 
    He threw her a glance. 
 
    “Why are you giving me a dirty look?” For the first time, he detected an undertone of irritation in her usual calm voice. 
 
    “You have zero regard for your personal safety, do you?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    “You’re used to what—the occasional drunk and belligerent tourist? Or a bear who didn’t appreciate being woke up from a nap?” 
 
    She sliced a glance his way before she returned it to the dirt trail ahead. Her silence was enough of an answer for him. 
 
    “You can escape a bear but not a bear of a man.” 
 
    “I’m trained in self-defense. Besides, I’m armed the same as you.” 
 
    He swallowed down the laugh that threatened to emit from him. No, it was not the same at all. 
 
    He needed to unload this woman as quick as possible and return to work. Even being locked in the cabin staring at a computer sounded better than watching this woman throw herself into danger. 
 
    She didn’t say a word for the rest of the ride. He wondered if he’d pushed her far enough to make her angry. What would an angry Park Ranger Jenna Underwood look like? Probably sexy as hell, with her eyes flashing and a flush riding just underneath her skin to pinken it. His guts clenched, and he shot down the image in his brain at point-blank range. 
 
    When they rolled up to the station, she climbed out with the bird tucked against her chest. 
 
    “Want me to come with you?” Lipton asked. 
 
    “No.” She didn’t bother looking at him and walked into the building. Five minutes later, she returned bird-less. 
 
    Her green eyes met his as she braced her hand on the frame of the ATV and leaned in. “Can you take me to the cabin? My truck’s still there.” 
 
    He nodded, and she settled in the seat next to him. As they bumped along the trails leading back to the cabin where this entire catastrophe of a night began, he wondered what he could say to ease the tension snapping between them. 
 
    “You’re pissed off,” he said. 
 
    She turned her head to pierce him in her stare. “I have no reason to be pissed. I’m tired and Rick was right—I should call it a day.” 
 
    “How far away is home?” 
 
    “About a thirty minute drive east.” 
 
    He fell into silence, brooding over her living conditions and if she took precautions with her safety. Crazy woman probably doesn’t even lock her doors. She probably invites intruders in to sit around and sing Kumbaya with her. 
 
    He heaved a sigh, and she shot him a glance from the corner of her eye but said nothing. When they arrived at the cabin, she eyed the front. “I can’t leave you with those windows blown in. I’ll help you find something to close them off from the elements. Rain’s coming tonight.” 
 
    “I can manage.” 
 
    She eyed his cast and the crutches rattling around behind the seat. “I’ll help,” she said with a bit more force. 
 
    When they stopped before the cabin, Penn walked up to them. 
 
    “Anything new to report?” Lipton turned all business in the presence of his captain and forgot about bird-rescuing fairy nymphs. Or at least he managed to shove Jenna to the back of his mind. 
 
    “We didn’t find more of the equipment that this fell from.” Penn pulled an object from his pocket and opened his palm. In the center lay a small metal clip. 
 
    Jenna leaned over his hand to inspect it closer. “Looks like it might be a buckle from a waist belt.” 
 
    Penn nodded. “Any you’ve seen before?” 
 
    “Too good for anything we have.” She straightened. “All our equipment’s old. We had some better, but it went missing six months ago.” 
 
    Lipton and Penn glanced at her sharply. “Missing?” Lipton repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, a couple rangers lost some items from the bed of a truck. Thought it bounced out along the road but they never did recover any of it.” 
 
    “Do you recall what went missing besides the climbing gear?” Penn asked. 
 
    “A shovel. Some flares. A whole box of stuff bounced out. Later they figured out that one of them had left the tailgate down.” 
 
    “I see.” Penn rubbed at his jaw, deep in thought. 
 
    “I have one of those boxes in the back of my truck right now if you’d like to see the contents.” Jenna gestured toward her vehicle. 
 
    “Yeah, I’d like to see.” Penn waved to Lipton, who entered the cabin. The floor was still littered with glass shards, and a cold breeze washed through the open windows. After a search of the cabin, he located a broom propped in the corner of the kitchen area and a dustpan hanging on a nail. Carrying these humble items while managing his crutches proved to be a challenge. 
 
    He made it halfway to the windows, having dropped the dustpan twice, when Jenna entered again. 
 
    She took in the situation he was in and hurried forward. “Let me do that.” 
 
    He relinquished the items to her, watching as she bustled to the glass scattered far and wide on the floor and began to sweep. 
 
    Staring at her might not be a good idea, so he sat at the desk and tried to focus on the words on the screen again. The sound of glass grating across the floor and the swish of the broom distracted the hell out of him, though. 
 
    After several minutes, she dumped the last of the glass into a trash can. “There. It’s not perfect, and I wouldn’t go walking around barefoot. I admit I’m not the best at housekeeping.” 
 
    For some reason, that made him want to smile. He didn’t, of course. 
 
    She went outside and returned carrying a box. She dropped it to the cabin floor, took out a knife from some pocket and proceeded to slice the box into panels. 
 
    “Can I do anything?” Lipton hated being on this end of the action. 
 
    “Should be duct tape in that drawer.” She gestured to the kitchen, and he hobbled across the space to retrieve it. 
 
    When he returned, she stood with her back to him, a panel of cardboard held up to the open window. She threw him a look over her shoulder that had his guts clenching, thinking of her thigh against his. Her breast against his arm. 
 
    “Are you able to tape while I hold this in place?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Maneuvering around her to do the taping gave him a different kind of challenge. Because each time their bodies brushed, he grew more aware of Jenna. 
 
    They managed to seal off the windows with an ample amount of cardboard and duct tape. Once finished, he handed her the roll. Extending his wrists, he leveled a stare at her. “Tape my wrists together.” 
 
    She blinked up at him. “Um…is this some kind of sexual fantasy of yours or something?” 
 
    A noise left him, bordering on a chuckle but sounded like tearing paper instead. “No. Remember I told you that you can escape a bear but not a man? I’m going to show you a trick.” 
 
    “I don’t really need a lesson in safety. It’s almost two in the morning.” 
 
    He continued to hold his wrists out to her. Finally, she relented. “Fine! If it will get you off my case, I’ll do it. Besides, I might like taping you up more than I thought.” She yanked the duct tape with a screech and began applying it to his skin, wrapping it around his wrists a couple times. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    Pulling her lower lip between her teeth, she applied more. 
 
    “Nice and tight, Jenna.” 
 
    Her gaze shot to his. With more determination than he’d seen from her, she made the last two loops super tight. He saw that she did enjoy incapacitating him. No wonder—he hadn’t exactly given her an easy time over the past twenty-four hours they’d known each other. 
 
    She stepped back, roll in hand, a curl flopping down into her eye. She pushed it back. “Well, Lieutenant. Show me what you can do.” 
 
    Holding her stare, he raised his arms overhead. In one swift move, he jerked his arms down and his elbows back, snapping the duct tape and freeing himself. 
 
    She stood there, staring at him. “Impressive. But I took a course on getting away from an abduction right after ranger training, and I knew that already.” 
 
    He peeled the tape off one wrist and wadded it in his fist. “Why would you take a course on that?” 
 
    “Because I’m a trailblazer, Harris.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “A person who hikes alone.” 
 
    He felt a rumble of a growl start low in his chest and bubble up his throat. “Alone? You hike Denali alone?” 
 
    “Not just Denali. All over Alaska. Spent some time in Oregon two summers ago as well.” 
 
    He shifted his weight, remembered his cast, and shifted it back. “You’re telling me you take off alone into the wilderness to hike?” 
 
    She looked at him for a long moment. “I’m going home now, Harris. I’ve had a long day. You have too. You should get some sleep.” She didn’t answer his question, but he didn’t need her to.  
 
    He told himself not to say what he was thinking—but she could encounter anything driving out of the park. He’d already determined the woman had absolutely no regard for her own safety. 
 
    “You shouldn’t go out there, Jenna. Stay the night here. There are two rooms.” 
 
    Her green eyes widened. 
 
    “You’re so exhausted you’re swaying on your feet. And you need to rest.” 
 
    She stilled, her expression faraway as though she was taking stock of her own physical capacities. For the first time, he felt as if he understood something about the woman. He too checked himself at times, because his mind pushed him far beyond his physical limits. 
 
    “Are you on duty tomorrow?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What time?” 
 
    “Seven a.m.” 
 
    “Mere hours from now. You should stay.” He tried for an offhanded tone but even to himself the words sounded tight. What did he care if she wanted to go? 
 
    Because she could be in danger just by going to work. 
 
    He wasn’t her personal bodyguard, though. He’d seen crime his entire life, starting with his own father’s raised fist, used against him. 
 
    Jenna met his stare, bringing him back from that dark memory. “I don’t have any clothes with me.” 
 
    “I’ll give you one of my shirts to sleep in. The guys dropped off all my gear. I probably even have a spare toothbrush I haven’t opened yet.” 
 
    He jerked his head nonchalantly toward the small rooms in the back of the cabin. “The bed’s there if you want it. I’ll probably be right here in my chair, reading files for the rest of the night.” He went to his duffel sitting next to the fireplace and unzipped it. He came out with a black long-sleeved shirt, which he placed on the chair before he moved to the desk, aware that she watched him in silence. 
 
    “All right, I’ll stay. This will be easier. I don’t have anyone waiting for me at home anyway.” 
 
    Until this minute, he didn’t realize that was important to him…that she didn’t have someone special waiting for her to climb into bed after her long day. 
 
    Without another word, he took his seat at the desk. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jenna pick up his shirt. 
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    Jenna slept like the dead. 
 
    Maybe it was the long day or her mind making an escape from the dangers of the day, but she couldn’t even recall a single dream. 
 
    She spent a moment going through emails on her phone and then found a text from a friend of hers, a trail buddy she hadn’t heard from in a good six months. 
 
    She’d met ‘Jack’ in the Ketchikan area more than three years before. She was on a solo hike and when she came across a group of campers, they invited her to share their fire, a common practice on the trails. She took them up on the offer and made new friends. 
 
    She’d also earned her nickname of Moon Shadow that night. When the moon shot high into the Alaskan sky, she found her people—and her true self. 
 
    A song had come to mind, something her parents sang when she was a kid, and she broke into “Moonshadow” by Cat Stevens. 
 
    After she finished singing to wide stares across the fire, the campers broke into applause. 
 
    One called Jack began calling her Moon Shadow. Trail life was a whole culture, and many dropped their own names once they stepped foot on one. Jack made it known that wasn’t his real name, and he had fled a high six-figure job at a tech company to get back to his roots. He hadn’t been home to Rhode Island in a year, and he no longer answered to his former name. He was Jack. And to him, she was Moon Shadow. 
 
    Occasionally, they texted each other to check in, make sure the other was still walking the Earth. Another thing about the trail life was that people cared. The new family she’d gained simply by sharing a fire would forever be dear to her heart. 
 
    Jack had separated from the others and took off on his own. Last she heard, he was living down south in the Chugach Mountains. His text now said otherwise. 
 
    He was hitching a ride to Denali, and did she want to meet up to camp for a night or two? 
 
    She started to reply that she did, but stopped. With all the uncertainty and danger right now, she didn’t want her friend in the park limits. They knew of two explosions, and the Xtreme Ops team suspected other fallen trees were not acts of nature. 
 
    The first thing the special ops team had done was close the park to visitors, but that didn’t mean people weren’t still out here. The rangers all knew this and were working to find these people and ask them to leave for the time being. She had to alert Jack. 
 
    In a brief text, she told him that the park had been closed to visitors because of a threat. She didn’t expect him to reply right away, so she quickly dressed in her clothes from the day before. 
 
    Taking off the shirt she’d slept in that belonged to Harris gave her a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach. The minute she dropped the black fabric over her body, she realized the sheer enormity of the man. The shoulders hung off hers. The sleeves she rolled three times to end at her wrists, and the hem skimmed her knees. 
 
    Maybe being shrouded in his shirt had been the reason for sleeping so heavily, as if his protection was woven into the fibers. 
 
    She shook herself and folded the shirt, placing it at the foot of the bed for him to find later. Then she went into the small bathroom consisting of campground-like facilities. The water came from a cistern caught by runoff from the cabin roof. The composting toilet kept to code for the park waste. 
 
    On a short wood shelf above the sink, she found Harris had placed a toothbrush still in its packaging. Why did that make her stomach feel a little funny too? 
 
    She washed her hands and face and brushed her teeth. Feeling slightly more herself, and less of a stranger who cared about how a man’s shirt fit her—or the man who’d loaned it to her—she walked out of the bathroom. Her uniform shirt hung open, and she began buttoning it over the thermal undershirt she wore. 
 
    When she stepped into the front room, she found Harris seated in the same place she’d left him. He turned from the laptop, his stare hitting hers for a moment before dropping to her hands working her shirt buttons. 
 
    She fumbled with one and it slipped out of the buttonhole. To cover her nerves, she nodded toward the computer. “Did you sleep at all?” 
 
    “A few hours.” 
 
    “My head hit the pillow and I didn’t budge.” 
 
    “I thought I heard your phone ring in the night.” 
 
    She stared at him. Had he been listening for movement behind her closed door? Silly—of course he would be on high alert for any noise either in or out of the cabin. 
 
    “A text from a friend,” she told him. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Another heartbeat passed, not uncomfortable but not what she was accustomed to. The second felt super-charged somehow, like a lightning strike that didn’t meet the ground. 
 
    “Did you get something to eat?” she asked to fill the silence. 
 
    “Grabbed a granola bar off the kitchen shelf. They’re stale.” 
 
    “There might be pancake mix to add water to.” 
 
    He waved a hand. “I’m good, but you’re welcome to make pancakes. Or I have a couple MREs in my bag.” 
 
    “What’s an MRE?” 
 
    “Meal, ready-to-eat military ration. I usually carry the meatballs in marinara sauce ones because I prefer them.” 
 
    That brought a slight smile to her face. Thinking about this big, rough, unbending man liking anything amused her for some reason. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “Why the smile?” 
 
    “I figured a man like you eats bullet casings and rocks for breakfast.” 
 
    He didn’t appear to be amused. Unsmiling, he said, “Nice.” 
 
    She backed away and turned to the kitchen. There she quickly mixed up some pancake mix, dumping in extra in case Harris changed his mind. As she heated a cast iron skillet and applied some lard from a tin, she realized her good night’s sleep revived her and her body and brain were more than ready to take on today’s challenges. Either hunting down bombers or rescuing birds of prey, she was ready. 
 
    “What’s that song you’re humming?” Harris’s deep voice reached her. 
 
    Had she been humming? She didn’t realize. 
 
    She turned from the propane-fueled stove only to see Harris sat stiff in his seat and didn’t glance her way when he spoke. 
 
    “It’s a song my parents used to sing when I was little.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    An awkward silence descended between them, and she felt the need to speak. “How is your ankle this morning?” 
 
    “The damn cast is chafing, but it’s fine.” 
 
    She studied his wide shoulders clad in a black material. She wouldn’t be surprised if he was wearing a bulletproof vest too. She slid her gaze up his tanned neck to the short, dark hairs on the back of his head. 
 
    Realizing the pancakes were smoking, she quickly turned the burner down and flipped them. All three were a bit browner than she preferred but it was her own fault for not paying attention. 
 
    “You burning those pancakes?” Again, he didn’t turn when he spoke. Holding a conversation with a man who wouldn’t even glance her direction irritated her. 
 
    “Nope.” She lifted the pancakes onto a plate and stood at the counter eating them with a bit of birch syrup she’d found in the cupboard. Probably left here by Paul. She never did see a person so crazy about birch syrup. He’d even been known to tap trees to gather his own sap. He’d taught her a lot about the Alaskan wilderness, how to live off the land and harvest for herself if she ever had the need or desire. 
 
    When she twisted to glance at Harris, she found him staring at her. She lifted her fork. “If you want some, there’s more mix. All I need to do is start the burner again.” 
 
    “I’m good. Thanks.” 
 
    “Did you find anything in your search?” She eyed the computer setup. 
 
    “I can’t share information.” 
 
    “Of course.” She took another bite of the triple stack of pancakes and chewed. She had to leave soon and check in at the ranger station for her shift. After the previous day’s events, Lord knew what she’d get into on the job today. 
 
    She went to take another bite, aware of Harris’s eyes on her as she lifted the forkful to her lips. Before she took the bite, though, her phone rang. Her happy, upbeat ringtone caused Harris to wince, and she knew he must be thinking that she was an annoying woman and in his way. 
 
    Before her cell rang again, she put it to her ear. “Moon Shadow.” 
 
    From the corner of her eye, she saw Harris’s dark brows draw together into a thunderous V. 
 
    “It’s Paul. We’ve got a report of a dead moose.” 
 
    “Hit by a car?” She dropped her fork, food forgotten. 
 
    “Poachers.” 
 
    Crap. “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    She ended the call and hurried to the door, where she put her boots on and bent to tie the laces. “Don’t worry about cleaning up my dishes. I’ll come back at some point today and do it.” 
 
    He said nothing but when she glanced up from tying her bootlaces, she found his gaze on her. 
 
    “What’s the emergency?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing that involves your mission. A poacher.” She straightened and searched around for her coat but realized she’d left it in her truck along with her backpack full of supplies. 
 
    “Will you be all right?” she asked. 
 
    She didn’t think those dark brows could draw down into an angrier expression, but they did, tightening into a crease above the bridge of his nose and creating a deep furrow. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he bit off tightly. 
 
    She assessed him for another second. “With a dangerous bomber on the loose, I don’t like leaving you alone in the cabin, especially with your leg in a cast.” 
 
    He issued a noise that sounded more like a wild animal than most wild animals made. “I’m not an invalid.” 
 
    She nodded. “I have to go. I’ll be back to take care of those dishes and check in on you later.” 
 
    She turned to the door, and another growl of irritation followed her outside. It seemed whatever she did or said, it would never be right to Lieutenant Harris Lipton. 
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    Son of a bitch. 
 
    The woman knew how to get on his nerves, under his skin and chafe him the wrong way, just like his cast. 
 
    Had she seriously suggested that she needed to protect him? Even a cracked skull couldn’t keep him from seeing to his own personal safety. Unlike Jenna, who took off with a madman on the loose in order to rescue a damn bird with a crippled leg and wing, he took safety seriously. 
 
    He inhaled deeply but only caught a whiff of smoke from the pancakes she claimed weren’t burned. 
 
    When he turned back to the computer screen, he let loose another grunt of annoyance. He’d gone through all the intel sent to him, and he’d even done hours of digging on his own, going so far as to run background checks on all the park personnel. All checked out, and until his captain gave him another order, he had nothing to do with his time. 
 
    Staring at these four cabin walls wasn’t doing him any favors, and the team left without him to comb the mountains for more explosives. 
 
    Hell, he was even jealous that Jenna could leave and hunt for a poacher. That thought led to several minutes of grinding his teeth over the idea of her facing down danger without the proper training or regard for her safety. 
 
    And why the hell did she call herself Moon Shadow, anyhow? 
 
    With too much energy and nowhere to exert it, he hopped on one foot away from the desk and settled on the floor. After a hundred-fifty sit-ups, he flipped over and did a hundred pushups, half of them one-armed to compensate for not being on his toes on his injured leg and resting on his knee instead. 
 
    Barely winded, he grabbed his crutches and stabilized them under his arms. Since he couldn’t see through the cardboard and duct-taped front windows, he moved to gaze out another window—in the room where Jenna had spent the night. 
 
    As soon as he entered the space, he saw the neatly made bed and at the foot, his folded shirt. His gut clenched at the sight. Had she worn it…slept in her clothes…or naked? 
 
    An uneasy breath left his lungs, and he stumped to the window to peer out. The small, high window offered a piss-poor view of the back of the cabin, with only a few bleak tree trunks in sight. 
 
    He turned from the window, thought about grabbing his shirt but in the end left it there, for what reason he didn’t know. Jenna wouldn’t be staying the night here again. 
 
    At the front door, he cautiously opened it, saw nothing and no one, and breathed in the scent of pine and sap. Hard to believe he’d injured himself less than twenty-four hours before. He’d lived through some long motherfucking days, but the previous one might have won a prize. 
 
    Unless this one proved worse. It was barely seven in the morning and he was already bored. 
 
    He slammed the door shut so hard the birds quit singing, and he moved to drop into the chair next to the fireplace. For a moment, he stared at the cold ashes and decided to start a fire. Unable to crouch with his cast, he knelt on the floor and used a sharp knife from his pocket to shave off curls of wood for kindling. After he had small orange flames licking at the wood, he fed sticks of wood into the fire. 
 
    With some warmth radiating from the wood, he dragged the chair away a foot or so and sat glaring at the flames. 
 
    His entire life had become one big, unending mission, and being forced to sit with only his own thoughts became torture. Since the day he left the foster care system at seventeen, he’d been working to stay alive, first on the streets of Chicago where he grew up. Staying alive on the rough streets took smarts, and he managed to survive until the age of eighteen when he joined the Marines. 
 
    The Marines was a vacation after living on the streets. He didn’t need to wonder where his next meal would come from, and three squares and a place to lay his head at night where nobody would fuck with him, steal the few possessions he had in a backpack or try to slit his throat, meant he could focus on new goals. 
 
    To be the biggest, baddest, toughest motherfucking Marine the Corps had ever seen. 
 
    A few tours overseas fed his adrenaline-junkie soul. Disarming bombs too. After that, he was recruited to Operation Freedom Flag, a division of Homeland Security, and his attention turned to neutralizing threats on US soil. 
 
    In the few months since Xtreme Ops had been formed, every chance he got, Lipton took off to explore the harsh terrain, pushing himself on climbing expeditions and then the hike in Denali that put him out of commission. 
 
    Sitting here brooding over all this made him realize that he hadn’t relaxed in his entire life. And he didn’t know how to fucking do it. 
 
    Or how he’d survive sitting in this chair staring at the fire like an old man. 
 
    He scraped his fingers through his hair and glared at the flames flickering over the side of a log, blackening it to char. His soul was as black, tainted by his abusive father in childhood and countless foster families who called him dumb or worthless. He didn’t give trust easy, and the men he served with were the closest thing he could call family. 
 
    Looking at his duffel, he considered unpacking everything and re-packing it in a more efficient way and abandoned the idea. He couldn’t improve the way his gear was packed. 
 
    He pulled out his knife and opened the blade, turning it to catch the light to see if the edge dulled by shaving off wood. He picked up a stick no bigger around than a half dollar and tested the blade on the bark. Shaving off the birch proved easy with the sharp edge. He shaved more and more. 
 
    Pretty soon he turned the wood around, taking small chunks away to form a shape. So this was what the next six to eight weeks had been reduced to—sitting around whittling like an old man. 
 
    He produced a crude-looking bear that stood about six inches high. Knowing that he could do better, he grabbed another stick of wood and created another bear, this one with not only a better shape but a bit of life to its expression and some lines for fur. He set that up on the floor by his chair and made a pair of squirrels. After studying them, he figured they’d better have a nut to fight over and carved a little walnut to set between them. 
 
    Pretty soon he had five animals, which he carried over and lined up on his desk. Standing back, he examined them. 
 
    Both bears’ ears were lopsided and could use work. He could do better. 
 
    The cabin door opened, and he automatically reached to his spine for his weapon. A curly head popped around the frame, and he dropped his hand to his side. 
 
    “Hi.” Jenna entered the cabin and closed the door behind her. In her hand, she held the straps of a fabric bag, and she appeared to have changed clothes at some point. Her uniform was the same, but she’d swapped the green thermal for a purple one. 
 
    His gaze shot to her curly hair. For a moment, he thought she’d deconstructed that small braid she wore, but she tilted her head and the light caught a glint of gold among the loose natural curls. 
 
    When their gazes met, he also noted a pink flush to her cheeks, probably put there by spending most of her day outdoors. 
 
    She flicked her eyes away and gasped. “Oh my God!” 
 
    His brows shot up. “What?” 
 
    “What are those!” She rushed a few steps to the desk and stared at the wooden animals he’d spent the morning—and possibly the afternoon too—carving. 
 
    She shot a look at him. “Where did you get these? Out of your bag?” 
 
    His brow crinkled. “I made them.” 
 
    “Made them? When?” 
 
    “Today.” Up close, he realized she had ash in her hair and smelled like woodsmoke. Without seeming obvious, he inhaled more of her scent. 
 
    She bent over the carvings and sliced a glance his way. “Can I pick them up?” 
 
    “Feel free.” They were just crudely fashioned bits of wood. Why was she making such a big deal out of them? 
 
    He watched as she drew the first bear into her hand. Head bent and curls falling forward, she studied the bear while turning it over and over in her hand. She placed it back on the desk and reached for the second, doing the same with it. When she spotted the little tail he’d attempted to give life to, she pressed a fingertip to it. 
 
    The pair of squirrels came next, the walnut and finally, his half-assed attempt at the bird she’d rescued the day before. 
 
    “These are amazing.” When she turned to him with wide eyes, he felt as if she’d stroked a hand over him. Her eyes had an I-just-saw-a-cute-puppy-dog expression, the depths glowing. 
 
    He realized with a stunned shock…that he was seeing her happiness for the first time. 
 
    And it was a fucking jolt to the soul. 
 
    To escape the insane new adrenaline rush, he stumped to the chair and picked up the piece he’d just finished before she came in. He tossed it into the box of firewood and pocketed his knife. 
 
    Jenna rushed forward and plucked the carving from the box. She cried out and whipped toward him. “You weren’t going to burn this, were you?” 
 
    “It’s just a carving.” 
 
    “Just a… Oh my God. You did all these today?” With the tiny otter in her hand, she waved toward the desk and the other carvings. 
 
    “Nothin’ better to do around here.” 
 
    “You could sell these, you know.” 
 
    He met her stare. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Money?” 
 
    He lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Got enough of that.” 
 
    “Other people don’t.” She bent her head over the otter, running her fingertip along the rounded furry head and down to the haired paws. 
 
    With a wrench of his heart, he wondered if she referred to herself. 
 
    She raised her head. “You could help people by selling these and buying things they need such as warm socks and jackets.” 
 
    He swallowed hard, some of his worry for Jenna trickling away. “If you know someone who will buy them, you’re more than welcome to do that.” 
 
    She turned the otter over in her hand again. “Oh! I forgot I brought you something.” 
 
    Why did his guts clench as he watched her cross the room to where she’d set the cloth bag down by the desk? She returned and stopped before him. With a smile stretching her red lips, she reached into the bag and pulled out a plant. 
 
    He stared at her. “This is for me?” He didn’t know whether to be irritated or touched. First of all, most men didn’t give a damn about plants. Second, why was she bringing him gifts? 
 
    “It’s a get-well plant.” She held the small clay pot out to him, and he stared at the spiked plant, wondering what the fuck to do with such a thing. 
 
    He took it. “Thank you.” 
 
    She bit her lip a moment, still smiling. “You don’t have a clue what to do with it, do you?” 
 
    He felt like laughing but didn’t so he wouldn’t risk hurting her feelings. “Not at all.” 
 
    “Haven’t you ever been sick?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She leaned in and spoke in a baby voice. Astounded, he realized she was talking to the plant. “Plants cheer people up, don’t they? You just give her a little water and sometimes a sprinkle of food. Lots of light. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Maybe you should take it home with you. I’ll kill it.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. You’re trained to take care of things.” She laughed—a little murmuring chuckle that raised the hairs on his nape and tightened his groin all at once. “I printed the feeding and watering instructions and taped them to the bottom of the pot.” 
 
    The woman was delusional if she thought he was trained to do anything but kick ass or put a bullet between a criminal’s eyes. She was also a cute crazy person who talked to plants. 
 
    He lifted the pot to see the small print. “What do I feed it? Does it eat steak?” 
 
    She laughed again. “No, but I figured you do.” She reached into the bag again and pulled out a meat tray wrapped in clear plastic that contained a ribeye. 
 
    His mouth watered and he was pretty sure he fell in love with her in the same moment. 
 
    And he realized that her gifts—and Jenna—really did cheer him up. 
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    All the events of the past two days were blurring together. 
 
    And Jenna knew when the world seemed to spin out of control this way that she needed to calm things down and take time for herself. 
 
    Typically, she’d set off on a solo backpacking trip and communed with nature, but that didn’t seem very calming with a crazy on the loose. When she picked up the plant at the gift shop, she impulsively grabbed a spool of thick string. She pulled this from her coat pocket and set it on the small table. 
 
    Then she glanced toward the kitchen. “Wait—I told you not to clean up after me.” 
 
    “The smell of the burned pancakes was getting to me.” 
 
    Heat seeped into her cheeks, and she turned her attention to the string to avoid eye contact. She had no idea why she decided to come back for more of Harris’s obvious dislike of her. The pair of them would never find common ground, and Harris struggled to be civil. Several times, he’d lost his temper, such as when he accused her of ignoring her safety. 
 
    That resulted in him showing her how to escape duct tape bonds…which she had to admit was pretty hot. 
 
    But they’d never be friends. 
 
    “Do you want me to fry your steak for lunch?” she asked him. 
 
    “Sure. That sounds good.” 
 
    While he stumped over to the table and sat down, she located the cast iron skillet and set it on the burner. Aware of his gaze following her, she tried not to drop the can of lard. 
 
    “Why lard?” Harris asked. “Are the park rangers asking for heart attacks?” 
 
    She chuckled as she spooned a dollop into the pan. “It keeps for a long time, unlike butter or margarine. In a pinch, you could even eat it straight from the can for calories.” When she shot him a glance over her shoulder, she found him staring at her backside. 
 
    A gulp of surprise worked up her throat. Jenna wasn’t one of those hot girls who won all the guys. From a young age, she was the weird girl in school, and then the weird girl in college and in the supermarket where she worked between classes and in summers. 
 
    Only when she found her true home on the trails and in the national park did she stop thinking about how she didn’t fit in, and instead, how she did. 
 
    Her colleagues were her people, and the people she met on the trails her kin. But men like Harris Lipton didn’t look at women such as her. 
 
    Except he was. 
 
    She nearly scorched the lard and removed the pan from the burner to allow it to cool before adding the ribeye steak. 
 
    “Why didn’t you bring two steaks? Did you already eat?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh.” She half turned from the range. “I’m vegetarian.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” he muttered. “What are you going to eat?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll grab something when I get home.” After adding salt and pepper to season the meat, she searched the pantry shelf, searching through canned goods left here by other rangers. Having Harris’s undivided attention unnerved her. She also found herself getting breathless by how good-looking he was. 
 
    He took up the entire wood chair, his big body stretched out and his casted leg extended. His hands rested on his muscled thighs that filled out his black cargo pants perfectly. 
 
    Fighting to keep her focus and not scorch the steak or the canned, sliced potatoes she dumped into the pan to brown, she turned her back to Harris. The silence felt loaded, electrically charged. She could only guess it was her barging in. Even bearing gifts, he didn’t want her here. 
 
    “Does your ankle hurt?” she asked to keep her mind occupied. She flipped the steak. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Would you like me to get you a cup of coffee?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Seeing that he wasn’t going to hold a conversation with her, she finished his meal and served it on a metal plate. When she set it before him, he stared at the food for a moment and then at her. 
 
    “There’s no steak sauce or ketchup for your potatoes. Sorry.” 
 
    He gave a light shake of his head. “You fix me a meal I never expected to eat today and you’re sorry there aren’t condiments?” 
 
    She blinked. Was he serious? 
 
    As he lifted knife and fork and tucked into the steak, she realized he was serious. She took the chair opposite him and drew the spool of string toward her. 
 
    He paused midbite to meet her gaze. “I feel bad you’re not eating.” 
 
    “I’m fine. I had a late lunch.” 
 
    “What does a vegetarian have for a late lunch?” 
 
    “Carrots and hummus.” 
 
    His dark brow winged upward a twitch. “How filling.” 
 
    She hid her smile by ducking her head and started to pull some of the thick cotton thread off the spool. While she worked it into a series of knots and loops, Harris watched her and ate. 
 
    “What are you making?” 
 
    “A plant hanger.” 
 
    “A what now?” Two potatoes speared on the fork disappeared into his mouth. 
 
    She tried not to think of how manly he looked while eating. “A plant hanger. For your new plant. It can hang near a window and get the most light. Here in Alaska, that’s important for plants.” She fashioned the first macrame row, and the hanger started to take shape and become something. She loved doing things with her hands, making something out of nothing. 
 
    The way Harris had with those carvings. 
 
    He finished his food and attempted to carry his empty plate and silverware to the sink plus use his crutches. 
 
    “I’ll get it.” She grabbed the plate from him. His silverware slipped off and hit the floor. She bent to retrieve it, realizing too late that her head was on the level with his crotch. 
 
    It bulged the front of his pants. 
 
    Quickly, she straightened, fought a rising flush of heat and hurried to the sink. 
 
    “I’ll wash up since you cooked.” His voice sounded rough…grating. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll just finish this and be out of your hair.” 
 
    At the mention of hair, his gaze shot to hers. Was it her imagination or did his eyes linger on the small braid she always wore? 
 
    Minutes later, she had the plant hanger fully formed, with a long loop of thread to hang from a hook on the ceiling or at a window. When she popped the little plant into the cording, she couldn’t resist beaming at Harris. 
 
    “It’s perfect!” 
 
    His chest gave a hard heave and he turned away from her. “It’s great. Hang it in the window if you can.” 
 
    Her stomach sank at his nonchalance at her gift, and she shook it off. He must be tired. Bored. Irritated to be locked up here while his team searched the park for more explosives. Last she saw, they had a canine crew and a handler with them. 
 
    She moved a chair over to the small window over the sink, located a nail put there by some other person, and hung the plant from it. 
 
    When she climbed down and stepped back to examine her skill, she saw that a few of the loops weren’t the same size as the others. She threw a glance over her shoulder, and she saw Harris sporting a strained expression. 
 
    “I learned how to macrame from a woman who lives near Winner Creek. She runs a zipline business there in summers for tourists, but she teaches homesteading classes too.” 
 
    “People need classes to learn how to homestead?” 
 
    “Mostly she gets city people who have no intention of going off the grid, but their money keeps her fed and under a roof. She teaches arts and crafts as well, and I took the macrame class.” Her words fell lamely between them. 
 
    Harris wasn’t interested in the things that sparked a love in her soul. They were very different people, coming from different walks of life. 
 
    “I’m going to head home now. I hope—” Her words were cut short by her walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Anybody within range? I could use backup. I’ve got a park visitor refusing to leave.” Paul’s voice projected to her, and he named a location. 
 
    Shooting a look at Harris, she pulled her radio off her belt and brought it to her mouth. “This is Moon Shadow. I’m at the cabin with Lieutenant Lipton. I’m close and on my way.” 
 
    She rushed to the door. “I’ve gotta go. Be sure to take care of yourself, Harris.” She hurried out and closed the door. It wasn’t until she had climbed behind the wheel of her truck that she realized she could no longer smell Harris’s masculine scent…and she missed it. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Every single time Lipton saw that rope hanging in the kitchen, he thought of a better use for it. 
 
    Around a woman’s ankles. 
 
    Her wrists. 
 
    Binding her to a bedframe. 
 
    And he envisioned a pair of green eyes sparked with gold glowing up at him. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    When she dropped the silverware and bent over to retrieve it, his cock had given a hard jerk behind his fly. Hell, he’d been half hard watching her backside twitch with every little movement she made while cooking. 
 
    The memory of her cranking open the can using an old-fashioned can opener, and her breasts jiggling, had his teeth grinding. She’d awakened his libido, and he had no damn clue why. 
 
    She wasn’t pretty in the conventional way of women from his past. Those women were long-limbed with manicured fingernails and hair that cost a lot to maintain in a salon. 
 
    Jenna “Moon Shadow” Underwood wore an ugly park ranger uniform, and the green pants made her resemble an elf. She didn’t eat meat, while he was the biggest carnivore on the Xtreme Ops team. 
 
    She also hummed while she worked. Did she even realize she’d been humming while knotting all those damn thin ropes together to create a plant hanger? For a plant that she brought him as a gift, for God’s sake? 
 
    And since she left the previous night to assist the other park ranger, he’d taken up his knife and a stick of wood and created several more carvings. He got to the end of one animal and chopped off his ear by accidentally removing too much wood at once. It left the wolf one-eared and appearing more comical than menacing. 
 
    He was about to toss it into the crackling fire, when there was a knock on the door. He started to call out for whoever it was to come in and reached for his crutches, and Jenna entered. 
 
    She backed inside, a bulky box in her arms. He opened his mouth to ask if she’d brought more plants, when she turned. 
 
    He got a good look at her bruised face. 
 
    Fury hit his system. 
 
    “Jesus Christ. What happened to you?” He stumped across the floor to reach her in seconds. 
 
    She ducked her head to avoid his stare and set the box on the floor between them. He noted the barrier she’d created, lifted a crutch and shoved the box of food out of his way. 
 
    He stepped up to her and raised a hand just short of touching her bruised cheekbone. “Who the hell beat you, Jenna?” 
 
    “It’s from that call last night. It took two of us to get this guy into our truck, but he got a few jabs in before we did.” 
 
    “Fuck. Has this happened before?” He didn’t like how she avoided looking at him. He dipped his head to catch hold of her gaze. 
 
    Relief swept him. Those green-gold depths appeared clear of fear, at least. She reached up to brush the dangling braid from her cheek, and he spotted more bruises. 
 
    He caught her wrist, lightly circling it with his fingers. She sucked in a gasp as he turned her arm over and pushed back the sleeve of her thermal shirt to reveal several half-moon bruises on her arm. He guided her sleeve upward, following a trail all the way to her elbow. 
 
    “Hell, Jenna,” he ground out. 
 
    Her gaze shot to his, warm and bright and searching. He realized how fast her breaths were coming. Was she in pain? 
 
    The thought shook him. He released her arm, but neither of them moved. He didn’t realize how many freckles she actually had on her face, probably a combination of being naturally pale and having a job working outdoors. 
 
    His stare dropped to her mouth. Sure enough, her lips bore a hint of that pink-red that kept him wondering if she sucked lollipops. He knew some cops or military personnel who did that to distract themselves from stress. And if she was getting assaulted on the job, no wonder she was stressed. 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    She twisted her lips. “It wasn’t a big deal, Harris. You don’t have to go all Xtreme Ops on the guy—he’s already sitting in the local jail.” 
 
    His mouth twitched at her words. Going Xtreme Ops on anybody wasn’t a term he’d heard before. 
 
    “So what happened? He didn’t want to leave the park?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    She didn’t want to give him the full story. Why was he pushing her for it? 
 
    For some reason, he needed to hear her say it. Maybe then he could control his feelings about it. 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    She shrugged and pulled her sleeve down. When she started to step away, he caught her by the upper arm. She winced, and he immediately dropped his hand. 
 
    “Fuck—you’re bruised there too?” 
 
    “It’s sort of…up my entire arm to the shoulder. He didn’t come quietly. I…had to tase him.” 
 
    He gaped at her. Of course he knew park rangers were equipped to handle such situations, but he couldn’t picture this small woman pulling out her taser and striking down anyone. 
 
    As he studied her, she raised her jaw. “See? I do hold my personal safety in regard.” 
 
    He gave a nod. “Does this happen often?” 
 
    She shrugged, but he noted the movement was small, probably due to her bruised shoulder. He’d like to peel off her tops and see the damage for himself. 
 
    Why was he tormenting himself with this? She was fine—she handled herself. The man was locked in jail. 
 
    “Park rangers are one of the most assaulted law enforcement officers,” she said. “Because there are fewer of us, we don’t have enough backup. Denali National Park doesn’t employ nearly enough of us, and we’re spread too thin. It’s why when I get a call, I go. If I get in trouble, I want my fellow rangers coming to my aid too.” 
 
    As she spoke, he registered the weight of her words, but his focus centered on her mouth too. On the sweet, plump lips, too red to be natural, and the flash of her straight white teeth between them. How would she taste? Like the cherry lollipops she probably sucked on? 
 
    Realizing how close he was to kissing her, he stepped back. 
 
    By her expression, he couldn’t tell if she was relieved he stopped interrogating her…or something else? Her gaze followed him before she dropped it to the box at her feet. 
 
    “I brought supplies. Since we’ve been using them.” 
 
    “I don’t recall you using anything.” 
 
    She hefted the box into her arms again and carried it to the table. She dumped it there and busied herself putting away more canned goods and some boxed items that would last the test of time as well as provide fuel for anybody unfortunate enough to be stuck here. 
 
    When she finished, she turned to the plant hanging in the window. “Aren’t you looking lovely this morning? You’re getting all the light, but you look a little thirsty.” 
 
    The woman was nuts. Who talked to plants, took solo hikes into the wilderness, wore gold threads around a braid in her hair…or went by the name Moon Shadow? 
 
    “Did you water her this morning?” She turned to Lipton. 
 
    A jolt of electricity passed between them and stabbed deep through his chest, as quick as a sword lance. 
 
    Son of a bitch. He really was attracted to her. 
 
    He didn’t want to be. 
 
    He couldn’t freakin’ figure out why he was. 
 
    And she must feel it too, if her pretending he wasn’t in the room indicated anything. 
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    Jenna ran a bit of water into a cup and stood on tiptoe to empty it into the plant. 
 
    “I thought the instructions said to water every two days.” 
 
    The smooth, deep tones of Harris’s voice had her body going haywire. As did his close proximity when she entered the cabin and also him gently touching her wrist to examine her bruises. 
 
    Each glide of his callused fingertip over her skin left behind a brand, a mark nobody could see but she could feel to the pit of her stomach and down into the curls of her toes. 
 
    She didn’t need to bring food today. The cabin had enough stock to see a person through a week or more. If she was honest with herself—and she didn’t really want to be—she had come just to see Harris. 
 
    To feel his eyes on her and know that breathless, heart-racing feeling he left behind. She rubbed her arm where he’d touched her, her heart skipping as she remembered the brush of his fingers. 
 
    “Jenna.” 
 
    Rooted to the floor, she realized he stood close enough that his body heat radiated to her. Afraid to turn, she barely pivoted her head. 
 
    “Look at me.” His softly spoken command rang out, sending vibrations like the strike of a gong through her body. 
 
    Slowly, she inched around, her back at the sink and chest heaving at how close he really stood. Boots touching hers. His huge frame hovering over her. 
 
    “Harris.” Her whisper came out as a plea, but a plea for what? 
 
    A knock on the door had her ducking out from between Harris and the sink edge. She put ten steps between them. 
 
    Harris sliced a glance her way and barked, “Come in!” 
 
    She expected to see one of his teammates coming to share information with him, and was shocked to see Paul enter the cabin. 
 
    “Paul.” 
 
    As if Harris didn’t have crutches or a cast impeding him, he planted himself in front of her, rushing so fast that she didn’t notice until he blocked her view of Paul. 
 
    She scuttled out from around him. “Were you looking for me? I was just dropping off supplies for the cabin and checking on Lieutenant Lipton.” 
 
    He issued a low growl and moved in front of her once more. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered at his broad spine and sidestepped to approach Paul. 
 
    “I saw your truck and thought I’d stop to check on you. After what happened yesterday…” Being the fatherly figure he was to her, he looked her over. “Bruised up a bit, but all right?” 
 
    Harris cleared his throat—loudly—and entered the conversation without being invited. “Did you try to block her from the man who hurt her?” 
 
    “Harris!” she exclaimed. “Of course Paul did. It’s our job to defend each other as much as the visitors to the park.” 
 
    Paul eyed him, a hint of amusement at the corner of his hard lips. “We did what we had to do, Lieutenant. Same as you and your team do.” 
 
    She could almost feel the tension inside Harris hitting her like waves against a shore during a storm. She started to reach a hand toward him to calm him down but realized Paul might see and take her touch as something more. 
 
    “I’m fine, as you can see. Thank you for checking in—” 
 
    “Doesn’t look as if you’re wearing any bruises,” Harris accused Paul. 
 
    Her coworker drew up to his full height and the men stared at each other. Okay, this was getting out of control. 
 
    “I’ll be going into town this afternoon to that shop that has the homemade oatmeal cookies you love, Paul. Want me to pick you up some?” 
 
    Both men stared at her. They knew what she was doing by distracting them. As if by some unspoken agreement, both men stood down. Harris planted his crutches on the floor and stepped back, while Paul moved to the door. 
 
    “I’ll grab those cookies for you, Paul,” she called as he closed the door. 
 
    As soon as she heard his footsteps leave the steps out front, she whirled to Harris. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    His brow lifted. “I didn’t realize a woman like you swears.” 
 
    Flustered, she sputtered and waved a hand in the air. “What does that have to do with anything? And what do you mean a woman like me?” 
 
    “Just that you’re so good and open and pure. You talk to plants, for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she fought for balance. This man threw her overboard with every word and look he gave her. “Why were you challenging Paul? I don’t need you acting as some kind of big, muscled bodyguard!” 
 
    “I don’t know him.” 
 
    “So that means you don’t trust him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why don’t you trust anyone?” 
 
    “Why do you trust everyone?”  
 
    “I work with him. He’s a friend and acts the same as a father to our group. Or grandfather. He’s harmless, and you treated him as though he was going to attack me.” 
 
    “He never would have attacked you,” he said in a low voice that made her think that he didn’t believe Paul was harmless so much as he believed in his own skills to protect her. 
 
    As if she needed protection. 
 
    Frustration forced heat into her cheeks, and she knew she must be flushed. As if she needed more heat in her body, when Harris’s closeness did the job. 
 
    Her gaze landed on the box near the fireplace, and she escaped out from under his heavy, hazel stare before she did something rash—like kiss him just to lift the scowl from his handsome face. 
 
    “You wanna get out of here?” Her question startled even her. 
 
    Harris’s eyes widened. “Hell yeah.” 
 
    She grabbed the box of carvings and carried it to the door, twitching her head for him to follow. Outside, she shot a cautious glance around before heading to her truck. There, she placed the box in the back seat and watched Harris make his way down the few steps to the truck. 
 
    “This isn’t your ranger vehicle.” 
 
    “No. I’m off-duty. It’s my truck.” 
 
    “I didn’t take you for a Ram kinda girl.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m an Alaskan girl, and you need power and good tires.” She almost asked if he needed help getting in but knew she’d insult him. She jumped behind the wheel and waited for him to slam his door. 
 
    As they drove, she told him what she’d seen with the team, how they had the canine force out searching for more explosives. 
 
    He nodded. “Penn told me. I offered to go with them, but he said I’d serve the team better by healing fast.” His words came out almost as a growl. 
 
    “He’s right. Did you learn anything from the articles or files?” She took a road out of the park and hit a back road that led to a small tourist stop-off. 
 
    “I can’t share anything with you, Jenna.” 
 
    With him seated beside her, crutches tossed into the back carelessly, she had a chance to study him. In the background, her CB radio noise sounded with occasional talk from the other rangers. 
 
    “Where are we going, anyway?” 
 
    “To sell the carvings. I wanted to make sure you know what I get for them, in case you want the cash.” 
 
    He folded his arms. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, it’s still your right to full disclosure. I don’t operate any other way.” 
 
    “I can see that about you.” 
 
    “Where are you, Moon Shadow? I need your report on last night’s incident,” Paul said through the radio. 
 
    Throwing Harris a look, she grabbed the radio. “I’ll come into the station in an hour or so.” 
 
    After she replaced the radio in its holder, she noted deep furrows along Harris’s forehead, making him appear meaner, tougher and altogether hotter. 
 
    “I want answers about that too,” he said in a dark tone. 
 
    Her insides gripped, leaving a twisted trail of heat. Her heart pattered too fast, and she became all too aware of how much strength emanated from the man. 
 
    They passed a pharmacy, and she gasped and pointed to the moose standing in the landscaping, munching on a bush. “They’re pests here at times,” she told Harris. 
 
    “Looks as though he’s just trimming the bush.” 
 
    Her cheeks scorched at how that sounded coming off his lips. 
 
    He chuckled. “Calm down, Jenna. That isn’t what I mean.” 
 
    His explanation made her blush worse, and she felt sweat dampen her throat. Thank God they arrived at the shop before she burst into flames. 
 
    They took the carvings into the shop and sold them for forty dollars apiece, which shocked her almost as much as Harris. When they took the cash and returned to the truck, he met her stare. 
 
    “I didn’t realize they’d go for that much.” 
 
    “We have a nice little chunk of cash.” 
 
    “What do you wanna do with it? Go out to eat?” 
 
    “I was thinking of stopping at a supermarket.” 
 
    “For more steak?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Minutes later, they exited the store with several bags containing food and warm socks. 
 
    “Who are these for?” Harris asked when they got back into the truck. 
 
    “A friend of mine in need.” She studied his face for signs of him rejecting her plan. 
 
    “Okay. I’m glad to help in my small way.” 
 
    She popped open the console and pulled out some lollipops, offering one to Harris. He gave her an odd look before saying, “No thanks.” 
 
    She popped one into her mouth. “Paul got me hooked on sucking lollipops while I drive. He started because he quit smoking, and I have no excuse other than I like them.” 
 
    Harris stared at her until she wiggled in her seat but said nothing. 
 
    On their way back to the cabin, a storm crashed down on them. The raw power of the lightning streaking across the sky kept her enthralled as she navigated the back roads to the cabin. They sat out front for a while, waiting for the torrential downpour to stop, but it showed no sign of letting up. Waves struck the truck, causing it to shudder with the force. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll make it to the station to give my report. I’d better radio in.” After she did, she peered up at the sky hoping to see a break soon. “Doesn’t seem to be letting up, does it?” she asked Harris. 
 
    “Do you want to brave the rain?” he asked. 
 
    “Do you? I was going to head home. My shift was over before I came to see you.” 
 
    Her words hung between, a loaded weapon and a game of Russian roulette but with hearts on the line. Which one of them would fall? It’d be her, for sure—Harris didn’t even like her. 
 
    “It’s pouring, and it doesn’t look as though this storm’s letting up,” he said, looking through the blurred windshield. He turned his head to pierce her in his deep stare. “Stay here another night.” 
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    Lipton slumped in the desk chair and massaged his thumb and forefinger into his eye sockets. The silence of the cabin surrounded him. Not even the crackle of the fire or shifting of logs sounded. 
 
    He wasn’t tired and yet his body told him to go to bed. It’d been a long-ass day, but neither his mind nor body were occupied. Down time wasn’t his thing. 
 
    Neither were cute little fairy nymphs who tasered grown-ass men. 
 
    Despite the things he told himself about Jenna, he still wanted to kiss her. When he spotted that bruise on her cheek, he’d come close to cupping her face. He’d pulled his hand back short of touching her, and good thing too. If he’d cradled her face, felt those curls against his fingers, he might have lost his head. 
 
    His chest tightened from the thoughts whirling on high speed through his geared-up mind. 
 
    The division of Homeland Security he worked for, called OFFAT for Operation Freedom Flag Alaska Tundra, had sent him little information since the initial dump of files, and he’d pored over everything in a short time. 
 
    However, he couldn’t stop thinking about the climbing gear Jenna mentioned that went missing six months earlier. Why hadn’t that been investigated further? His mind kept returning to the puzzle, and he needed to look into it if the park rangers weren’t. 
 
    Tired of sitting and needing to move, he grabbed the crutches and paced to the kitchen window and stared out at the fading light of day. 
 
    He was the first to admit he made a horrible patient. The only challenge he’d found had been carving, and at least he could claim the silly occupation that passed his time had earned some money, which would do some good to Jenna’s friend. 
 
    Jenna. Son of a bitch, why couldn’t he quit thinking about the woman for more than a few minutes? What made him ask her to stay at the cabin for a second night? He must relish the burn of wanting a woman and not being able to have her. 
 
    “Fucking masochist,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    Then he heard it—a low grumbling noise. 
 
    Cocking his head, he threw out his senses. There it was again—louder this time. 
 
    He placed a hand on his weapon along his spine and picked his way quietly through the cabin. The only exit was through the front door, but that didn’t mean someone hadn’t forced their way through a small window. Though he’d like to see the person who got past him. 
 
    With a healthy dose of adrenaline in his bloodstream, he moved toward the bedrooms—first his, peeking through the open door and seeing nothing. At Jenna’s closed door, he paused. 
 
    The noise grew louder, like the growl of a wild animal. 
 
    He whipped open the door and scanned the room in the same instant. His gaze roamed from wall to wall, taking note of Jenna’s curled form on the bed before he stepped into the space. 
 
    She sat up and groaned. 
 
    His balls clenched at the sexy little sound. 
 
    Shoving her curls off her face, she peered at him through sleep-slitted eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I heard a noise.” 
 
    She groaned again and this time dropped her face into her palm. “I was snoring, wasn’t I?” 
 
    Snoring? Hell, now that he thought of it, the sound might be a snore. 
 
    He stumped on his crutches to the bed and pulled back the covers. She gasped at the invasive action, but he had to make sure. 
 
    “Since a wolverine isn’t in bed with you, that must be it.” 
 
    “Ugh!” She whipped her pillow over her face in the cutest move he’d ever seen. She was the cutest thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Chuckling out of sheer surprise, he sank to the edge of the bed. His weight caused her to roll toward him. When she bumped into him, she tried to brace herself so they weren’t touching. With the pillow half covering her face, she said, “I need a second pillow to prop myself up or I snore.” 
 
    Staring at her, he came to the realization that his heart was pounding and his cock was growing. She was wearing his shirt again, and damn if that didn’t have him fully hard and aching. 
 
    She shifted the pillow and cocked an eye at him. “Well, say something!” 
 
    “How can you be so cute?” His voice pitched low. 
 
    She froze. He didn’t even think she was breathing—hell, he knew he wasn’t. 
 
    For a moment, he thought she wouldn’t respond at all, but she lowered the pillow from her face and stared up at him. His chest gave a hard flex at the sight of those beautiful green-and-gold-flecked eyes. When he looked at her mouth, he saw the redness was gone. He would have bet his trigger finger that she had a lollipop habit, and he’d been right. Seeing her suck on the cherry candy had just about stolen his goddamn control. 
 
    His gaze traveled down her neck to her soft, full breasts stretching his black shirt. When she moved to prop herself on one arm, he spotted the bruises she sported. 
 
    He captured her wrist and gently turned her hand over. “Tell me about this.” 
 
    “Harris,” she started. 
 
    “I have to know,” he grated out. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered. “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s what I do. I protect people—you said that yourself, and until you did, I never saw it that way.” 
 
    “The man who did this is in jail,” she told him for the second time. 
 
    “That isn’t what I asked you.” 
 
    With a sigh, she moved over on the bed, making room for him to lie beside her. 
 
    This was a bad idea—a very bad idea. 
 
    Lipton didn’t do intimacy like this, either. He banged women up against a wall or bent over a table. He didn’t lie next to one. 
 
    His heart hammered as he lay down facing her. Then she began to talk. 
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    When Jenna began relating events, she didn’t realize how cathartic it would be. Maybe because she had yet to give her official report to her boss on the matter, she had yet to purge it from her system. Lying here with Harris Lipton did that. 
 
    “As park rangers, we’ve all faced rowdy, uncooperative people who don’t want to take our direction. This guy was the same. He had a two-week trip to the park planned, and I don’t blame him for getting ugly when we told him he had to leave.” 
 
    This close, she realized Harris’s eyes weren’t the hard feature she once believed. The depths held a buttery warm toffee softness, and each eye was framed by thick dark lashes, longer than her own. 
 
    “Being disappointed that your vacation’s cut short is no reason to assault a woman.” 
 
    “Or anybody,” she corrected. 
 
    “You’re right. You’re far from the weaker sex, Jenna. But fact is, he did hurt you.” 
 
    “Not much. He got hold of my arm and forced me to the ground.” 
 
    He searched her eyes, but she could tell he didn’t really see her, but saw the scene playing out in his head. 
 
    “Where was Paul at the time?” 
 
    “Standing over us, trying to get him off me. He struck the guy with a baton, and he turned on Paul.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    She sighed. While she was happy to forget the rest of the incident, she could see Harris had some need to analyze the altercation blow by blow. 
 
    “The guy released me.” She didn’t tell Harris that his heavy hiking boot had been cocked back, prepared to deliver a kick to her. “As soon as he turned on Paul, I grabbed my taser and got him in the side.” 
 
    “You shot from the ground?” 
 
    She nodded, and a curl dipped into her eye. His gaze followed it, and then traveled lower to her mouth. 
 
    Awareness zipped into her veins. Could he possibly enjoy looking at her as much as she did him? Maybe he didn’t dislike her as much as she once thought…and her attraction might not be so one-sided. 
 
    “It sounds as if you did everything right.” 
 
    She chuckled at his admission. “I was trained to handle things such as this, I told you. Plus, I have three years of experience.” 
 
    He raised a hand to her face. When he lightly brushed the curl away, she hardly felt his touch on the surface. Deep in her soul was another thing. 
 
    Her body came alive, her breaths rushing faster, her pulse pounding. Under his shirt she wore, her nipples pinched into hard, aching buds, and that same heat clutched at her lower belly, to slip between her thighs. A throb began in her pussy, giving her the urge to squeeze her legs together—to hold in the pleasure-ache—but she was afraid he’d see. 
 
    A shiver rippled through her, followed by another. 
 
    When he lowered his hand, she missed his touch, even if it was nothing. Nothing like she wanted—like Harris rolling her onto her back, hovering over her and his mouth working over hers. His big palm covering her breast, rubbing at her nipple until she cried out. The rustle of clothes as they stripped and he slipped his cock between her legs… 
 
    She shuddered at the fantasy going on in her head. 
 
    “Jenna?” His voice came out as a croak. 
 
    “I’m cold,” she lied. “Maybe we could both use some hot cocoa.” 
 
    As soon as the words left her mouth, she wanted to suck them back. Cocoa? What she really wanted was Harris. 
 
    Some magical thread connecting the two of them seemed to snap. He nodded and sat up. “That sounds good,” he grated out in a roughened voice. 
 
    Staring at his back, she tried to summon the courage to plaster her body against his from behind, wrap her arms around that thick, muscled chest and drop her lips to his neck. 
 
    While rubbing on him. 
 
    She stifled a groan and climbed off the bed. She realized she stood bare-legged wearing only Harris’s shirt that stopped above her knees. 
 
    She darted to grab her pants, and Harris leaped up. Head down, he hurried from the room. She didn’t bother changing her shirt and instead tucked it into her uniform pants. When she walked out into the kitchen area, she found Harris at the fireplace, hand braced on the mantel and head bowed. 
 
    His despondent pose brought a gulp of worry to her throat. 
 
    Cocoa. Her momma always said there wasn’t anything a mug of hot cocoa wouldn’t fix. And luckily, she’d had the foresight to purchase some earlier for the cabin stores. 
 
    She hurried to the range. While preparing the cocoa, she threw looks over her shoulder at Harris. He didn’t move from his pose or look up. 
 
    When she tested the temperature of the cocoa, someone pounded the door. She jerked and nearly scalded herself on the hot pan. 
 
    Harris’s gaze landed on her as he rushed to the door on crutches. “Stay there,” he ordered and grasped the bolt of the door lock. 
 
    “Lip, open up!” 
 
    Harris whipped open the door, and Broshears entered. In a second, his gaze swept the room, skidded over her standing at the range and back up to look at her more closely. 
 
    The corner of his lips twitched as he most likely noticed her wearing Harris’s shirt. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want at this time of night? What’s going on?” Harris demanded, irritation woven through his words. 
 
    He followed the special operative’s stare to Jenna and positioned himself between them. “Broshears, what’s happening? You didn’t come here to wake us up.” 
 
    “You were already awake. Do I smell cocoa?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to offer him a mug, but Harris growled low in his throat. 
 
    “Did you guys find something new? We haven’t heard about any more explosions, but did something happen?” 
 
    “Calm down, Lip. Penn sent me to give you the latest move. Hep, Beckett and Gasper checked out an old trapper cabin and found something.” 
 
    Jenna abandoned her post at the range and drifted forward to the men. Broshears looked her over, and she knew a man who earned his living never missing a detail would notice her disheveled state and the fact she wore Harris’s shirt. 
 
    She also realized how the situation must appear to him. 
 
    “What was the discovery?” Harris asked, purposely not looking her direction. 
 
    “Bomb-making materials. Some fuses.” 
 
    “Any explosive material?” 
 
    “Not on site, no. If there is any, maybe buried in the woods around the cabin, we’ll find it. We’ve got a good canine team and a handler who knows more than enough to keep us on track.” 
 
    “Who is using the cabin?” he asked. 
 
    “It appears to be empty.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but where is this trapper cabin?” Jenna asked. 
 
    “On the southwest corner of the park, outside limits. We’re headed there now,” Broshears said. 
 
    “Should I come with you?” Jenna was more than ready to jump into action. 
 
    “No,” Harris said in a firm voice before Broshears could respond. 
 
    Jenna folded her arms at his high-handed tone. 
 
    “Penn asked me to gather more intel from you.” Broshears pulled out a device that appeared to be a combination of a cell phone and a mini tablet. He brought up a map on a screen and held it out for both her and Harris to see. “I need detailed information and locations of where the other treetops have fallen over the past three years.” 
 
    Both men looked at Jenna. 
 
    “That might be difficult to go back years, and most of the trees that snapped were assumed to be high winds or snowfall. Some we probably don’t even know about. The park is too vast to keep tabs on such things. You already learned about the hikers that have been injured in the past year.” 
 
    “Take this.” Broshears passed her the device. “Add a marker to each spot that you can recall.” He looked to Harris next. “I need what you haven’t sent Penn in the past two hours.” 
 
    “There’s not much to send. I’ve done some digging, but OFFAT hasn’t given me anything new to analyze since about eighteen-hundred hours.” He led the way to the desk, and Broshears followed, leaving Jenna to sit down at the table with the map. 
 
    When she finished, she looked up. Her stomach heated when she realized Harris was listening to Broshears but staring at her. 
 
    “I’m finished,” she announced. “I added every spot I can remember. But the park is over six million acres.” She gave a chuckle. 
 
    Broshears walked over to her and took the device. “We’re heading out now.” 
 
    “I really think I should go,” she insisted. “I can do some good in your search. I know a lot of this park. More than most, I’d say.” 
 
    “Why do you make that claim?” Harris stumped over to them. 
 
    “I do a lot of exploring. If I don’t hike to new places, I drive.” 
 
    Broshears looked to Harris. “We’ll take her.” 
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    No way in hell was Lipton letting Jenna go without him. 
 
    And all his killer instincts were at the ready—he wouldn’t let anything touch her. 
 
    He also knew a brand-new torment, because the long daylight hours meant he was able to see her curves bouncing around in the ATV next to him. After a few hours on the trails with the team, exploring each and every site trees had been reported to have fallen, the trapper shack and a small cabin along the way, he realized something new about himself. 
 
    He was getting close to this woman. 
 
    The fact he’d laid in bed next to her without claiming her proved that he cared. Not that he hadn’t battled fantasy after fantasy of kissing those plump lips while moving inside her. 
 
    “Stop! Someone’s walking down the trail.” Jenna prepared to jump from the ATV that he insisted on driving despite his cast. 
 
    “Wait. Don’t make a move until—” 
 
    “I know him! Stop here.” 
 
    When he braked, she leaped to the ground and took off walking at a fast clip toward the hiker. Lipton clenched his jaw as she quickened her pace… She stopped before the man, and then threw her arms around him in a warm embrace. 
 
    A sharp stab in the center of Lipton’s chest had him issuing a growl, and he stomped on the gas, buzzing up next to them. 
 
    He grabbed his crutches and stepped out of the ATV, his stare riveted on this hiker Jenna knew—the one with his arms encircling her in such a familiar way. 
 
    They stepped apart and Jenna beamed. “Harris, this is Jack.” 
 
    “Jack…?” He waited for a last name, because the minute he had a chance, he would be researching this motherfucker in the national database. 
 
    “Just Jack.” The man extended a hand. Clean and bone thin, the man looked as if he never stopped moving and existed on nuts and berries. He wore his brown hair in dreadlocks that fell over his shoulders in ropes. 
 
    He was exactly the type of man Lipton could picture Jenna being with. And the way they embraced proved a connection. 
 
    He gripped Jack’s hand a little too hard. The man smiled. “That’s some grip you’ve got, Harris.” 
 
    He didn’t look away, smile or indicate in any way that he wouldn’t rip this man’s head off. 
 
    Jenna nudged him, and he released Jack’s hand. 
 
    The pair smiled at each other. “When did you enter the park?” she asked. 
 
    “Late Monday, if my memory’s on track. All the days run together.” 
 
    “It happens on the trail. I got your text and tried to get in touch with you to tell you the park isn’t accepting visitors right now. There’s a matter of security,” she told Jack. 
 
    They were close enough friends that they texted. Maybe it was even Jack who texted Jenna in the night. 
 
    Jack’s brows drew together. “I hadn’t heard. I didn’t exactly come in through the park’s entrance.” 
 
    She laughed. “Of course you didn’t. I wouldn’t expect anything else from you. I hate to tell you to go, but it’s for your own safety. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He hung his head for a moment. “I came all the way to Denali to see my old friend Moon Shadow and you’re kicking me out?” He looked up at her with what Lipton would call a flirtatious grin. 
 
    She gave a small toss of her curls. 
 
    Son of a bitch. She likes him flirting with her. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you. I’d love to meet up with you. Maybe you could stay nearby. Oh. You could stay with—” 
 
    “We’ve gotta get moving, Jenna.” Lipton cut her off before she said what he feared she planned to say next. Stay with me. 
 
    Goddammit. 
 
    He wasn’t a jealous man—had no cause to be. Long ago he learned that foster kids didn’t get first priority, special treatment or love. He’d shut down the center in his brain that conjured attachments to most people or the ability to feel jealousy. 
 
    But Jenna made all his circuit boards overload and now he felt a thick green rope coiling around and around his heart the longer he stood looking at her with this “friend.” 
 
    Jack had the presence of mind to pick up on Lipton’s tone of voice. “I’ll go, but only if you promise to text me so we can plan a date. Maybe beneath the moon?” 
 
    Her wide smile hurt Lipton to look at. He glanced away but didn’t move from her side. 
 
    “That sounds great.” She hugged Jack again. “Don’t go far, okay? We have to catch up after all this time.” 
 
    He nodded, beaming at her. At Lipton’s girl— 
 
    No, not Lipton’s girl. 
 
    She wasn’t his and couldn’t be. Their lives were far too different. Hell, they’d only known each other for days—a mere handful of hours in the course of a lifetime. 
 
    “I’ll text you,” Jack told her and turned his attention to Lipton. “Nice meeting you, Harris.” 
 
    He didn’t reply at first, only took in every detail about the man, from height and weight to the small scar marking his eye at the corner. 
 
    He moved to the ATV again and climbed behind the wheel, stowing the crutches in back. Damn this broken ankle for keeping him from giving off all the formidable, menacing vibes he was capable of. 
 
    From his seat, he glared at Jack until he threw Jenna a wave and turned back down the trail where he’d come from. Jenna watched him go for a moment before taking her seat next to Lipton. 
 
    He cranked the engine to make conversation impossible. Then he rolled past Jack. Jenna twisted to look back at her friend and waved. 
 
    When she faced forward again, she settled a glare on Lipton. “What was that?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me, Moon Shadow? And start with that name. Why do you use it and why is that asshole calling you that and asking you to meet him under the moon?” 
 
    His chest felt hot and tight and constricted, as if he didn’t have enough room for his vital organs. 
 
    She looked ahead and pointed. “Take that route.” 
 
    “Fine.” More than happy to get more distance between them and Jack, he buzzed along the new route. 
 
    “Slow down so we can talk.” 
 
    “I’ll do better than that.” He stopped the ATV and cut the engine. Turning to her, he waited. 
 
    For a moment, she said nothing, only searched his face. She gave a small shake of her head. “I don’t understand you at all,” she whispered. 
 
    “I asked you to tell me about the name you use.” 
 
    “I don’t have to answer you. I’m not under investigation. I’m helping you and your team.” 
 
    Feeling more and more of an ass as the seconds ticked by, he met her stare. “You’re right.” 
 
    “And?” Her green eyes glowed with expectancy. Or from the aftereffects of seeing Jackass again. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath. “I’m sorry. Please tell me what the name means.” 
 
    “It’s a trail name,” she said without hesitation. 
 
    “Trail name?” 
 
    “Yes. Sometimes people who take to the trails want to escape their lives for a little while. They take on different names or personas.” 
 
    “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    “No. It’s shedding the crazy rat race of the world out there”—she pointed in no specific direction—“and finding one’s roots.” 
 
    “And your trail name’s Moon Shadow.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She ducked her head. “It’s a song title. An old song my parents used to sing to me as a kid. Though in the title, Moonshadow is one word. I use two.” She saw his expression and waved a hand. “Anyway, I was on a solo hike and came across a group of campers. They asked me to sit at their fire.” 
 
    “And you did?” His voice rose a notch. 
 
    “Yes. It’s nice to accept an offer to sit at someone’s fire.” 
 
    His fists clenched and his eyes nearly rolled back in his head that she’d tossed away all safety precautions. “What if they’re serial killers? Do you know how many people go missing in state and national parks every year? Thousands!” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m aware. Listen, do you want to hear this or not?” 
 
    He forced himself into some semblance of calm, though his fists remained tightly coiled until his fingers ached. 
 
    She continued, “The moon was low in the sky, a huge golden orb that glowed bright and beautiful. It lit up the whole world. And I started singing that song. From that moment on, the name sort of attached itself to me.” 
 
    Her voice took on such a dreamy, faraway tone that he fell into a state of awe too. This woman was beyond anything he’d ever known.  
 
    He started to lean toward her, drawn by her sweet purity that he wanted to touch but feared he’d be sucked under her spell. From the corner of his eye, through the back of the ATV window, he saw Jack coming down the same trail they sat on. Either they’d been sitting here for a long while or the man made good time on foot. 
 
    He twisted forward and started the engine again. Jenna threw a look backward, and if she had anything to say about Lipton getting out of here, she didn’t say. 
 
    Tension flowed off her, and he knew he’d ticked her off. She was just too sweet to rail at him. 
 
    Good thing—because he didn’t know if he’d stop himself from kissing her. 
 
    Half an hour later, they reached the first site where a hiker had lost his life. Jenna grew very quiet while Lipton explored as much as he could with the crutches impeding his movement. Without a word between them, they went on to the next site, a mere ten minutes away. 
 
    “How far is this from the trapper’s cabin?” 
 
    “I’d say a few miles,” she answered him. 
 
    He gave a nod and tipped his head back to stare at the broken treetops. Two trunks rose high into the sky but ended as ragged, snapped toothpicks. “Whoever’s doing this has experience climbing.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He made a mental note to do background checks on every electric and phone line crew within a hundred mile radius. 
 
    He scoped out the area, moving in circles. 
 
    “What are you searching for?” she asked. 
 
    “This guy’s not military.” He met her stare. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “No self-respecting military man would create such a flawed plan. We’re in the middle of the wilderness—there isn’t a person for miles.” 
 
    She didn’t respond, only gazed back at him. 
 
    “He isn’t out to kill masses. If so, he’d set a bomb in Times Square.” 
 
    She blew out a breath. “I see what you’re saying. But what is he then?” 
 
    “I dunno. Maybe a simple serial killer, getting off on taking one life at a time.” 
 
    She made a noise in her throat, and he realized his words affected her. She was not a hardened special operative like him. 
 
    He moved toward her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    She nodded, and another curl fell over her cheek. 
 
    This time, he reached out without thought or hesitation, throwing all caution to the Alaska wind. 
 
    His fingers burrowed into the silky curls at her temple. His palm wrapped around her soft, warm cheek. 
 
    They were working on a deadly matter of national security—but he had to know what she tasted like. 
 
    Her breath rattled in her chest as he inched closer. Her green eyes loomed close to his when he dipped his head and very slowly captured her mouth. 
 
    His eyes slipped shut at first contact with her plump lips. A soft sound broke from her, and he angled his head, deepening the kiss. When her lips parted for him, he nibbled at the bottom one, savoring her sweetness in a way he never had with another woman. His cock hardened, and all he wanted in the world was to find a bed and put this woman in it with him. 
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    Jenna couldn’t catch her breath. Her common sense flew away like a broken boomerang that would never come back as long as this man was kissing her. 
 
    Shiver after shiver ran down her spine and her insides melted at the insistent pressure of Harris’s lips. 
 
    He cradled her head so tenderly, with the same care he used to whittle his woodland creatures, leaving her breathless. He moved slowly, giving her time to run if she wanted to. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    As he swiped his tongue across her lower lip, she gasped and clutched onto his jacket front, anchoring herself to remain upright. 
 
    A low grumble of a growl vibrated into her fingers. He dropped one of his crutches and planted his hand on the small of her back, pulling her against his big, hard body. She angled her head, parted her lips and invited him in. 
 
    He swept his tongue through her mouth immediately, taking, claiming in a way she never knew she wanted or needed until this moment. Wanting Harris so much, and in a hallowed place where a hiker had lost his life, left her confused. But the thoughts flew out her ear as he tugged her closer. 
 
    She kissed him back, touching her tongue to his tentatively and gaining another primal rumble from the man before she locked her arms around his neck and gave herself up to him. 
 
    Need bore down on her, a heavy weight that set her insides on fire and made her clamp her thighs. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Jenna,” he murmured as he lifted his head, met her eyes for a brief second and claimed her again. 
 
    Pulling her onto tiptoe, he locked her against him, so she felt the hard edge of his erection through his cargo pants. Juices squeezed from her, and she rocked closer, wanting him in a way she’d never wanted anyone in her past. 
 
    Those encounters were so far from this, she couldn’t even claim the same level of desire. It had been simple sex with a person whose company she enjoyed for a while. Did Harris feel the difference too? She could only imagine he’d left a string of conquests in his wake but that didn’t stop her from wanting her turn in line. 
 
    He thrust his tongue into her mouth. She batted it with her own, and they spiraled into a weak-kneed moment of tangled tongues and harsh grunts. Somehow he walked her to the ATV and pressed her against the hood. When he drew back, and his gaze met hers for a split second again, he lifted her and planted her backside on the metal warmed by the engine. 
 
    “Harris,” she whispered. 
 
    “Christ, I shouldn’t want you like this.” He cupped her face in both hands and dropped his forehead to hers. 
 
    She parted her knees, and his body hit hers in all the right spots, cock to pussy through the barrier of their clothes. Maybe spending the night and working in close proximity started all this, but she couldn’t feel sorry for it. She wanted him. 
 
    And his confession of wanting her too rocked her. 
 
    He took the kiss down a notch, gentling it with nips and nibbles and soft passes of his tongue. He was going too slow for her liking. She hooked her ankles around him and pulled him in, still on fire and wanting more of the same heat. 
 
    He tore his mouth free. Staring down at her, he panted for what could only be control. At least she was panting for control. 
 
    “Hell…sweetheart. I’m on the job.” 
 
    “So am I,” she murmured against the scruff of his jaw as she explored by placing small kisses in a line along the angular edge. 
 
    He growled when she reached his ear. Still cupping her face, he jerked her mouth to his. The deep, sucking kiss scorched her. She grabbed onto his shoulders. He dug his thick erection into the V of her legs, making her pant and cry out. 
 
    When he yanked her into him once…twice…she thought she might come from the mere pressure on her clit. 
 
    He pulled back. “Hell. We need to stop, sweetheart.” 
 
    The endearment left another wet trail through her panties as her body reacted to his voice. 
 
    He lowered his forehead to hers again, chest rising and falling as if he’d run the whole way from the cabin. “We have to stop,” he reiterated. 
 
    Her mind, too foggy to think straight anymore, didn’t catch up to what he told her. Reaching between them, she settled her hand over his bulge. 
 
    “Fuck!” He jerked away and stumbled back a step. 
 
    Her senses crash-landed at what she’d just done…at how bold and brazen she’d been. Never in her life had she touched a man so intimately, and she never made the first move. 
 
    Their gazes met. His hazel eyes burned. 
 
    “I’ve done this all wrong,” he said as if to himself. 
 
    “I wanted it,” she started to say as he planted his hands on her hips and instead of pulling her against him again, he helped her off the hood to the ground. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but words didn’t project from his mouth. 
 
    A crack shook the trees. 
 
    “Fuck! Get down!” A swipe of his arm threw her behind him. Without his crutches, he stomped to the door of the ATV, reached behind the seat and came out with his rifle. 
 
    He swung the weapon to his shoulder and whirled. “You’re exposed. Get behind one of those rocks!” he commanded. 
 
    Ignoring his order, she reached for her own weapon. When she turned with her pistol in hand, she caught sight of Harris barreling into the forest after someone. 
 
    Terror ripped through her, but she held tight to her training—to her control—and hurried after him. 
 
    The cracking noise hadn’t come from directly over them but somewhere down the trail. The percussion must have alerted the Xtreme Ops team, too, because seconds later the beat of helicopter wings sounded overhead. 
 
    She peered up at the treetops, through the leaves of summer, but couldn’t see the chopper. She lost sight of Harris and continued on until she came into a clearing. She realized the sunlight poured down through an opening in the tree canopy—then saw why. 
 
    The blast had sheered off a tree. And on the ground, underneath it, lay a man in a park ranger uniform. 
 
    Crying out, she ran forward and dropped to her knees at the man’s side. She couldn’t see his face among the branches that covered him. “We need help!” she screamed. 
 
    Harris crowded next to her. She stared at the ranger uniform and recognized the small breast cancer awareness pin on the lapel. 
 
    “Joffrey! Oh my God, Joffrey! It’s Jenna. Can you hear me?” 
 
    The man groaned. 
 
    “Give me his stats. Name, age,” Harris prompted her. 
 
    She stuttered out the details. “H-his name is Dennis Joffrey. He’s…uh…forty. We had a birthday party for him around Valentine’s Day. Oh my God, we have to get this tree off him!” 
 
    “We will.” He spoke rapidly into his phone. From a distance, the chopper noise whined louder and louder as the craft found a place to land. 
 
    The next few minutes blurred together as people arrived on the scene. A woman with blonde hair sticking out from under a black knit cap came running up and took over the rescue as the Xtreme Ops team bearing saws cut away branches until they were able to free Joffrey from the debris. 
 
    Her stomach flipped over as she helplessly looked on. They strapped Joffrey to a board that seemed to appear out of thin air and carried him to the waiting chopper. 
 
    “Fly safe, Cora!” Harris called to the blonde running after the men carrying Joffrey out. 
 
    “I always do,” she shot over her shoulder. 
 
    Quivering, Jenna didn’t realize Captain Sullivan stood at her side until he slid his arm around her shoulders. “Come with me. You need to sit down.” 
 
    He led her to the ATV and she collapsed into the seat. Someone handed her a drink, and she tried to make sense of what just happened, but all she registered was Captain Sullivan telling off Harris for wrecking his cast and ordering him to return to the hospital for a new one. 
 
    Seconds later, Harris hit the seat beside her. Their gazes met. In a heartbeat, everything that passed between them up until this moment bonded them. 
 
    He reached across the seat and gripped her hand. 
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    Jenna paced the cabin floor, dug her fingers into her curly hair and issued a howl. “I can’t believe you actually believe Joffrey put that treetop down on himself!” 
 
    Harris swiped a hand through the air. “I know he’s your coworker. You do gift exchanges at Christmastime and celebrate birthdays in the ranger station. But Jenna, don’t you see that he was at the scene of the explosion? That makes him a suspect.” 
 
    She dropped her hands to her sides, balled her fists and issued another rasping cry of frustration. “It’s Joffrey!” 
 
    “Yes. And he is going to be questioned as soon as he’s conscious.” 
 
    “He puts on wildlife programs for kids every summer. He’s got a wife and two sons.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    She dropped her head. “You’re never going to believe me that he’s harmless.” 
 
    He studied her flushed face and the curly mop of her hair that she wildly tore at the minute their argument began. Tenderness washed through him. 
 
    Closing the gap between them, he held her stare. “Jenna,” he said softly, “you see the good in everyone. And that would be a problem…except that you see it in me.” 
 
    A choked noise escaped her. He leaned in. 
 
    The cabin door opened and Pax entered. They jerked apart. 
 
    “I’m here as watch while you go to the hospital, Lip. Your transport’s waiting outside. I’ll be by the door if you need anything, Miss Jenna,” Pax announced before he walked out again. 
 
    Lipton took a step back. His cast had gotten wet and soggy, and his ankle twinged with pain, which he ignored. He turned to Jenna. “Pax’ll be here to guard you while I’m gone. And somebody is going to your house to bring your things back here. I don’t want you coming and going. Okay?” 
 
    She nodded 
 
    His heart ached from the weight of the words they’d exchanged. He wanted to take her to bed and hold her…touch her…kiss her…and make things right with her. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” he said. 
 
    He had good intentions. He started to turn away from her. But next thing he knew, he had her beautiful face in his hands and was kissing her—hard and with all the passion from their encounter in the forest. 
 
    Fiery need blasted through his system, and he snaked an arm around her back, hitching her up against him. Her curves excited the hell out of him, and he grew hard in a blink. 
 
    She clutched at his shirt front, sweeping her lips over his. Her eager passion excited him more. 
 
    He plundered her. 
 
    She issued little rasps that had him gliding his hand downward to knead her round buttocks. Much more of this and he wouldn’t stop. He’d lock the cabin door and take her the way he wanted and damn the consequences. 
 
    “Your…transport,” she gasped between deep passes of his tongue. 
 
    “Fuck my transport.” 
 
    She laughed against his lips, the throaty noise as much of a wakeup call to the fact he needed to leave as it served as a spark to his libido. 
 
    He drew away, inch by inch. 
 
    She followed him. 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    Diving back in to the kiss, he dragged her up against him. She wriggled, and he almost came unglued. He stopped mid-reach for his belt, his body driving him to get naked and get inside this woman before she realized he was a bastard who’d only hurt her in the end. 
 
    “You have to go,” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded gruffly. Somehow he managed to step away from her and walk out the door while everything in him screamed for him to return and make her his. 
 
    The minute he dropped into the passenger seat, Cora shot him a look. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lipton grated out. His heart still hammered and his stiff cock made sitting difficult. 
 
    As a member of the Xtreme Ops team and Penn’s wife, Cora was far too astute for Lipton’s liking. She was also a woman, which gave her a radar for things that were off. 
 
    Which it was—he’d lost his damn mind when it came to Jenna. 
 
    “How’d you get stuck with the job of hauling my ass to the hospital?” he asked Cora. 
 
    “I volunteered.” 
 
    He shot her a look. “Didn’t have any place to fly?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. Besides, I needed some down time. This seemed easy. Just don’t pull anything like jumping out of the moving vehicle and I won’t have to shoot you in the other foot, Lip.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Any word on the park ranger?” 
 
    “Alive. That’s all I know. He’s pretty busted up.” She turned her head to look at him and her blonde ponytail swayed. “How’s your park ranger?” 
 
    He started. Sitting up straighter in his seat, he said, “She’s not my park ranger.” 
 
    “No, but she’s been around you the past few days, right?” 
 
    With a reluctant nod, he tried to relax. Cora wasn’t accusing him of fucking with Jenna. 
 
    No, I’m doing that all on my own. 
 
    He might have enough control to track a kidnapper through a Middle Eastern country in order to recover a political figurehead or spend hours disarming a bomb in hundred-degree heat, but he couldn’t keep his hands off Jenna. 
 
    Somehow, some way, he needed to get a grip and keep his hands off her when he returned to the cabin. But if things continued as they were, he’d take her to bed and damn the consequences. 
 
    Cora threw him a long, appraising look. She had a way of looking into a person, and he knew hiding anything from the woman was futile. 
 
    “Go on and say it’s a bad idea. I’ve already thought it a thousand times,” he muttered. 
 
    She laughed. “I’m the last person to tell you it’s a bad idea to fool around on the job. I wouldn’t have Penn if he’d followed those rules.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “How?” She hit the main road leading out of the national park. The green grass lining the roads against the landscape of snow-capped mountains gave an otherworldly surrealism to the drive. If Alaska couldn’t make up its mind if it was summer or winter, how could he decide if he was a special operative or a fuck-up? 
 
    “Jenna’s not like you.” 
 
    “I don’t follow,” Cora said. 
 
    “She’s…vegetarian.” 
 
    Cora lifted one blonde brow. “That’s all you got, Lip? I thought you’d have something better than that.” 
 
    He spread his hands. “You’ve seen her. She’s all about keeping peace and hiking and wearing green.” 
 
    She laughed long and hard at him. He shook his head at her amusement and asked himself why he tried to explain at all. Finally, Cora’s laughter subsided. 
 
    “Could you be trying to say she’s different from the other women you’ve been attracted to?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you think what she stands for in life goes against what you stand for.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He knew Cora would get it. 
 
    “Have you made a move on her? Has anything happened…physically?” 
 
    He leaned forward, dropping his face into his hands. His ankle throbbed like hell, his balls had yet to calm down fully and now he was getting called out to answer a question he didn’t want to. 
 
    “Not yet.” He raked his fingers over his short hair and pushed upright again. “A kiss or two.” 
 
    “Attraction can be a hard thing to ignore. There’s a reason your body is telling you to go for Jenna.” 
 
    “I can ignore my body. I’m stronger than that.” 
 
    “I believe that about you. But don’t you think you deserve a little fun too?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re telling me to hit that.” 
 
    “Well, not so crassly, but why not? You like each other. I can see she’s attracted to you just by the way her eyes follow you.” 
 
    His chest shouldn’t burn so much at the thought. To change the subject, he asked about the team and if they’d learned anything new about the bomb site. Cora, as easygoing as always, rolled with the change in topic and filled him in on all she knew. 
 
    While he lay in a hospital bed having a new cast applied, he found himself thinking of Jenna’s plant hanging from a corded contraption in the kitchen window. He also thought of her eyes going wide as he leaned in for a taste of her mouth. 
 
    So when they asked if he wanted another black cast, he didn’t think when he told them green. When he sat up and looked at his leg, he swallowed a groan at what he’d done. 
 
    The minute he climbed into the SUV and Cora took a look at the new cast, she knew. 
 
    “Nice cast,” she remarked. 
 
    “Don’t say a word.” 
 
    She bit off a smile and drove. They didn’t speak the entire way to the cabin. She dropped him off out front with a wave and a, “Good luck.” 
 
    Outside the door, he relieved Pax of his post, telling the man he could go with Cora. They bumped knuckles and Pax loped to the SUV. For a minute, he wondered if Cora would tell Pax anything Lipton said, but then he knew that would never happen. She took his words into her confidence and nobody would be the wiser about his situation. 
 
    He turned to the cabin door and opened it. As soon as he entered, he saw Jenna standing by the fireplace. Their gazes met, and damn if his heartrate didn’t pick up where they’d left off. 
 
    She stood there with her curls mussed and a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her lips appeared bitten and pink. But the look in her eyes ripped apart the last of his resistance. 
 
    She turned to him as he crossed the cabin. He dropped his crutches to reach for her. 
 
    She parted the edges of the blanket as he grabbed her. The blanket shrouded them both as he dipped his mouth to hers. 
 
    Her sweetness filtered into his head, and he needed more. He kissed her hard. She whimpered and kissed him with a wildness that shook him to the core. He splayed his fingers over her hip with the tips extended toward her pussy. Her answering moan told him all he needed to know about what came next. 
 
    Panting, he lifted his head and looked into her eyes. “I’m taking you to bed, Jenna.” 
 
    She stared up at him. 
 
    “You gonna argue with me?” he challenged. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    What he wouldn’t give to be steady on two feet and to carry her off to bed the way he wanted to. But seconds later, they hit her mattress, mouths fused once more. The feel of her soft body crushed beneath him had him harder than he’d ever been in his life. 
 
    He tore his mouth free and locked his gaze on her for an endless, ongoing heartbeat. 
 
    “I want you, Harris.” Her whisper flitted over his lips. She dug her fingers into his nape and brought him to her. 
 
    Turning back wasn’t an option. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jenna arched under the blazing feel of Harris’s lips moving down her throat. The man was making her burn up, passing soft, skittering kisses over her neck and down to her cleavage before moving up to plunge his tongue between her lips. 
 
    As he glided his callused hand under her top and slid it over her heated flesh to cup her bare breast, need slashed through her like a hot knife. Short panting breaths burst from her when he molded his hand to fit her breast. Watching her reaction, he swished his fingertip over the crested peak, and a shudder steamrollered her. Her pussy clamped down on the need to be filled up, and juices leaked out to soak her inner thighs. 
 
    In one swift move, Harris whipped her shirt over her head, baring her completely to him. Earlier, she’d boldly donned his shirt and nothing else, hoping he’d return and do this—touch her, tease her into a frenzy…and then take her. 
 
    His gaze landed on her naked body. “Bloody Christ, sweetheart. You’re ready for me.” 
 
    “So ready,” she rasped out. 
 
    His eyelids shuttered over his eyes. For a long moment, he didn’t open them but his lips moved silently as if he recited a prayer or counted to ten. 
 
    At last, he opened his eyes and looked at her—really looked at her, in a way no other man ever had in her life. This wouldn’t be some dull roll in the sheets like her past lovers—Harris would claim every part of her and in every way he wanted. 
 
    And she’d let him. 
 
    He spread his fingers over her hips, holding her. “I want to see you.” 
 
    Quivering, she watched his expression shift and change as he began at her collarbones and roamed to her breasts, never large but full enough with pale brown nipples, and down to her ribs, belly…and finally to the thatch of curls concealing her pussy. 
 
    The blazing look in his eyes when he raised them to hers sent a spike of need straight to her core. 
 
    Wordlessly, he started at her collarbones. She lost herself to sensation and the scent and feel of the man loving her. He reached her nipple and took it into his mouth, warming it on his tongue and then sucking hard. 
 
    She arched off the bed. She’d never felt this way before. Like the bed was burning around her and she wanted to dive into the flames. 
 
    He teased her for long moments and then released her nipple, leaving it wet and aching as he moved to the other. 
 
    Closing his lips over it, he skated a hand down her side, scalding her from waist to hip, branding her with what felt to be his very fingerprints. A cry caught in her throat as he released her other nipple and moved down her body. 
 
    He kissed everything, from side to side and down to her navel, sweeping kisses and delivering tiny nips of his lips all the way to her hipbone. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    She waited, but nothing came. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, she found him staring at her. “You’re so goddamned lovely.” The words choked out of him. 
 
    Her heart flexed as she met his gaze. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me.” 
 
    “Yes, I goddamn do. Because you’re doing it to me too.” He stared down at her. She had no clue of his next move. Then he wrapped his fingers around her inner thighs as if to spread her legs but he didn’t move. 
 
    Heat coiled. Pressure throbbed. Juices squeezed from her. He held her that way for a mind-spinning moment. 
 
    Slowly, he slipped his finger up her thigh and met with the sticky wet juices between her legs. They shared a groan as he discovered evidence of her desire. 
 
    But he wasn’t stopping there, and she shook with anticipation. Even more slowly, he eased his finger upward. The pressure against her pussy lips wasn’t enough. She cried out to beg for more, but he drew his finger over her pussy, and she stopped breathing. 
 
    She tried to spread her thighs, and his weight trapped them closed. 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered. 
 
    He dragged his finger over her pussy once more. 
 
    “Oh my God!” 
 
    He replaced his single digit with his palm, rubbing against her, forcing her thighs a bit wider with every pass until her legs spread and his entire hand covered her pussy. As he skimmed her clit, a rasping cry escaped her. She teetered on the brink of insanity. Grabbing for his shoulders, she opened her mouth to beg for him to go on, when he sank two fingers into her sheath. 
 
    Her insides clutched at the invasion, pulsating around his digits. He issued a low growl and twisted them deeper. 
 
    “I’m going to make you come on my fingers.” His oath bristled through her, and her body reacted by clenching around his fingers. 
 
    Holding her gaze, he worked them in and out in slow, gliding, mind-rocking, thorough passes. When she thought she’d splinter, he changed tactics, pressing down on her bundle of nerves with a forefinger. He swirled around her bud with the most insanely slow, soft, barely-there touch that she felt as if butterfly wings beat over her pussy. 
 
    A knot in her core jerked tighter, and she broke. Pulsations hit, and she bucked her hips upward into his questing fingers. He took her mouth, swallowing her moan and feeding her his tongue in fucking strokes until her orgasm shook her to a screaming finish. 
 
    He tore his mouth away, panting. “You’re killing me, sweetheart. Your reactions are so…pure.” 
 
    She didn’t know if that was good or bad. She didn’t see herself the way he did at all—she did things the way she did things, without motives or anything driving her but being a good person and having fun in life while helping others. 
 
    She ran her hands down his spine, jolting at the realization she was naked and he was fully dressed. “Get out of your clothes,” she whispered, nudging his jacket off his shoulders. She wanted his warm skin against hers and his thick cock sinking inside her. 
 
    He allowed her to remove his outer layer but stopped her at his T-shirt. Looking into her eyes, he moved all the way down her body, ducked his head and placed his mouth where his fingers had been. 
 
    With a shuddering cry, she dug her heels into the mattress as Harris’s scorching tongue met her needy flesh. He dragged his tongue over the slickness he just pulled out of her with her first orgasm. When he latched onto her clit…she came off the bed. When he slipped his tongue into her entrance, she rocked her hips to pull him deeper. 
 
    “Harris…I want to touch you.” 
 
    His eyes drilled into her as he proceeded to drive her out of her head with dizzying passion. He sucked and licked her pussy until she shook. Moan after moan rasped from her throat. 
 
    Her release slammed over her, and he tongue-fucked her through each and every contraction. Obviously, he wasn’t satisfied with giving her two orgasms, because he stroked her clit in that butterfly-soft fashion and drove her crazy all over again. 
 
    Somehow, she got his shirt off and his belt unbuckled. He managed the rest. 
 
    His gaze bored down into her. “No goddamn condom,” he bit off. 
 
    She didn’t know if it was a statement of fact or a demand that she allow him to take her without one. Either way, she trusted Harris. 
 
    When she nodded, his gorgeous muscles seemed to ripple with relief. Lowering himself over her, he cupped her face and kissed her again, starting a slow burn that quickened to a raging inferno. Desire throbbed in her lower belly. She threw her arms around Harris’s neck and drew him flush against her. 
 
    He reached between their bodies and guided his thick, long cock to her pussy. Both froze as he pressed the mushroomed head to her entrance. 
 
    “Tell me you want this.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Tell me you won’t hate me after.” His eyes burned. 
 
    “Harris…I could never hate you.” She trailed her fingers over his angled jaw and then kissed him as he entered her in one swift jerk of his hips. 
 
    The thrust filled her completely. He was big and stretched her beyond the limits anybody ever had before. As though sensing her need to adjust, he went still, watching her for a long heartbeat. 
 
    “Okay?” he grated out. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He moved. “Still okay?” He appeared to be in pain, his forehead creased. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    The ridges of his cock rubbing over her already soaked pussy sent a new fire to her core. She canted her hips and hooked her ankles behind him. He reared back with a growl, braced himself on one arm and began to fuck her. 
 
    The slow thrusts took on a rhythm she thought she might be able to predict but soon she was bucking madly into him for more and more, and each time he filled her, her mind spun with the shocking bliss of him moving inside her. 
 
    He moved like an exotic dancer with the way he twitched his hips into hers and kissed like a sinner—claiming her lips and all her moans as his own. And when he stiffened and she knew he clung to the brink of release along with her, she wrapped her arms around him and held him as they both let go. 
 
    She’d never taken a man without a barrier before, so the shock of his cum hitting her insides sent her reeling. She squeezed her eyes shut and came apart around his thrusting cock. Her cries mingled with his roar, and somehow their mouths met in a frenzied kiss that didn’t end. 
 
    “Jenna,” he whispered at the last. 
 
    She searched his eyes. That wasn’t any ordinary sex—it rocked her to the soul and stole her heart in one girlish, stupid moment. 
 
    Looking at Harris, she couldn’t regret it. 
 
    He groaned. “I shouldn’t have come inside you. I’m sorry.” His voice felt like sandpaper licking across her haywire senses. 
 
    “I’m on birth control and I’m not going to give you a disease.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Jesus, I’m not worried about you giving me a disease. But you should know I’m clean.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He pulled his still-hard cock out of her. The movement brought a hiss of pleasure to her lips. 
 
    Instead of holding her as she hoped he would, he sat on the bedside, his spine to her. 
 
    Oh no. She may not regret making love to Harris, but it was apparent he did. 
 
    She reached out…and finally lay her palm on his warm skin. The muscles tightened and rippled. When he turned his head and looked at her, he made a noise in his throat. Suddenly, he twisted, stretched beside her and locked her in his arms again. 
 
    She moved into a comfortable positions and accidentally kicked his cast. “Sorry,” she said in a state of sexual haze. With her face snuggled against his chiseled chest, she closed her eyes and drank in his scent…and the moment. 
 
    Whatever torment the man put himself through, he didn’t seem to be capable of holding onto it for long. She got the impression that he tried to hold himself apart from her, to be strong and stay away, but he couldn’t. 
 
    She couldn’t either—not now. 
 
    His warm cum oozing from her body excited her, and she wanted more. She hadn’t gotten nearly enough time to explore Harris’s body either. All that muscle. His biceps carved of steel bands and dusted lightly with dark hair invited her fingers to take a little stroll down his arm. 
 
    Sweat cooled on his body, but he didn’t appear to be cold in any way. The man seemed to be impervious to temperature, weather and broken bones. The fact he reacted to her gave her a thrill. 
 
    As she stroked her fingers over his arm, exploring dips and swells and ridges built from hard physical work, her insides began to flutter faster. 
 
    She ran her hand over his chest, brushing across the disc of his nipple. 
 
    “Jenna.” 
 
    She’d never been so brave or bold before—but she shoved him onto his back and straddled him. Surprise widened his eyes, and she issued a moan as her pussy came into direct contact with his rigid cock. 
 
    “Jenna, we need to slow it—” His words were cut off as she slid down over his cock inch by hard inch. “Jesus Christ, woman.” He clamped his hands on her hips—to hold her still or help her move, she didn’t know…until she tested him by riding upward on his shaft. His length pulled through her hot, slick walls, and he issued a groan. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re…” He dropped off again as she slid down his length. She bit into her lip as she watched lust and desire play over his rugged features. That she could affect a man like Harris at all seemed crazy. 
 
    With every inch of him inside her, she leaned over, hovering with her lips over his. “I know exactly what I’m doing,” she murmured. 
 
    He made a noise akin to tearing paper and jerked upward to claim her mouth. Her body might take control of the dance of their bodies but his mouth drove her on. Tangled tongues and rough moans burst from both of them as she rocked her hips, taking him in and out and in and out until her insides couldn’t hold onto the tension another minute. 
 
    “Harris!” With a cry, she came. 
 
    He stiffened, pulse flickering in his neck. Then he ground out a growl and began to fill her with his cum again. Emotion made her clutch at him, and she refused to let go even as he overflowed her and their combined wetness slipped out of her body. 
 
    He tumbled her into the covers. 
 
    Shivers coursed through her, aftershocks of pleasure and a heady sensation of power at what she’d just done and how it made her feel. 
 
    Harris tucked her against his side and rested his chin on her head. With his hand planted on her lower spine, she felt safe and protected, cocooned in his arms. 
 
    Long minutes passed, and before her shyness took over, she asked, “How did it go with the cast?” She sent a sidelong look down his sexy-as-sin body toward his foot and blinked. “Is your cast green now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did they run out of black?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Silence fell between them, stretching out so long that she began to understand that while their bodies fit together so well, they had nothing in common besides their current circumstances and a smoldering attraction. 
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    Harris came awake to the quiet rustle of clothing. He cracked an eye to see Jenna’s shapely backside as she shimmied into her ugly ranger uniform pants and fastened them. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    She started and turned to meet his stare. Hell, she’d showered without him. One thing he’d been looking forward to in his dreams was lathering her body and making her ride his fingers until she came as she did so many times on his cock last night. 
 
    “I have to go see a friend before my shift starts. I thought you’d stay asleep.” 
 
    He sat up at the word ‘friend’ and stared at her. Normally he’d claim he was a light sleeper, but clearly he’d snoozed through her getting out of bed and showering without him. 
 
    “What friend?” 
 
    “Someone I check on. I have to hurry if I’m going to make it there and then punch in before my shift starts.” 
 
    “You’re not going without me.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment. “Harris, that’s ridiculous. You have work to do, and so do I.” 
 
    “I won’t let more assholes bruise you or pull you out from under a treetop. If you haven’t figured it out yet, I have the need to control a situation, and I will control this one.” 
 
    She shuddered at his alpha tone. 
 
    He launched to his feet, took a step despite his cast and rested his hands on her shoulders. Staring into her eyes, he garnered a soft look from the depths of her green ones. 
 
    “Harris, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Like hell. I’m coming with you.” He took off toward the bathroom. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be using your crutches?” 
 
     “I’m done with the fucking things,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    He had his routine down to a minute shower, minute shave and in three and a half minutes he was putting on his single boot to join Jenna. He wanted to know who the hell this friend was and if he could be trusted. If Harris got even the faintest sniff of suspicion about him, he’d have him hogtied in the rear of her truck on the way to an interrogation room. 
 
    He straightened from tying his boot and stepped toward the door, where she stood waiting. She barred his way. 
 
    “I’m not letting you walk out this door unless you use your crutches.” 
 
    He gazed down at her, his lips twitching upward at her pure cuteness when she got riled. “You’re aware that I can pick you up and move you aside, right?” 
 
    She closed her eyes as if for patience and then opened them again. “Yes. But you won’t. Look, you need to take care of that ankle. You’re already on your second cast. Do you want to be laid up longer?” 
 
    He leveled a look at her, wondering which one of them could be more stubborn. “Fine. I’ll get the crutches.” 
 
    When he returned, he saw she had his coat over her arm. “I don’t need that. It’s warm.” 
 
    “I know. I wondered if I can have it. You have two, right?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Why do you need it?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    Over the truck radio, he listened to the park rangers discussing various issues, from the discovery of a group of five campers who hadn’t yet followed rules and left, to reports of the injured bird Jenna had rescued. 
 
    She turned her head and bestowed the widest, happiest, prettiest smile on Lipton that he felt his chest tighten at the sight. “The rescue woman calls the bird Ollie. She told me he’s doing fine and the wing should be healed pretty quick. Bird bones heal fast.” 
 
    He tapped his cast. “Too bad humans can’t. I’m tired of this thing.” 
 
    “It’s only been days.” 
 
    Their gazes met. Was she thinking the same thing he did? That it felt they’d known each other longer? 
 
    He cleared his throat and waved to the road ahead of them, lined on both sides by thick trees. “Do you find injured animals often?” 
 
    “Not that often. Animals hide themselves when they’re injured. Because they’re weakened, they’re more susceptible to predators. But when we do find them, they’re typically along the roads.” As Jenna talked, she swung her head left and right—not much different than he did, though while she looked for some person or animal to help, he watched for danger. 
 
    “Why is it that none of the park rangers ever noticed the explosives in the trees?” he asked. 
 
    She chewed at her lip in the cutest of ways. 
 
    He needed to focus—less on how he wanted to plunk Jenna in his lap and make her moan, and more on their reason for being thrown together in the first place. 
 
    “I’ve spent a lot of time asking myself the same thing. I was at those sites after the hikers were injured. I never noticed anything like what we saw that day you were hurt. Or yesterday with Joffrey.” She bit down harder on her lip. 
 
    “Because you don’t expect to find things like that in the wilderness.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Cora will be scoping out the park from the helicopter all day.” 
 
    “Cora? Is that the woman who was at the accident scene yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s part of our team. Mostly she acts as our pilot and guide.” 
 
    She ingested this and then spoke. “I received word that Joffrey’s been put into a medically-induced coma until the worst of his injuries heal. Otherwise, the pain would be too much and they’d never be able to control it.” Jenna’s voice dropped in volume. 
 
    “At least he’s alive.” 
 
    “But you want to interrogate him and investigate him,” she countered. 
 
    He didn’t tell her that the team had already been to Joffrey’s home, searched it and questioned his family extensively. Their findings so far pointed to Joffrey’s innocence, but criminals didn’t always bring their work home with them. Serial killers got away with their murders for years by keeping that life separate from their family life. 
 
    “Jenna, we do what needs to be done. Trust us.” 
 
    She sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize to me. You realize I’m not one of those assholes who expects a woman to bend to me, right?” 
 
    She pivoted her head and dropped her glance over him. “You’re the one who told me that I see the best in you.” 
 
    Yeah, and look where that led—to deep kisses too passionate to make him forget and a night with her in his bed that still had his balls aching and a brand on his mind. 
 
    “Where are we going anyway?” he changed the subject in his not-so-smooth manner. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling I won’t like it?” 
 
    “Because you don’t like anything?” 
 
    “That’s not true. I liked the steak you made me.” His attention locked on her shape obscured by her uniform. “And last night,” he added. 
 
    She sent him a sidelong look. “I liked last night too,” she said quietly. 
 
    They drove on in silence, and thank God she didn’t need to pull over to make any more rescue attempts, because he’d never keep his hands off her. 
 
    When they exited the park limits, she took a bumpy road that could only be called a path. Branches skimmed the side mirrors of the truck and the tires slipped in thick mud in the deep ruts. 
 
    “Is this some sort of fire access road?” Lipton asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    He really hated surprises. And the mystery surrounding their destination made him uneasy as hell. But he’d asked her to trust him, and he could only give her the same consideration. 
 
    When they reached the end of the track, the forest opened onto a small clearing. Looking closer, he saw what appeared to be a pile of castoff junk in the center of the property. 
 
    Then he realized the junk had a bit of order to it. The door wasn’t tossed onto the heap haphazardly, but rather it stood upright. With a jolt, he realized he wasn’t looking at a pile of junk but at a shack. 
 
    Jenna parked the truck in front, and then the shack door opened and an old man stepped out. 
 
    For a terrifying moment, he wondered if this could be her relative—a father or grandfather or uncle. But no way would Jenna allow her kin to live in such blatant squalor. 
 
    She twisted in her seat and settled her stare on Lipton. “This is my friend. He’s not a threat. I just want to make that clear, so you don’t do your bodyguard act the way you did with Paul.” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and managed a nod, but he’d make up his own mind about this person. 
 
    She climbed out of the truck and threw a wave at the old man. After she rummaged in the bed and hefted a box into her arms, Lipton stopped her. “Let me get that.” 
 
    Her brows shot up. “How? You have your crutches.” 
 
    Shit. Yeah, he did. 
 
    She didn’t appear to need any assistance as she lugged the heavy box to the door and set it down. Lipton observed them as they warmly embraced and grinned at each other. 
 
    He made his way to the pair, and the man watched him. “You brought a friend today.” His voice sounded as old and weary as his place was downtrodden. 
 
    “Al, this is Harris Lipton.” 
 
    “Hello. Bet you’re put out to be on those crutches.” 
 
    Lipton gave a nod. “No man enjoys being off his feet.” 
 
    “Had the same in ’68. That’s a long story I won’t regal you with, young man. Moon Shadow has already heard it a time or two.” 
 
    She beamed. 
 
    “What did you bring this old man today?” He bent and rummaged in the box, shifting aside a few boxes of food and some canned goods. Then he pulled out Lipton’s own coat she took on the way out of the cabin. 
 
    Lipton threw her a look, but she watched Al’s face as he checked over the coat’s thermal lining and breathable fabric, as well as the many pockets to hold a special operative’s gadgets and gear. 
 
    Lipton couldn’t be upset—he did have a backup, and if needed, he could always get another. 
 
    Besides the jacket she’d added the socks she’d purchased after selling Lipton’s carvings. God, could this woman be a better person? Impossible—she had a heart of gold, silver and diamonds, so bright and shiny and untarnished. 
 
    What the hell was she doing with the likes of him? 
 
    She doesn’t know me well enough to run. 
 
    He had a feeling that even if she knew about his broken childhood and difficulty finding ties in life that she’d only treat him like a bear with a wounded paw. She’d probably baby him with prime rib and more plants until the cabin overflowed with them. 
 
    The thought amused Lipton but he kept his feelings off his face, as always, and focused on this friend of hers. Or adopted family member. The two talked for a long time about Al’s last few weeks and how his arthritis kicked up in the wet. Lipton wondered why the man lived in a cold, damp place if he suffered so, but seeing all he had to his name, and the fact he accepted boxes of goods from Jenna, gave Lipton the impression he had little money. 
 
    A wood pile sat in the scrubby yard, looking as if it needed a lot of work to keep the man in wood for a season. Besides the ramshackle home constructed of doors, scrap lumber and a rusty chimney pipe shooting out of a roof that didn’t appear to be rated for Alaska snow loads, Al had no vehicle in sight. It was as though the man was truly cut off from the world here on this tiny parcel of land. 
 
    “What I really would like to know, Moon Shadow, is how you ended up with a military man.” Al’s blue eyes sparkled. 
 
    She blinked at him. “How do you know Harris is military?” 
 
    “I served in Korea and Nam, girl. I know a Jarhead when I see one.” He directed a nod of reverence to Lipton, and he extended his hand. 
 
    “Thank you for your service,” he said to Al. 
 
    They shook, and Jenna appeared ready to burst with happiness that they were getting along. Talk continued a few more minutes, and then she waved toward the truck. “I’d best be heading down the trail. My shift starts soon.” 
 
    “Thank you for the gifts. I truly do appreciate them. Take care, Moon Shadow.” He embraced her, and she hugged him too. 
 
    Al turned to Lipton. “Nice meetin’ you.” 
 
    “You too.” It rode the tip of his tongue to offer help at any time Al needed it—such as chopping wood for winter stores…or better yet, burning down his cabin and starting over with a much better structure. 
 
    But he wasn’t in any position to offer help, not when he had his own job to do. Besides, he wouldn’t be in the area for long. The thought sent a sharp pang through him. 
 
    They waved in farewell and made their way to the truck. Jenna drove down the track to the road again, and then Lipton finally spoke. 
 
    “You’re a good woman, Jenna. The best I’ve ever known.” 
 
    She offered him a smile, but he saw her eyes shining with tears. “I gave your coat away. You’re not angry?” 
 
    He shook his head. “After seeing how little Al has, I’d give him a hell of a lot more. Though don’t get any ideas about the rest of my gear,” he added with a chuckle. 
 
    She issued a watery laugh. “He’s a good man, just down on his luck. He has a small pension from the military, but all he has in the world is that plot of land.” 
 
    “That house…” Lipton blew out a whistle, “could use work.” 
 
    “It could use a bulldozer.” 
 
    “I’m surprised to hear you say that. You’re all about preservation and recycling, making use of what you have.” 
 
    “You’re right. But I’m terrified one day I’ll drive over there to find his whole house burned down with him inside it because of that awful woodstove catching fire.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he takes handouts from you. He seems prideful,” Lipton said. 
 
    “Oh he is. And those aren’t handouts. They’re gifts. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “I see. He doesn’t have family?” 
 
    “Not in the state and nobody he’s seen since he returned from war. He suffers from PTSD and he used alcohol to numb the memories. Though he doesn’t drink now. It’s the reason he doesn’t have a vehicle to go to town. He has to avoid the temptation of the liquor store and bar.” 
 
    “Damn.” Lipton scrubbed his knuckles over his jaw. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you actually like Al.” 
 
    He gave her a sharp look. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Because you’re suspicious of everyone.” 
 
    Oh hell yeah, he was suspicious. He opened his mouth and then shut it again. Telling her what sat in his mind would only drive her away from him. But fact was, a veteran of two wars with PTSD could be a person of interest in the bombings in the national park. 
 
    As soon as Lipton returned to the cabin and Jenna wasn’t within earshot, he would investigate this Al character. Lipton might hold a lot of respect for Jenna, but she was too sweet and trusting for her own good. 
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    “Where does that road lead?” Harris pointed toward the right. 
 
    “It crosses several fire access roads and roads only rangers are allowed on.” Jenna’s brows crinkled. “Why?” 
 
    “Just thinking.” He sat forward in his seat as if ready to spring through the windshield. 
 
    “Thinking what?” 
 
    He fell silent for a long time, and she didn’t think he’d share his thought process with her. Finally, he spoke, “There’s a pattern to it.” 
 
    “To the roads?” 
 
    “To the roads the bomber is targeting.” 
 
    She blinked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Pretty damn sure. The next road leads to an overlook, doesn’t it? A place you could see from a long distance. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said slowly. “How did you know?” 
 
    “The explosives aren’t triggered by hikers. I knew that from looking at the setups. But I see now that the bomber has them rigged in places he can see.” 
 
    “Which means he’s watching? Waiting for some innocent person to walk by and blow them up?” Her voice took on a wobbly, high-pitched tone. 
 
    Without thinking about why he did it, he reached out and took her hand. Enfolding it in his own, he stroked her knuckles with his thumb to calm her down. “Don’t you see what this means? If I’m right, then we can predict where other explosives are hidden. Or where he might rig more…and catch him.” 
 
    The possibility had her increasing her speed to hit the road faster. Harris released her hand to pull out his phone. She listened as he spoke to a member of the Xtreme Ops team. A moment later, he ended the call. 
 
    “They’re meeting us and I’ll go with them. I want you to return to the cabin and stay there.” 
 
    She bristled. “I should come with you. I know this park inside and out. I can help you locate possible sites.” 
 
    He started shaking his head before she finished speaking. “I want you safe. Who knows if the crazy is out there watching and where. I won’t have you pinned underneath a tree because I made a bad judgment call.” 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath, both at the visual his words painted and the tone of raw concern in his voice. 
 
    “Look at me, Jenna.” 
 
    When she did, her heart gave a hard flutter, like a bird preparing to take flight. 
 
    Harris’s hazel eyes burned. “I won’t have you anywhere near the danger zone.” 
 
    Part of her disliked being treated as a weakling who couldn’t handle herself, and the other part of her realized she might actually hinder the Xtreme Ops in doing their job. 
 
    “All right,” she said. 
 
    His head whipped around. “You’re not going to argue with me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    They reached the next area, and up ahead several ATVs had already reached the rally point before they did. She parked off to the side and looked to Harris, experiencing a leap of fear in her chest. 
 
    “I don’t want to be separated from you. What if you’re injured and I can’t help?” she blurted out. 
 
    A mask covered his features, a stone-cold emptiness in the man she thought she knew a moment ago. 
 
    Then he swallowed hard, and his mask stripped away, leaving the Harris she did know, the man who gave her heated kisses and the best orgasms of her life. 
 
    His eyes softened as he stared at her. “Sweetheart, I’ll be all right. I’ll check in with you as soon as I can. Okay?” 
 
    She wanted so badly to take his hand and make him swear promises, but that was silly child’s stuff. Harris was a special operative who hunted dangerous people for a living. 
 
    “Be safe,” she managed to say before he grabbed his crutches and climbed out. He met up with the other guys from the team, and she realized what a true bad-ass Harris Lipton actually was. 
 
    Totally out of her league. 
 
    Their one night together would end there—how could he ever want more from her? She allowed herself to get caught up in the excitement and thrill of having his attention, glossing over the fact they were very different people. 
 
    She did a three-point turn on the road and drove out again. After she punched in for her shift, she drove the park roads for an hour or so, though she barely saw the world around her because her mind remained there with Harris. 
 
    All her time alone in the wilderness had given her a very solid knowledge of her own mind, body and soul. Which meant she had a good handle on how attached she got to people and animals in a short amount of time. 
 
    Getting entangled with Harris would be a disaster to her heart if they continued for much longer. Though how she’d manage to stay away from him—and not want to be in his arms—seemed impossible while he was here. 
 
    She pushed out a sigh and took another route that circled to the ranger station. She could use a little morale boost, and she always found her fellow park rangers good company. Partway down the road, she spotted a man walking. Drawing closer, she noted the thick dreadlocks swaying. 
 
    She grinned. Though she should be ticked that Jack hadn’t heeded her and left the park, she couldn’t be upset at seeing her friend. When he heard the truck engine, he twisted around but kept walking. 
 
    She drew up next to him and rolled down her window. Grinning, she said, “Jack.” 
 
    “Moon Shadow.” 
 
    A moment passed where she heard Harris’s voice projecting in her head. Even though he hadn’t warned her that Jack happened to be wandering the park at the same time as Joffrey’s accident, she thought of it. 
 
    Was she seriously suspicious of Jack? Her long-time friend wouldn’t harm a hair on a fly’s little toe. 
 
    Yet…she had to be smart and vigilant about this threat. People had died. Several were injured, including Joffrey—and Harris. People she cared about. 
 
    I care about Jack too. 
 
    That didn’t mean she couldn’t do a bit of digging. If she got the slightest hint that he’d come unhinged… 
 
    He’s off but not off his rocker! 
 
    She had to stop this train of thought. Harris had foisted his views of the world onto her. He may be cynical, but that wasn’t her. 
 
    She cut off the thoughts barreling through her mind and smiled at Jack. “How are you?” 
 
    He gave her a sheepish look. “I know I’m supposed to leave the park. It’s just that I found this perfect place to camp. I could see the moon over Denali and it was one of those clear nights where you could see the peak.” 
 
    She imagined the scene in her head easily since she’d seen it many times as well. “I know how it is to love nature that way. I’m heading out of the park. Want to get something to eat with me in town?” 
 
    So much for her returning directly to the cabin and staying put. Harris would chew her out, but he wasn’t her keeper. Besides Jenna could handle herself. 
 
    Jack grinned. “Pizza?” 
 
    “You know it. Get in.” 
 
    In his loping gait, he circled the front of the truck and climbed into the seat Harris had vacated not long before. As she drove, they chatted about places he’d been and when she had time off to meet up with him for a long hike. They discussed mutual friends on the trail, and how one couple recently had a baby and had to hang up their longer trips for the time being, though they backpacked the baby out for day trips. 
 
    All the talk made her bones long for a new adventure, and by the time they sat down for pizza, she felt more unsettled than she had in a while. 
 
    Again, Harris’s voice echoed through her consciousness. You’re reacting to your gut instinct about Jack. He could be the bomber. 
 
    Shut up, Harris. I’m good at reading people. 
 
    Are you sure? I do this for a living. 
 
    You trust no one, and I suspect that goes way back to your childhood days. 
 
    She didn’t know what made her suspect Harris suffered from a difficult past, and she wouldn’t pry. But she really did pride herself on being observant and a good judge of character, as she’d proven with Al and would again with Jack. 
 
    They tucked in to their vegetarian pizza stacked with peppers, mushrooms and onion. Jack devoured slice after slice, and she managed two before feeling a tugging desire to hurry to the cabin. 
 
    After they finished and split the bill, they walked out to the truck. She looked to Jack. “You know I can’t take you into the park.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll get a room here in town for the night. Or find a nice comfy plot of grass and sleep under the stars.” 
 
    She laughed. “I have no doubt you will.” They embraced. “Take care, Jack. You know how to find me.” 
 
    He gave her a nod and walked off, in the opposite direction she would drive to the cabin. 
 
    She sat watching him for a minute. For some reason, Harris had quieted in her head… but that tiny voice that wondered if he could be right and Jack might be a person of suspicion, belonged to her. 
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    The cardboard in the cabin windows had been removed and replaced with plywood. But that didn’t change the fact that Lipton couldn’t look out and see Jenna. 
 
    Of course she hadn’t returned to the cabin as he told her to and if she had, she’d gone again. Where the hell was she now? 
 
    He whipped open the door and looked out. Braced in the doorway, he sent a glare at the woods and road. 
 
    Yes, he could text her. He should text her. She could be in danger. 
 
    Or he could be overreacting. 
 
    They weren’t a couple—they’d known each other for days. Sex didn’t equal feelings, and he didn’t operate that way anyhow. 
 
    But dammit, there was a reason he told her to stay put at the cabin—a reason that they told her not to go home. 
 
    She’s a grown woman and carries a weapon. She’s fine. 
 
    He stumped inside and slammed the door. He went from desk to fireplace and back again. Then he found himself standing at the kitchen sink looking up at the stupid plant hanging from knotted threads. 
 
    Leaning against the sink, he bowed his head. His issue wasn’t the fact she didn’t obey some command he’d given her. His real problem was how Jenna consumed all his thoughts. If someone could just tell him how the hell she’d become so important to him in only days, he’d like to hear the theory. Because damn if he could puzzle it out. 
 
    What happened when they found the bomber? The team would move on from the national park to another threat. Hell, right now, a search and rescue was going on in another part of the state, and they could use their expertise about the region. 
 
    When he did go, what then? Jenna fit into his life in the here and now. Actually, she didn’t fit in at all. They walked on opposite sides of the universe, but for a brief second, their lives collided. 
 
    They had little in common. He saw in black and white. Rules kept his life in order. But Jenna…she saw in all colors of Mother Earth. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    He stumped over to the desk and plopped into the chair, letting his crutches fall with crashes to each side of him. 
 
    The silence of the cabin pressed in on him from all sides. He was about to stand and go to the fireplace just to start a fire and hear the crackle of log and flame, when the door opened. 
 
    Across the small expanse, he met Jenna’s gaze. 
 
    His first thought was that she was whole. Safe. 
 
    He took in her appearance. She hadn’t changed from her uniform, but her curls appeared a bit more windblown. 
 
    Quietly, she closed the door and crossed the cabin to him. Lipton got to his feet as she approached. Staring down at her, he reached out and touched a finger to her braid. 
 
    His feelings for her bloomed in his chest, gaining more roots by the minute, even as the braid proved to be a physical manifestation of their differences. 
 
    Her green eyes softened as she looked up at him. 
 
    “Where were you?” His voice grew roughened. 
 
    “I’ve just been driving.” 
 
    He sensed she wasn’t telling him everything, and she had a right not to. She owed him nothing. 
 
    “Driving in the park?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I wish you’d told someone where you were. You know the threat that’s out there.” 
 
    She nodded and turned away from him. She took a few steps, and the distance between them put him on high alert as nothing else could. 
 
    “Jenna. Where were you really?” 
 
    “I ran into Jack. He was walking along the road. I picked him up and we went out for pizza.” 
 
    He pictured them sitting across from each other at a cozy table in a cozy pizza joint having some vegetarian variety made with fucking cauliflower crust, and he tried not to react to the image stamped on his brain. 
 
    On the heels of that came the uneasy feeling Lipton experienced when he met Jack—as if he had something to hide under the façade of hippie hiker and all those dreadlocks. 
 
    Lipton jammed his fingers through his short hair. Anger mixed with fear for Jenna’s safety bubbled inside him, and he clenched a fist, holding in the urge to explode. 
 
    “Did you ever consider that Jack might be the one we’re looking for?” He forced his tone to gentle. 
 
    With green eyes leveled on him, she nodded. 
 
    Shock rocked him on his feet. “You did?” 
 
    “I looked into it.” 
 
    “Looked into it how?” he demanded. 
 
    “I visited a friend who works at the sheriff’s office. He has access to databases.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to snap that he did too—dammit, what did she think that computer was doing on the desk? But he held his tongue and allowed her to continue. 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I gave him a photo of Jack.” 
 
    She had a photo? In her phone? Of course she did. 
 
    “I didn’t think his photo would be a match in the criminal database, but…” Her voice faltered. She looked down and then to Lipton. “He’s an ex-con.” 
 
    “You had more to work from than I did when I searched for him,” he muttered. 
 
    She blew out a shaky breath. “I figured you did.” 
 
    He didn’t know if he should be annoyed or not. 
 
    “What was his crime?” 
 
    “First you should know his name isn’t Jack.” She raised a hand and fingered the gold thread tying her braid in place. “It’s Joshua King. Son of Maggie and Jordan King. He attended prep school and flew through college, graduating early. The only thing he didn’t lie about was working for a big tech startup. He told me he got burnt out and left to find the real meaning of life. But that was a lie.” 
 
    She shook her head and snaked her arms around her middle as if holding herself together. Lipton took a step toward her, but her body language kept him from reaching out and pulling her into his arms to offer comfort. 
 
    “What was his crime?” 
 
    “He stole a quarter million through a cybersecurity leak. He got off easy—probably because of his rich daddy—got a slap on the wrist and was made to pay back the money. After that, he took off and nobody’s seen him since. His family has a reward out for information about him.” 
 
    Her voice wobbled, and Lipton couldn’t stand it anymore. He took a step forward and yanked her against his chest. She buried her face in his shirt, but she wasn’t crying. While Lipton ran his hand up and down her spine, he felt her begin to calm. 
 
    “That has to feel terrible knowing he lied to you.” 
 
    She nodded, rubbing her cheek on his shirt. 
 
    “It’s the worst form of betrayal, thinking you know somebody and finding out they’re something else entirely.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s completely lying about who he is. I might not know his real name or anything about his past, but I don’t believe he’s been totally untruthful with me.” She shifted out of his embrace. 
 
    Lipton clenched his jaw against the tirade of words that would only hurt her feelings. “Sit down,” he said instead. “I’ll make you some hot cocoa.” 
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    Jenna felt as though the earth had crumbled from underneath her feet, leaving her grappling for solid ground to stand on. 
 
    She brought her steaming mug to her lips and met Harris’s eyes over the rim. When she sipped and found the perfect blend of sweet chocolate and milk, she issued a small sigh. 
 
    Logs crackled in the fireplace, and everything about this moment offered peace. Too bad it didn’t make her feel better. “I feel as if some of my personal beliefs have been pulled out from under me.” 
 
    He made a noise in his throat. “I’m sorry this happened.” 
 
    “I’m not a skeptical, suspicious person.” 
 
    “What made you question him then?” He didn’t drink any cocoa but sat staring at her without pause, wearing that hard expression that resembled a fortress gate—nothing got past it. Not even her. 
 
    She took another sip, trying to compose her thoughts. “You were talking to me in my head.” 
 
    His stare landed on her. “I was?” 
 
    “I guess you’ve gotten to me a little bit. All this investigating and hunting people through the forest… I couldn’t stop looking at Jack and wondering why he was in the forest at the same time that tree fell on Joffrey.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good call.” 
 
    Tears boiled near the surface. “I hate that I was right.” 
 
    “Maybe not. He might be convicted of some cybercrime, but that doesn’t make him the bomber.” 
 
    “It seems so suspicious, though, don’t you think?” 
 
    He leaned forward, placing his hands on the table. They were big, capable, callused and felt amazing on her body. She extracted her attention from his hands and met his stare. 
 
    “Jenna, this isn’t you. You’re only questioning Jack because…” He leaned back in the chair and took his hands off the table. 
 
    “Because what?” she whispered. 
 
    “Because of me. This is my fault. I’m turning you into somebody you’re not. One thing I love about you is your purity and your ability to see life in a different way. I’ve been made hard, first by my childhood and a father who beat me and a mother who’d never leave him to get me out of the foster care system.” 
 
    She gulped in a cry of pain on his behalf. What she suspected was true—and he shared it with her in a dead tone that told her he’d long ago separated his thoughts from his feelings. 
 
    “I’ve seen the harsh realities of life, Jenna. As a kid growing up in the system and then in the military. I’ve either been evading bad guys or gunning for them my entire life. But you”—he reached across the table and snagged her hand in his—“you don’t think like me. And if I’m causing you to change…then you shouldn’t be hanging around me.” 
 
    As quickly as he grabbed her hand, he released it, leaving her feeling empty and alone. 
 
    She stared at the tabletop until her eyes blurred. Then she got up and walked into the bedroom. They were at a standoff. What did she even say or do after Lipton’s statement? 
 
    This can’t work. Ever. 
 
    But I like him. 
 
    He’s everything against what I like…or thought I did. 
 
    She heard a sound and turned to see him standing in the doorway. Her heart stuttered through a triple beat. 
 
    Neither of them could stay away from each other—who were they kidding? 
 
    With his crutches abandoned somewhere in the cabin, he came forward. She quivered at what he’d do or say. Would he touch her or tell her to pack her belongings and move to another cabin? 
 
    She wouldn’t meet his gaze but felt his stare on her, hot and burning through her layers, clear to her soul. 
 
    He drew her into his arms again. 
 
    “You say I shouldn’t be hanging around you…but you’re a good person, Harris.” She ticked her gaze up to his. “And I want you in my li—” 
 
    Her whispered confession was cut short by Harris’s mouth slamming over hers. 
 
    She moaned out and he dragged her onto tiptoe, his broad palm planted on her ass, jerking her into his hard body as he kissed her until she gasped. 
 
    The what-ifs fled her mind, and she kissed him with all the lust and desire pounding through her system. He cupped her face in one hand, twisting her right and left while he delivered harsh kiss after harsh kiss. 
 
    Her lips felt deliciously bruised and her nipples throbbing to hard peaks. His fingers worked down her braid, from her scalp to the bit of gold thread at the bottom. “This braid drives me crazy. It’s so unexpected…it’s so you.” 
 
    Her heart flexed and she swayed into him, seeking more. 
 
    She plucked at his hair and then slid her hands down his shirt to pull the hem free of his pants. When she inched her fingers over his washboard abs, he growled low in his throat, grabbed the sides of her top and ripped it down the center. Buttons flew every direction, and she cried out with red-hot desire. 
 
    “Take me, Harris!” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate but picked her up and turned to the bed. They hit the mattress together. She robbed him of his shirt and cast it aside. As his warm muscle pressed down on her, she gasped. 
 
    They tore at each other’s clothes. And once those were gone, his fingertips found her nipples and pinched and plucked them while she bucked upward for more. 
 
    She kissed a path over his rounded steel pecs, pushing him to lie on his side while she continued dropping kisses to his abs, licking at the furred trail leading to his long, hard shaft. 
 
    The head bobbed against his stomach. She lapped at the purple, flared head and slipped her tongue over the depression. Tasting his salt, she moaned. 
 
    “Jesus, Jenna.” He sank his fingers into her curls as she parted her lips and took him inside her mouth. The taste and scent of man drove her on to pleasure him in a brand-new way. Need pattered through her lower belly. 
 
    Gliding down his body, she sucked him in as far as he’d fit. With her lips wrapped around his cock, a tight, prickly need took up residence in her core. She flashed a look at his face, saw his glazed expression, and moaned. 
 
    “Jenna,” he ground out. 
 
    She bobbed up his cock to the tip. 
 
    “Fuck! Jenna…sweetheart…stop.” 
 
    She didn’t, sucking his length into her mouth and swirling her tongue along the veined length until a constant rumble of pleasure rolled through the hard man. The minute he lost control, she took it, determined to throw him over the edge. Driven by his groans and grunts and a final plea for her to stop before it was too late, she sucked him until he stiffened. 
 
    His hot juices hit her throat, and she swallowed fast in gulps. As she continued to love him with her mouth, she watched his face contort with ecstasy. 
 
    When he gripped her upper arms and pulled her off his cock and up his body to kiss the hell out of her, she threw herself at him. 
 
    He slipped his thumb through her slick folds. “Fuck, you’re wetter than ever. From sucking me?” 
 
    She nodded and threw her leg over his middle, anchoring her pussy over his still hard shaft. 
 
    But he lifted her off him and shimmied down the mattress until her pussy hovered just over his lips. 
 
    Her breathing caught. His warm breaths passed over her quivering folds. When his tongue hit her clit and applied the perfect pressure, she tossed her head on a cry. 
 
    It was his name. 
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    The urge to scoop Jenna up and rush her away from this place, to hide her away forever, burned strong through him. Her sweet little moans were driving him to the brink. If he heard her cry his name in that throaty rasp one more time…he might actually do it. 
 
    This didn’t have to end—he could find a way to see her. Alaska might be vast, but he had access to transport besides four wheels and an engine. He had a long weekend off every six weeks, vacations and the Xtreme Ops team had down times. 
 
    They could make this work. 
 
    Was he crazy? Was he considering a relationship? It would tear him apart at the seams. He’d never be able to hide from his feelings once he brought her into his life. 
 
    Holding her over his face, tonguing her sweet pussy until she thrashed with a wild orgasm, he thought there might not be any turning back now. 
 
    He had to have her. She couldn’t hide her true self from him, and he didn’t want to hide from her. 
 
    Hell, he was falling for the woman. 
 
    As her final pulsation throbbed against his tongue, he lowered her to the bed. She lay still, eyes burning and wide. 
 
    He leaned over her. “You’re so goddamn beautiful. And you’re stealing my damn heart.” 
 
    Her eyelids flickered, and she raised a hand to his jaw. “I think you already own mine,” she whispered. 
 
    He kissed her long and deep, building her need for him. When he could barely stand the throb in his balls anymore, he lowered himself over her. With each inch he sank, the sweet torturous clutch of her walls around his erection shot him higher. He issued a rough groan and sank balls-deep. 
 
    She brought his hand to her breast, and he splayed his hand wide over her chest, flicking one nipple with his thumb and the other his middle finger. Realizing that she loved the added stimulation, he continued to strum each hard bud until the juicy sounds of her wet pussy, as he fucked it, filled the room. 
 
    “Harris…I don’t know…how we work. We’re so…different.” She arched and rocked her hips at the same time. 
 
    His cock hit her innermost point, and they shared a moan. “I have…no idea.” He strained against the need to burst too soon. He wanted to feel the delicious abandon of her orgasm around him before he let go. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” 
 
    “I couldn’t if I tried.” He took her mouth again in a claiming kiss and felt the change in her body. 
 
    She went boneless and the first pulse around his cock began. He thrust his tongue in time to the movement of his hips. She gave a rasp, grabbed him hard and started coming. 
 
    He only made it two strokes before he let go too. Passion and need blasted through him as the orgasm stole the last of his control. Any barriers between him and this woman had officially crumbled to ash. 
 
    He collapsed and half rolled to keep from crushing her. Seconds passed as he gathered his wits, aware that he might not be able to ever fully keep hold of himself when it came to Jenna. 
 
    Their gazes locked, and she smiled—a soft, beautiful smile that brushed at the edges of his heart. 
 
    “You know, when I first saw you hovering over me when I came to, I thought you were a fairy nymph.” 
 
    Her expression blanked, and then she burst out laughing. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Now that he’d told her, she’d never let him live it down. He could only hope she didn’t tell Broshears. The man would definitely never let him live it down. 
 
    “What exactly is a fairy nymph?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Something out of a storybook. You were wearing green, and with your green eyes…” He slid a hand into her curls and drew her down for a kiss, if for nothing more than to stop her laughter. 
 
    The tender meeting of their mouths brought to life more of those feelings he wasn’t sure how to deal with. But he didn’t pull away. He closed his eyes and allowed the new sensations to wash over him. 
 
    Slowly, she drew free and he opened his eyes to find her studying him. She rubbed her thumb over his lower lip. “I thought you were more robot than man,” she confessed. 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched upward. “What would make that thought enter your head?” 
 
    “After you stood on your ankle and dropped, you got right back up to do it again.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That doesn’t make me sound very smart.” 
 
    “Just determined. I knew your character in that moment.” 
 
    “And I knew yours—that you’re helpful and kind and willing to step up to any task.” 
 
    Her shy smile warmed his heart. As she ducked her head, he cuddled her into his chest and breathed in her woodsy scent. Thank Christ she realized that Jack could be a problem, but it did hurt Lipton that her view of the world had been tarnished at all. Part of her sweetness lay in her openness toward every single creature—human or animal. 
 
    They lay wreathed in each other’s arms for a long minute. Then he raised his head. “Do you hear knocking?” 
 
    As soon as he spoke, the tap became a pounding. They leaped apart and out of bed. He quickly grabbed his clothes, and she helped him locate what he needed so he could answer the door. 
 
    “Go,” she said as soon as he fastened his jeans. 
 
    When he whipped open the door and faced down Broshears, he shifted into special operative mode. Bracing his legs apart, he gestured him inside and closed the door. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I tried to call but couldn’t get you.” 
 
    Fuck, had he gotten so wrapped up in Jenna that he didn’t hear his phone? 
 
    “We found something. It’s big.” 
 
    He threw a look over his shoulder but didn’t see Jenna emerge from the bedroom. “Let’s step outside and you can fill me in.” 
 
    He opened the door wide enough for Broshears to exit. He followed. 
 
    “Fill me in,” Lipton said. 
 
    “We took your suggestion and set up trail cameras throughout the park.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you aren’t going to tell me you caught Bigfoot.” 
 
    Broshears ignored his statement and continued, “Lots of wildlife, as you can imagine. A hiker or two, which we tracked down and investigated. But we got footage of someone entering the trapper shack in the night.” 
 
    His muscles locked as he braced for action. “Who was it?” 
 
    “Paul Gibson.” 
 
    Lipton had been so prepared to hear the name Jack or Joshua King that he didn’t fully register what Broshears said at first. 
 
    “The older park ranger? The one who everyone looks up to?” 
 
    “That’s the guy.” 
 
    “What do you think he was doing there? Is it his job to check the place?” 
 
    Broshears shook his head. “I don’t think so. We believe he’s the one who’s been using the place and storing his supplies there.” 
 
    Lipton took a long moment to digest this information. He ran his hand over his face, wondering how the hell to break the news that not only was Jack not who she believed but neither was Paul. 
 
    “Fucking hell. Jenna’s going to get a double blow today.”  
 
    Broshears didn’t respond to his statement, and Lipton roused from his personal dilemma to focus on the problem. 
 
    “Have you tracked him down yet?” he asked. 
 
    Broshears stared past him at the surroundings—his mind obviously far away with the team. “We’re workin’ on it. Nobody’s seen him for the past twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Think he knows we’re on to him?” 
 
    “Possible. Gasper and Beckett did some digging around and got info from the owner of the mini-market outside the park that Gibson was in there yesterday, buying some supplies for a road trip.” 
 
    He traded a heavy look with Broshears. “Either he’s skipped town to evade us or—” 
 
    “He’s running short on other supplies and going to purchase some.” 
 
    “I’ll dig into the database. Find anyone within the state limits who might be capable of obtaining explosives.” 
 
    “Check out all the veterans. I know it’s wrong to suspect they might break the law, but some with mental issues might be stockpiling.” 
 
    He nodded, his mind racing to another of Jenna’s friends—Al. If they added that man to the list of people she trusted but shouldn’t, he didn’t know what he’d do. 
 
    “I’m on it. Check in with me. I’ll also run his license plate and see if we can get some state troopers on his tail.” 
 
    “Do that. I’ll inform Sullivan of your moves.” He started to turn to go. 
 
    “One thing before you go, Broshears.” 
 
    He swung back. They stood around the same height, and Broshears always possessed a dark glimmer in his eyes that Lipton had seen before in other men who’d been in battle. He knew the man had performed a few top-secret missions though he’d never even hinted at the nature of those missions with his teammates who’d lived through similar feats. But the government told them not to talk, they didn’t talk. Period. 
 
    “You have evidence that Gibson entered the trapper shack, but did he take anything in—or out?” 
 
    “He was wearing a backpack. Hepburn analyzed the footage and believes there’s a carabiner clipped to the handle.” 
 
    “Climbing gear.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Did you catch any footage of him coming out?” 
 
    Broshears nodded. “The pack didn’t appear to be heavier or lighter.” 
 
    If Lipton had to guess, the backpack contained the climbing equipment that matched the rigging Jenna claimed went missing six months before. 
 
    “Send me the footage immediately.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “Guts and glory, Broshears.” 
 
    He shot him a glimmer of a smile. “Guts and glory.” 
 
    The team motto had been handed down from other special forces within Homeland Security. Saying it now drove Lipton to focus on the mission and not on the sweet, dewy-eyed woman he’d just rolled around in bed with. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jenna, sit down.” 
 
    She didn’t like Harris’s tone at all. Her insides began to quiver, but she slowly lowered herself to the chair flanking the fireplace. The box where he’d dropped his carvings didn’t have any new figures. He’d been too busy with the mission, the investigation…and with her. 
 
    He stared at her for so long that she thought she’d go crazy waiting for what could only be bad news. 
 
    “Joffrey died, didn’t he?” she asked at last. 
 
    He blinked. “Joffrey… No. He’s still in the coma, on the mend.” 
 
    “So what is it?” 
 
    “We set up some trail cameras in hidden places that nobody would detect. We had one directed on the trapper shack.” 
 
    “Oh God.” She felt the blood drain from her face. 
 
    He crouched before her and took her hands. The warmth of his touch did nothing to quell the terror building inside her. 
 
    “Harris, tell me please. I’m strong.” 
 
    “I know you are.” He dipped his head and when he met her gaze once more, sorrow filled his eyes. “It was Paul.” 
 
    She jolted. Of all the people she believed he’d name, Paul wasn’t one. 
 
    She processed this information, flipped it over and over, upside down and sideways until she could see every angle before she spoke. “He could have been checking for damage to the cabin. Sometimes animals get inside and destroy—” 
 
    He shook his head, cutting off her words. “We believe he entered for a different reason.” 
 
    “But you found the bomb-making materials in that trapper shack. Paul might have been checking for more evidence.” 
 
    “We don’t think that’s the case, Jenna.” 
 
    She laughed, a harsh bark that shattered the peaceful atmosphere of the cabin up until now and jolted even her. She leaned forward, digging her fingers into her curls. 
 
    “This could be something totally innocent, Harris.” 
 
    “It could be, yes. But he’s also gone missing.” 
 
    No. None of this made sense. She could believe Jack had been involved in some tech scandal, taken his light punishment and set off into the world in order to escape more temptation, his soiled reputation or both. But she would not—could not—believe that Paul would do something so atrocious as plant explosives and kill and injure visitors to the park they all loved so much. 
 
    “No way,” she whispered. 
 
    “Jenna, we need to consider it as a possibility,” he said gently. 
 
    “When was the last time anybody saw him?” 
 
    “He was spotted at the mini-mart, and the owner said Paul claimed to be taking a road trip.” 
 
    Oh God. That earth that seemed to crumble when she learned about Jack’s true identity and hidden past shook apart beneath her now, leaving her clinging to the rim of an endless chasm. If she dropped, she didn’t know how she’d ever climb out again. All she knew, believed in and loved would be a house of lies. She wouldn’t be able to put her trust and faith in her fellow park rangers again, let alone anybody else. 
 
    That suspicious nature that Harris claimed came from keeping company with him would forever be part of her. 
 
    Her brows crinkled, and she dug her fingers into her hair again. “That could mean anything. He sometimes visits family.” 
 
    “Yes, and I want their names in a minute.” 
 
    She laughed again, and this time it took on a cynical note. “So I’m supposed to help you find my friend so you can hang this terrorist act on him?” 
 
    “Jenna, we’re just doing our jobs. You, me and the team.” 
 
    “He’s my friend.” 
 
    “I realize that.” 
 
    “He taught me so much.” 
 
    “I know that too. What we need to figure out is where he is so we can find him and ask him some questions. And hopefully rule him out as a suspect.” 
 
    She went dead inside as a sudden realization struck. “Government cuts,” she whispered. 
 
    Harris’s gaze never left her face. “What about them?” 
 
    “The government cuts are a rumor for now, but Paul has been talking about it a lot. He’s worried he’ll be laid off from work, and since he’s older, he’d be the first to go. He doesn’t want early retirement. This park is his life.” 
 
    Harris launched from his crouching position to his feet and strode to the desk without the help of the crutches he should be using. He sat down and started hammering at the keyboard, bringing up screen after screen. She saw him hit send on some intel before she wedged herself between him and the desk. 
 
    “Stop! Harris, don’t you care about my thoughts at all? Paul is my friend. Even if he’s responsible…we can’t just turn him in for a life in prison!” 
 
    He settled his hands on her hips. “Remember he blew the windows out of the cabin. He could have hurt you, Jenna.” 
 
    She ignored his statement, even though it was true Paul had also put her life at risk. 
 
    “Harris, you can’t do this. If Paul really is behind this…he’s only doing it to keep his job.” Her heart was breaking. 
 
    “Jenna, we both know this has to happen. You can’t shield Paul just because he’s your friend.” 
 
    Disgust rolled through her, for what Harris really was. “Can’t you see anything but the mission? There are people’s lives at stake!” 
 
    His eyes burned into hers. “Exactly—I’m trying to save people from dying in this park.” 
 
    His phone buzzed, and he released her hips to plant it against his ear. “Got it. Give me two.” 
 
    After lowering the phone, he looked to Jenna. “I’m asking you to move so I can do what I need to do, sweetheart.” 
 
    Her heart dropped. “I’m not your sweetheart. Or your fairy nymph. And I’m not sticking around here.” 
 
    He searched her eyes for a long moment. “Fine. You’re free to go.” 
 
    Swallowing a rasp of a cry, she scooted out from between the desk and Harris’s body and strode to the bedroom. She grabbed her bag and stuffed whatever belongings were scattered around inside it. Her heart felt shattered, along with her nerves and her beliefs in the world. 
 
    One thing held true from the start—she and Harris Lipton were very different people and they’d never work. 
 
    When she walked out, she sent a glare at Harris’s back. All she heard was the clack of the keys as he typed. His phone rang, and he put it on speaker. 
 
    “Penn. I got him. He’s headed north, and there aren’t many roads that direction. If my instincts are right, I think he might be heading to this small town. I’m sending Cora the coordinates now. There’s a guy who police have visited on several occasions. I’ve got two reports of threats—” Realizing Jenna stood there listening, Harris cut off Captain Sullivan’s voice with a stab of his finger. He brought the phone to his ear,  but his gaze slid to the bag she held and finally up to her face. Was it her imagination or did a silent plea project from his eyes? 
 
    She steeled her legs, either to hold herself in place or keep from running to him and ending both their torment. They might be standing on opposite sides of the war, but that didn’t mean she didn’t care about him. And that expression in his eyes said he cared about her too. 
 
    Harris spoke into his cell. “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    He ended the call and got to his feet. “I’m sorry, Jenna. We need to have a conversation, but I’ve gotta go with them and end this.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know. I’ve always known it. You’re all about the guts and glory.” 
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    Jenna had heard the Xtreme Ops team use the motto as a way of saying farewell and be safe. But she’d used it in a totally other way. 
 
    She used it to hurt Harris, and she couldn’t feel worse about doing so. 
 
    The drive to her place from Denali National Park always provided her with a feeling of peace and solitude, time that she regrouped and recharged. Not today. A crawling anxiety took over her insides, leaving her alternately hot and cold, depending on what part of the situation she thought about. 
 
    Paul…dear Paul. Was the older man truly responsible for the explosions? He really was the kindest, gentlest human she’d ever known—how was it possible for him to become a terrorist? Would the possible layoffs within the park actually drive him to this? 
 
    She couldn’t see it. 
 
    Yet she could. 
 
    On several occasions Paul had expressed to her how upsetting it was to think of being laid off and how much he’d miss the rounds, the park rangers and the wild world they called their workplace. 
 
    She heaved a heavy sigh. She didn’t want to think about the team hunting down her friend at this very moment, but of course she couldn’t leave it alone. It felt like a raw, open wound that she wished she could hide away and ignore. 
 
    She was a fool for letting herself believe Harris would listen to her and stop what he was planning—that he might see her side, and the side of a desperate older man, and find another way to handle the situation. 
 
    How wrong she’d been. While her body might get along fine with Harris Lipton, the way she viewed the world proved to be completely opposite of him. 
 
    So stupid that she’d grown attached to him in mere days. She’d heard stories about people confusing lust with insta-love, and before meeting Harris, she believed she was far too levelheaded to experience such a thing. 
 
    Yet here she sat aching for a man she felt she had gained in days and lost in moments. 
 
    Why did it hurt so much? 
 
    Gripping the steering wheel, she drove home on autopilot, but that meant her mind spun like a top. 
 
    If Paul really was the criminal, he’d go to prison for murder and acts of terrorism. He’d hurt his own park ranger, Joffrey. 
 
    He’d hurt Harris. 
 
    She shook her head. She couldn’t see it from the man, and her ability to see good in every person wasn’t to blame. 
 
    When she arrived at her small house tucked off the road and parked in the driveway, tears prickled at her eyes. Coming home felt good. So why had the cabin begun to feel like her home away from home? 
 
    Because Harris was there. 
 
    Days, she reminded herself. I’ve only known Harris for days and the sex meant nothing. We were blowing off steam. 
 
    What she wouldn’t give for somebody to confide in right this minute—all her besties were men. Two of them she didn’t know like she thought she did. 
 
    Her parents would listen if she called or video chatted with them, but she couldn’t confide the dirty, steamy details of her relationship with Harris. How sex had filled her with so many emotions she didn’t know how to cope with losing. 
 
    She carried her belongings into the house and locked the door behind her. The place smelled as if it’d been closed for too long, so she went through the rooms opening windows. 
 
    One reason she’d taken the huge step in purchasing this house as her personal haven was that she loved the amount of light that filled the rooms. The golden glow allowed her plants to thrive too. When she moved through the spaces, feeling the soil of each plant to see if it needed a drink, she found a ray of calm. 
 
    She turned in a circle to drink it all in. 
 
    Since she didn’t need a dining area and her small kitchen table served her just fine, she had created a library nook out of junk shop finds including two tall bookcases, a chair and ottoman and a side table big enough to hold a reading lamp as well as a mug of coffee, tea or cocoa, depending on her mood. 
 
    She settled into the cozy chair and closed her eyes. Images bombarded her—of Harris’s eyes, so close as he moved in to claim her lips—and how cold and hard those same eyes could be. 
 
    Her stomach ached, and she folded her arms around her middle. For long minutes her mind drifted. 
 
    Where was Harris and his team right now? Barreling north to track down Paul? Why was Paul going north anyway? 
 
    Her mind backtracked to two other times her friend had shared that he was taking a short road trip. The first time, Joffrey and Rick had teased him about having a date. But Paul only chuckled and told them he was picking up an item he found on the internet to buy. 
 
    Could that item be explosive? Bomb-making equipment? 
 
    The second time had been only six weeks ago, and Paul’s short break hadn’t been planned. He asked Joffrey to take his shifts and when he couldn’t because of previous plans, Jenna had taken the hours. 
 
    If Paul had gone to purchase more explosive, and she gave him the free time to do so, was she also at fault? Of course not. But she still felt a heavy weight descend over her. Slumping in the chair, she continued to analyze every single angle of Paul’s possible crime. She found herself picking apart his tone of voice and expressions he wore, wondering if she might have missed some sign of him going off the deep end. 
 
    In such a short time, Harris had changed her—the way she thought, felt, acted. She was still Jenna, but with a tougher edge, and she didn’t know if she liked the new Jenna. 
 
    Her phone buzzed and her heart gave a leap. Thinking it might be Harris, she grabbed it out of her pocket and stared at the screen. 
 
    Jack…or rather Joshua King. Would she ever be able to think of her friend the same way? She definitely couldn’t meet with him face-to-face for a while until she figured it out. 
 
    One thought turned into a hundred, and hours turned into days. On repeat, she ate, slept, got up the next day and went to work. After ten days of no word from Paul or Harris, she started to wonder if she’d ever see either one of them again. 
 
    The world took on a bleak cast that mirrored her mood. 
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    With a huge sigh, Jenna dropped a pile of garbage left by campers into the trash receptacle. Things like this ticked her off to no end, but she found people weren’t always considerate or follow the same code as she did about sharing a clean planet. At least there was a restroom near the picnic area where she could wash her hands. 
 
    The small mirror over the sink reflected her tired image—she hadn’t been sleeping well for a couple weeks now. Purple bruises under each eye gave her complexion a more sallow appearance. But what did any of that matter? She’d been keeping to herself even when it came to seeing her coworkers. She didn’t want to hear the latest theories on why Paul hadn’t returned or if the special ops team would ever solve the mystery of the explosions. 
 
    On her way out of the restroom, her phone buzzed. She drew it from her pocket and saw a message flash across the screen. 
 
    Pizza? 
 
    Jack. 
 
    How many days had she ignored his texts now? Doing so left her feeling depressed and guilt-ridden. He might have a past, but who didn’t? As far as she knew, he wasn’t doing anything wrong now. The Xtreme Ops team obviously ruled him out as a suspect or Jack would be in custody. 
 
    The Xtreme Ops team… She flinched at the images of the men rolling through her mind. Funny how she thought of them as friends and yet she didn’t even know most of their full names. Captain Penn Sullivan, Broshears, Gasper, Hepburn, who everyone called Hep. Beckett was one she hadn’t figured out, with his poker face she couldn’t read. Winston and Day, who she knew less about. Pax had guarded her one night at the cabin. And Cora had life-flighted Joffrey to the hospital. 
 
    So many days had passed that Joffrey was now awake and progressing through his recovery, while her own life seemed to pedal in place, like a mountain bike stuck on a rock. 
 
    One man’s name she refused to allow into her mind—he already occupied her every dream. 
 
    The sharp pang stabbing into her heart hadn’t faded in intensity, and after weeks, she wasn’t certain if it ever would. 
 
    She stared at those five little letters on her screen. P-I-Z-Z-A. Her stomach liked the idea. 
 
    Maybe she needed to give her friend a second chance. Wasn’t that what the old Jenna would do? 
 
    She thumbed off a response. Meet you there. 
 
    His immediate reply told her he’d been waiting. How many other times had Jack sat waiting for her response and never received one? More guilt heaped onto her shoulders, but maybe tonight she’d face Jack and confront him with what she knew. Friends were honest with each other—and if he was a true friend in return, he’d listen. Then the pair of them could find their way back to the golden friendship she loved having in her life. 
 
    As she drove out of the park, she passed Rick driving the other direction. They rolled down their windows to chat about their day, but he sounded as depressed as she felt. This limbo they lived in, with the park closed until somebody told them otherwise, and Paul gone too, had kicked all their morale in the teeth. 
 
    Rick sent a long glance up the road where he was heading. “I sure do miss seeing visitors here.” 
 
    “Me too.” For some reason, her throat clogged off. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to be much point in any of us being here without people,” he said and roused himself from his despondent mood. In a brighter tone, he said, “Well, have a good evening, Moon Shadow.” 
 
    “Bye, Rick.” 
 
    As they both drove away, she experienced a flutter of panic. Moon Shadow had been part of her identity for years, but she didn’t feel in touch with that side of herself lately. Maybe she should take some time off, set out on an adventure of her own and reconnect with nature and herself. Rick had said without visitors, there wasn’t much for them to do around here, and they could do without her for a few days. 
 
    Maybe Jack would even join her. 
 
    The thought raised a different sort of flutter inside her—not one of interest but of worry. Harris wouldn’t like her spending time alone on the trail with Jack. 
 
    To hell with Harris—he was no longer part of her life. She had to move forward, and what better way than to do something she loved with an old friend who understood her? 
 
    Feeling a little more eager for the company than the pizza, she hurried into town. When she pulled up in front of the pizza joint, she saw Jack sitting outside on a bench waiting for her. 
 
    He grinned and threw her a wave, but she saw a hint of hesitation in both gestures. She’d hurt him, and the idea didn’t set with her. 
 
    She climbed out of her truck and walked up to him. He stood, searching into her eyes. “Something happened,” he said. 
 
    Her heart tumbled off the high shelf she’d forced it onto after Harris left and hit rock bottom. Tears thickened her throat. Maybe she did have that friend to confide in, after all. 
 
    “Can we just…walk first? Then eat?” she asked him. 
 
    “Anything you want.” 
 
    They strolled away from the pizza place and past several small tourist shops, including the store where she’d sold Harris’s carvings in order to get money to help her friend. Her heart thudded faster as she passed the window, not daring to peek in case the owner had displayed the tiny bear or the pair of squirrels with their walnut. 
 
    “You’ve been avoiding me,” Jack said after a long silence. 
 
    She met his direct gaze and nodded. 
 
    “Did I do something to hurt you?” 
 
    “No. It’s on me.” 
 
    “Tell me what I can do to help us get to where we started.” True concern pinched his brows and creased his eyes. 
 
    She started to talk, telling him first about the threat to the park despite the fact she shouldn’t be speaking about it. Briefly, she touched on the special forces team coming to investigate. Jack asked about Harris, and Jenna folded her fingers into her palms to stop them from shaking. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she said quietly. 
 
    They turned and set off across a field that separated road from mountain. Walking got her blood pumping, which meant her heart kickstarted…along with the realization that she couldn’t get over Harris now or ever…because she loved him. 
 
    She found herself spilling all this to Jack, confiding her fears and secret thoughts to her friend. And when she finished, he put his arms around her and drew her head onto his shoulder. While he held her through her confession, he gave his own, beginning with his personal story of his crime that had begun as a test to see if he could get away with it and ending with him leaving everything behind, forsaking all material things and setting off on a soul-walk into the wilderness. 
 
    When he finished, she searched his eyes and saw nothing but the truth glowing in their depths. “Thank you for telling me, Jack.” 
 
    He scuffed at the grass with the toe of his hiking boot. “You can call me Joshua.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. To me, you’ll always be Jack.” 
 
    “Thanks, Moon Shadow.” 
 
    She glanced away. “I don’t know if I can connect with that part of myself anymore. I feel as if…” She didn’t want to speak the words that had been burning a hole through her ever since Harris left. 
 
    Dragging in a deep breath, she met Jack’s gaze. If he could be brave, so could she. “I feel as if he broke me.” To her shock, her voice didn’t waver as she thought it would. 
 
    Jack raised a hand to her braid and gave it a light tug. “Oh Moon Shadow, nobody could break you. You’ll find your way back in time.” 
 
    “What if I can’t?” 
 
    He gave her a crooked grin. “Then I’ll track this Harris dude down and kick his ass.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped at the violent words coming from her very passive friend and burst out laughing. “That’s exactly what I needed to hear from my friend right this minute. C’mon—I’m starving. Let’s get that pizza.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Three weeks. Three weeks we’ve been on this asshole’s tail!” Lipton’s voice rose an octave until every member of the team raised his head. 
 
    Penn leveled his stare on him. “What’s crawled up your ass?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what—we know the park ranger came north and we followed him north. We found where he went, what he bought and who he bought it from. We spent a week hunting the explosive seller down and another getting him to take his fucking thumb off the trigger and not blow up the whole town. We interrogated him until we know about the dreams he had about his own mother, but we still have no idea where our original mark is.” 
 
    Penn watched him for a long minute and then grabbed him by the shoulder and walked him away from the group. Lipton’s chest burned with fury and irritation, and dammit, if he’d gotten in touch with any of his feelings over the past month, he knew some of that burning was a raw need to see Jenna. 
 
    Penn spoke in a low tone so they weren’t overheard. “Do you need a break from this, Lip?” 
 
    “Hell no.” The words shot forth without him conjuring them—his will spoke for him. 
 
    “You’ve been stuck in that cast for weeks and unable to exert yourself the way you’re used to. I think you’ve got an extreme case of cabin fever.” 
 
    That may be true but it wasn’t the reason for his outburst, and Penn knew it too. 
 
    Penn never removed his grip from his shoulder. “Look, every one of us needs a break at times. Take a short leave, return to Denali…” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    His captain stared at him. “At least call her.” 
 
    His heart turned over at the suggestion that had been racing through his mind for weeks. He shook his head. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t want to hear from me.” 
 
    “And you know this because…?” 
 
    They hadn’t spoken a word about Jenna or Lipton’s entanglement with her, but the team was his brotherhood, and they were all trained to detect the most miniscule of changes in each other and their surroundings. If anybody knew Lipton had been fucking around with her, the guys did. 
 
    Lipton bowed his head. “It was stupid of me to make a move on her in the first place. We’re too different, not like you and Cora.” 
 
    “Differences can be worked out.” 
 
    “Not in this case. I apologize for my behavior, and I won’t be a drag on the team anymore.” Lipton raked his fingers over his hair. “I’ve got my shit together now.” 
 
    Penn didn’t appear to buy his story. Hell, he didn’t either. But he had to say something to get the captain off his ass. The last thing he needed was to be sidelined on this case. Seeing it through to the very end was the only thing driving him on these days. 
 
    With a nod, Penn turned to the group clustered in their temporary base, which happened to be a cabin in the region where Gibson had come to buy C-4 off his dealer. 
 
    The group roused, awaiting Penn’s orders. By now they all knew their captain’s body language, and the set of his shoulders told them he was ready to take action. 
 
    “Lip and I’ve had a little chat.” He swung his stare to Lipton. 
 
    Pax and their other two newcomers, Winston and Day, had recently begun to settle down among the team members and show their true personalities, but they mostly stuck together. Now, they bowed their heads to hide their amusement at Penn’s sarcastic tone. 
 
    Penn went on, “And I think he’s right. We’ve been sitting far too long on this. My idea to lay low and allow a weasel to pop up when he feels he’s not being hunted anymore hasn’t worked, and our mark seems to have gone underground. In Alaska, it could be years before he shows himself. We can’t wait that long.” 
 
    “What are our orders, Captain?” Hepburn asked in his deep Southern twang. 
 
    “We’re going to Denali National Park and wait.” 
 
    “What about the intel that Gibson’s been spotted in this area within the last week?” Hep pressed. 
 
    “Thanks to Lipton’s profiling, we know Gibson is the type of man to see a plan through to the end. He’s a box-checker. He ticks off an item on his to-do list before moving on to the next item. He’s got his materials to create more bombs, and I think we’ve got to draw the lines to the fact he will return to the park to finish his plan.” 
 
    Hepburn shoved to his feet. “Ready to roll when you give the word, Captain.” 
 
    “Four of you remain here in case Gibson does show his face the minute we leave town. We might have flipped over all the rocks we came across, but clearly we’re missing a few. Four of you will stay.” He scanned the group. “Pax, Winston, Day and Hepburn, you’ll be remaining here. Be vigilant. Continue the search and we’ll leave you with all the equipment you need.” 
 
    They bobbed their heads in acknowledgement of their orders. 
 
    “The rest of us will be leaving by chopper as soon as Cora can get here.” His wife had been assisting in a big search and rescue that had spanned weeks so far. A group of hikers had gone missing in the mountains, and Lipton knew at this point in the game, the search and rescue team must be flagging. Cora had been flying over the mountains where they were claimed to have been last seen. 
 
    When the team moved to grab their gear, Lipton followed. He was a relatively neat person and his belongings were never far from his pack. He’d only taken a few things out, and one of them was the black shirt Jenna had worn to bed. Laying his hand on the fabric flooded him with memories. They might have been together mere days, but those days had been the best of his life. 
 
    He rolled the shirt and added it to his gear, his chest burning once again. 
 
    He listened to the banter taking place between his brothers but hardly registered any of it. His mind was too far away, in Denali, with a beautiful park ranger who managed to ensnare his heart without even trying. 
 
    Returning would be painful, though. Their final words didn’t inspire hope that they could make a relationship work, and too many weeks had passed since. 
 
    Yet his heart thumped harder at the prospect of seeing her again. He got so lost in the daydream of staring into her soul-deep eyes, listening to her soft voice, that he didn’t hear Broshears until he called his name two more times. 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    “Chopper’ll be here in an hour.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Lipton inflated his lungs with the deepest breath he’d been able to take since the minute Jenna walked away from him. 
 
    One hour until he’d be in the air. And not long after, he’d be in Denali National Park, on the same soil as Jenna. 
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    “Have a seat. See if my handiwork stands the test of two people sitting on this bench.” Al grinned in a way that had Jenna chuckling. 
 
    She eyed the bench, handcrafted by her friend from scraps he’d traded with another homesteader for one of his laying hens. “It appears to be sturdy enough. Challenge accepted.” With an exaggerated move, she took a seat on the bench. He sat at the other end. When the legs didn’t collapse and they didn’t hit the ground, they beamed at each other. 
 
    “My furniture making is a success,” he declared. 
 
    “I’d say it is. Comfortable too.” She tilted her face up to receive the sun’s warmth. The peace she kept searching for came in spurts—taking a short walk with Jack, petting a dog that Joffrey’s family had just rescued or sitting here with her friend Al on the new bench he’d built. 
 
    She opened her eyes and found him watching her. Understanding lit his eyes. “When was the last you heard from that military man of yours?” 
 
    Her breath hitched. “That’s all over, Al.” 
 
    He studied her. “I’m sorely sorry to hear it. I’ve never seen you so happy.” 
 
    He meant well, but his words sliced through her and left her bleeding inside. She took a second to regroup and compose herself before speaking. “It’s for the best. And I’m not unhappy about it.” 
 
    No, she was miserable—and clearly not as good at hiding it as she thought. 
 
    “You know you can always come sit on this bench and talk to me, Moon Shadow.” 
 
    She warmed. “Thank you. I will. Right now, I’d best get moving. I have some errands to do before I head home.” She stood, and he did too. 
 
    “I’m glad you could take the time to stop and check on me.” Al beamed at Jenna as she walked away with a wave. 
 
    “Take care of yourself,” she called. As she turned for the truck, the radio she wore on her hip hummed with a staticky voice. 
 
    “All park rangers needed at…” 
 
    Jenna jerked at the command coming through her radio, and at the location not far away from here. She took off running to her truck, grabbing her radio off her belt as she ran. “I’m close. Ten minutes away at most!” 
 
    She jumped behind the wheel, cranked the engine and headed down the rutted track leading from Al’s property. “Rick, this is Moon Shadow. What is happening?” 
 
    “Call just came in from the Xtreme Ops team. They’re on the ridge and made a discovery.” 
 
    Oh my God! When had they returned? What was the discovery? It could only be more explosive…or they’d found Paul. 
 
    Nobody had heard a word about their fellow park ranger since he purportedly went north on a short weekend. Weeks later, he had failed to return to work, which only gave them all cause to believe the team had located him…and he wasn’t coming back. 
 
    But if they were here in the park, that meant they had cause to be. 
 
    Her thoughts raced as she stepped on the gas and navigated the slippery mud of the road. After two days of heavy soaking rain, trees dripped and the roads were dangerous in some spots. Jenna focused on the winding road leading up to the ridge. 
 
    She didn’t know how to feel about anything right this minute. She’d somewhat come to terms with the fact Paul might be the bomber, and she was working daily—sometimes hourly—to get over Harris leaving her life forever. 
 
    Some moments it felt easier to cope with the loss of the only man she’d ever felt this way about and other times, the idea of never setting eyes on him again seemed unbearable. She’d shed a lot of tears, done a hell of a lot of soul searching, shared too many pizzas with Jack and still couldn’t figure out how to move on. After someone was gone, where did she put the feelings of love she still harbored? 
 
    The truck’s rear end slid sharply to the left, toward the ledge. No guide rails had been erected to stop a vehicle from going over into the ravine below. She’d just have to keep it on the road, wouldn’t she? 
 
    Biting her lip in determination, she let off the gas, downshifted and straightened out the truck. When the wheels broke free of the heavy, sludgy mud, she felt a small thrill of victory. Every day her job presented a new challenge, which proved to be part of the reason she loved it so much. 
 
    She could never leave her job, and that knowledge about herself had helped her come to terms with Harris being all wrong for her too. 
 
    When she rounded the bend, the truck had a mind of its own. The rear end slid backward down the incline. She slammed the vehicle into four-wheel drive and concentrated with everything in her on getting to the top of this ridge—to whatever danger awaited. 
 
    Maybe to Harris. 
 
    Thankfully tears felt far away right now. Who had time for them anyway? She had a job to do, and people relied on her. 
 
    She emerged from the final bend and hit the straight track leading to the top. On each side of the road, tall trees cast shadows across the road. As she neared the location Rick named, she realized there were no other vehicles in sight—she was the first one here. 
 
    Slowing the truck to a stop, she sat frozen in the seat. Did she get out and face this danger alone? She didn’t know what she was walking into. Did any of them? 
 
    Suddenly, she saw movement from the corner of her eye. She turned her head to see Broshears half concealed by the brush, flicking two fingers for her to move. 
 
    Her heart hit her ribs with a hard slam, as if it didn’t realize she’d stopped the truck and continued the momentum. 
 
    With a shaky intake of air, she slipped out and hurried into the brush with Broshears. The sight of him was so welcome, tears threatened, and she blinked against the burn. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she whispered. 
 
    “Explosives. Enough to take the whole mountainside down.” 
 
    “But…how?” She searched his familiar face he had painted to camouflage himself. “Is it Paul?” 
 
    He gave the faintest of nods before his eyes flickered, indicating that he received an order in the device he wore in his ear. He centered his focus on her again. “Jenna. You have to go. Get in the truck and get down the mountain—now.” 
 
    “What? No. I was called here to help, and I’m going to help.” 
 
    Broshears lunged at her, hooked an arm around her middle and slammed her to the ground just as a crack sounded. She stifled a scream, which wasn’t hard when Broshears half lay on top of her and she couldn’t draw a full breath. 
 
    The crash that shook the earth beneath her had her squeezing her eyes shut. Tears leaked from the corners at the ripple of fear paralyzing her. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Broshears said into her ear. 
 
    He launched to his feet and she didn’t even hear his footsteps moving away from her, but when she opened her eyes, he’d vanished. 
 
    Another crack. The ground shook. She realized with a jolt that somebody—Paul, if the Xtreme Ops team was right—was blowing the trees around them. 
 
    “Don’t come closer!” a man’s bellow echoed to her ears. “I’m gonna do it! If I blow all this, I’ll take all of you out!” 
 
    The hackles on her neck stood on end, quivering in a heartbeat of recognition. She recognized that voice like she knew Santa Claus said ho, ho, ho. She’d listened to that man herald them all with stories every chance he got. 
 
    “Paul,” she rasped, pushing her palms into the leaf mold to shove herself upright. She had to get to him. If she looked him in the eye, he’d surely snap out of this crazy thought pattern and see what he was doing. 
 
    Shooting glances overhead in search of explosives, she grabbed onto a branch to pull herself up. When her hand closed around the branch, the scent of pine flooded her nose, a sharp tang that helped to clear her mind. 
 
    This was about saving lives, including Paul’s. 
 
    With determination, she crept through the underbrush. She knew this area of the park pretty well, as she and another ranger had taken a day off to hike to the top. A large outcropping of rock had provided the perfect place for basking in the sun and taking a rest when they stopped to eat their packed lunches. They’d explored the region, finding a nearby opening in the rock that provided a sort of cave. 
 
    The perfect spot for hiding explosives, she realized with a dip of her stomach. 
 
    Through the underbrush, she made her way in a semi-circle. When she spotted two of the Xtreme Ops team standing about a hundred yards off, her heart jumped. One stood with his back to her, but she’d know that man’s body with her eyes closed. Her hands had navigated it in the dark of night—she knew it like her own curves. 
 
    With her breaths coming faster, she had to pause to keep her rasping inhalations from being heard. After a long minute, she continued on. She carefully placed her boot down to avoid a stick that would snap and alert someone to her presence. She didn’t want Paul to see her until she was ready, and she definitely did not want one of the special ops team to try to stop her. 
 
    When she took a few more steps, she stood on higher ground and was afforded a good view of what was going on. Then she glanced up and saw wires strung in the treetops. 
 
    Harris’s voice reached her, snippets at a time, and she realized the winds were snatching his voice and making it impossible for her to catch all of what he said to Paul. But from the bits she got, she pieced together the fact Harris was trying to talk Paul out of pushing the button he clutched tight in one fist. 
 
    Her gaze lit on her coworker. Paul looked thinner, more ragged. His face bore lines where none had been a month before, and she saw the toll this decision had cost him. Maybe even his sanity. 
 
    She inched up the ground she stood on, scoping out the entire scene. It was a wonder that none of the team had spotted her yet. They were so vigilant about their surroundings that— 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” The low voice from behind her didn’t make her jump much, maybe because she’d been expecting one of the guys to show his face. For all she knew, they had a bead on her every movement since the minute she arrived. 
 
    Since her gaze was locked on Harris, she saw the muscles bunch in his shoulders, and she swore he turned his head the scantest of inches in her direction. 
 
    To her mind, she had a choice to make—allow this special operative to pull her away to safety…or help Harris talk Paul down. 
 
    “I knew you’d show up here eventually.” Paul barked out a laugh that sounded nothing like his own. The man had lost more than his marbles. If his real reason behind the crime was to keep his job, he’d made a grave mistake and would lose his freedom—or even his life. 
 
    Time to intervene. 
 
    She jumped off the rise, landing hard on the ground below at the same time she cried out, “Paul! Stop!” 
 
    “Son of a fucking bitch!” she heard the man behind her exclaim. Without turning to see who it was, she bolted out into the open and kept on running until she stood between Harris and Paul. 
 
    “Jesus,” Harris grated out and slowly reached toward her as if his sudden movement would cause Paul to crack. And it might. 
 
    She didn’t spare him a glance but faced her coworker. A frightened light entered his eyes, and she saw that he didn’t want to do this. Her hopes rose. 
 
    “Paul.” She spread her hands. “Please, stop this. Let me help you.” 
 
    He tensed, and she held her breath, waiting for a blast that didn’t come. He stood at the very edge of a cliff, and a glance over the ledge revealed the climbing rigging. 
 
    Her brain took in the situation in a blink. 
 
    He intended to blow up the Xtreme Ops team and anybody else in the area, including her and the park rangers who’d be arriving on the scene very soon, while he made a quick getaway over the edge to the ground below. 
 
    Afterward, he’d probably vanish into the wilds of Alaska, never to be seen again. 
 
    “Paul, you can’t hurt me. I know you can’t. It’s not in you to hurt a friend. Or any living thing, for that matter. Remember that time when I first joined this team here at the park, when there was an injured grizzly and you were doing everything you could to get it help? You called a dozen animal rescue centers. You ended up darting it yourself in the end and it took a winch to get the animal into your truck. Then you drove it all the way to Juneau to get it help.” 
 
    His chest heaved so hard she worried that the action might jolt him enough to hit the trigger. But she was still standing, talking and sucking air, so she must be alive. 
 
    “Paul, please stop. I know you must be scared.” 
 
    “I’m only scared for the people in this park when there aren’t any rangers left to help them! Do you know what the government is proposing for cuts this year? Six of our jobs would be eliminated. When we have such a small group as it is! Who would be left to cover all this land?” 
 
    Harris stepped up, positioning his body in front of her as if prepared to take a bullet for her. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer! I told you son of a bitches to back off!” Paul screamed until the cords on his neck stood out. 
 
    Her heart pounded. “You’re making it worse,” she whispered to Harris. 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her. 
 
    She had to stop this before it was too late. The wind whipped up, and they could see Paul’s mouth moving but even from this short distance, couldn’t hear him. For all she knew, the man was counting down her last moments on Earth. 
 
    “Paul! Paul, stop!” she cried. “We can get you the help you need. We just need you to stand down.” She tried to move closer, and Harris blocked her with a thick, muscled shoulder. 
 
    She dodged around him. “We can help the police see that you only mean well, and you can get some help. Stay out of prison.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about prison. It will only make him more desperate,” Harris shot out. 
 
    All of a sudden, a warrior cry came from her left. A man bolted from the underbrush, dressed head to foot in camo and with his face painted. With his arm upraised, she saw a huge bowie knife with a lethal blade. 
 
    “Fuck! Get back! Get down!” Captain Sullivan launched himself at the man, hitting him from behind. They both hit the ground, and Sullivan wrenched the knife from his grip. 
 
    Paul held up his shaking hand to show them that he could press the button and had nothing to lose. 
 
    “Paul, no!” she screamed and saw Sullivan flip over the man on the ground. The sight of those familiar eyes made her jaw drop. 
 
    “Jesus, it’s Al.” Harris’s tone resounded with as much shock as she felt. 
 
    Penn got him wrenched to his feet and Gasper came forward to pull her to safety. She was so busy watching this exchange that she didn’t realize Harris stood so close. Using his big body, he forced her away. 
 
    “Get back! He’s about to lose it!” he yelled at her. 
 
    The wind blew a curl in front of her eye, and she lost sight of Paul for a split second. 
 
    The crack that came next sent her ducking to the ground with her hands thrown over her head. Harris hit her from the side, sending them both sprawling as a treetop exploded. For a horrified moment, she stared up at the branches, lit up in gold and orange flames. The top teetered there for a what felt like several heartbeats. 
 
    Then the wind caught it. The tree blew straight at Paul. Branches smacked him square in the chest, wiping him off his feet and launching him over the side of the cliff. 
 
    Jenna shrieked and clawed at Harris to get away. She scrambled along the ground but he wouldn’t release his hold on her waist, and she only made it inches. 
 
    “Noooo!” She yanked away from Harris, took two steps and collapsed to her knees as she realized there was no way Paul had survived that fall. Her friend was gone. 
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    “He knew he was done for,” Lipton said to Jenna, but he knew she wasn’t listening. 
 
    She knelt on the ground, unmoving, not weeping, and her lack of reaction scared the hell out of him. The Jenna he knew would be more emotional. 
 
    He reached for her shoulders, and she didn’t take notice of him at all but continued to stare out over the cliff. Her radio sounded with voices. 
 
    “What was that?” one of the rangers shouted through the speakers. “Moon Shadow, are you in the vicinity?” 
 
    She didn’t budge, not even to acknowledge her nickname. 
 
    Gently, Harris reached around her body and located her radio clipped to her belt. He removed it and brought it to his mouth. “This is Lieutenant Lipton. There’s been another explosion.” 
 
    “Is there an injury? Do we need a rescue?” 
 
    Lipton glanced over Jenna’s head at Penn, then he spoke into the radio. “Not a rescue—a recovery.” 
 
    A noise bubbled from Jenna. So attuned to her, Lipton knew the moment had come when she broke. 
 
    He acted fast, grabbing her as she started to sob. He lifted her into his arms and carried her away from the cliff edge, past his team. When they were some distance away, he sank to a huge rock with her still in his arms. 
 
    “Jenna. It’s going to be all right, my little nymph.” 
 
    She lifted her head. As if seeing him for the first time, she leaped off his lap and stumbled several feet away. He stood, reaching for her, but she took a big step backward. 
 
    She dug her fingers into her curls. “I could have stopped him! I could have talked sense into him!” 
 
    His insides burned with remorse for the way things had ended. “Did you bring Al here?” 
 
    She blinked at him before she looked around as if she had no idea where she was or how she’d gotten there. “Al! Did you hurt him? Where is he?” She took off running. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Even though he and Broshears rigged his cast to be more solid and sturdy for walking by way of duct tape, he couldn’t run in it even if he tried. “Jenna!” 
 
    She dodged around the rock and out of sight, while he hurried after her as fast as his leg would carry him. 
 
    “Broshears, stop her!” he ordered. 
 
    His teammate stepped out in front of her, arms out to keep her from running past him. When she struggled and argued, he did the only thing he could do and picked her up. Instead of kicking and screaming, she turned docile. Broshears set her down facing the other direction. 
 
    Several park rangers had arrived, and Lipton watched them swallow her up in their circle. He knew she’d be conveying the story and telling them what happened to Gibson. She bowed her head, and one of the men brought his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Lip.” Broshears waved him over, and the pair of them walked to where Penn stood with the others, forming a plan on how to recover the body as well as get the explosives safely down from the treetops. 
 
    “You walk us through it, Lip,” Penn ordered. 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “Gasper, go with the park rangers to form a recovery team.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Gasper jogged to the group. They separated to allow him into their circle, and he stood beside Jenna. 
 
    “Lip.” Penn said his name twice before he realized he was staring at her. 
 
    He turned to Penn. “I’m listenin’.” 
 
    “Before you start on the explosive, hook up with the guys in the north. Give them a head’s up that Cora will be in touch with an ETA.” 
 
    “Will do.” He glanced over at Jenna again. The urge to make sure she was okay left his chest blazing. 
 
    Penn caught his attention again. “This hero who ran out of the bush to stop Gibson says he knows you. Wanna talk to him and figure out what the hell to do with him next?”  
 
    Walking away from Jenna to even do his job felt wrong to the marrow of his bones, but he did it. Later I’ll find her. We’ll sit down and talk. 
 
    When he approached Al, who perched on a fallen log taking this all in, the man glanced up. “Knew you were military,” the old man said. 
 
    Lipton was in no mood to be friendly. Not after all that had gone on today. Just thinking of the nightmares Jenna would have, made his hands shake with the need to bust someone’s nose. 
 
    “What were you doing here, Al? Were you working with the park ranger?” 
 
    He pivoted to gaze at the cliff. “Working with him? Hell no. I don’t know much about the guy—I was only here for Moon Shadow.” 
 
    “She brought you?” His brows pinched, and he gave Al a thunderous look. 
 
    “She was paying me a visit when she got the call over the radio. I overheard and guessed she could use some backup.” 
 
    “So you jump out of the bushes armed with a knife you probably carried in Nam to stop a man armed with explosive and prepared to blow off the entire mountainside?” He leveled Al in his stare. 
 
    “I was helping Moon Shadow,” he repeated in a tight voice. 
 
    Broshears approached from the side. “You say that knife’s from Nam? Seems older than that.” Their resident weapons specialist didn’t only have a penchant for modern arms. 
 
    Al gave him a sly look. “Might be older’n that.” 
 
    “Back to the issue, Al. You’ll be undergoing a big round of questioning by Homeland Security, and it won’t be easy, so hold on to your balls.” 
 
    He waved a hand, stood and dusted off his camo pants. 
 
    Broshears examined the man more closely. “Hey—is that jacket one of ours?” 
 
    Lipton stifled a groan. “Yeah, mine. I gave it to him.” He met Al’s eyes. He couldn’t really stay angry with the guy for trying to help Jenna. 
 
    Something occurred to him and he met Al’s gaze. “How’d you get here so quickly? You don’t have any transportation.” 
 
    Al grinned. “You caught that, did you? I might have been rebuilding a 4-wheeler for the past few months. Managed to get my hands on a part I needed, and good thing too. Moon Shadow needed me.” 
 
    Holding his stare, he gave a nod. “That she did. Thank you. Give him his knife, Broshears.” 
 
    “Damn. Too bad. It’s nice enough to keep.” Broshears shot the older man a teasing grin and slipped the knife out of his belt. 
 
    Lipton left them to talk weaponry and turned his attention to the treetops and the explosive material still yet to be disarmed and removed from the premises. 
 
    When he looked over again, Jenna was gone. 
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    Someone had placed a foam cup of coffee into Jenna’s hands, and she sipped automatically without tasting a drop. 
 
    Shock, pain and loss mingled inside her, leaving behind a confusion about the events that took place and her feelings about them. 
 
    Paul lost his life. She lost a friend. She couldn’t save him and didn’t know if she’d ever forgive herself for her failure. 
 
    Besides her loss, Paul had been everybody’s friend. Each and every park ranger mourned his end as well as what he’d been driven to for the sake of a job he loved. 
 
    Swallowing the brew, she continued to stare at the four walls of the station’s breakroom. How many times had she and Paul shared their lunch breaks here? He always had an antidote or two that got her smiling. And he was one of the few people in the world who understood her use of her trail nickname. Because if anybody knew her love of the wild, it was Paul. 
 
    Her mind sidestepped to Harris, and no matter how many times she detoured away from his role in the events, she couldn’t ignore that he’d tried to talk Paul down too. Did that mean they were more alike than she originally believed? 
 
    She cradled the coffee and stared into space for long minutes, trying to make sense of her rioting feelings. Anger—fury even—had made her jump out of Harris’s arms. But she’d also seen the pinch of hurt in his eyes when she stepped away from him. 
 
    Taking a shuddering breath, she swore she could still smell his masculine scent clinging to her clothes. Turning her head, she gave her shoulder a sniff but detected nothing but the smell of her own laundry detergent. 
 
    She shook her head. Now that Paul was dead and the threat neutralized, the Xtreme Ops team would leave…and Harris with them. She always knew they couldn’t make a relationship work, but those nights spent in his bed were the best of her life. And she couldn’t lie to herself about being in love with the man. 
 
    A shivery breath escaped her, and she raised the coffee to her lips. 
 
    “Did you get the plant out of the cabin?” 
 
    She whirled in her seat at the sound of Harris’s voice. Quickly, before she spilled the drink, she set it on the lunch table. Across the space, their gazes locked. Her stomach did a dozen backflips and ended with a leap that her heart echoed higher up in her body. 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “It’s probably dead.” 
 
    He stepped closer, moving slow as if she’d take flight if he got too close. Honestly, she didn’t know what she’d do either. Part of her wanted to run far and the other ached to jump into his arms and never let go. 
 
    He pulled out one of the folding chairs. “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    She shook her head, mesmerized by the strength he emanated and the ripple of muscles as he took a seat next to her. 
 
    He settled his stare on her. In that moment, she knew she loved him so much that she might act and not think—that he could ask her to leave with him and she’d go with him and never look back. 
 
    She’d never be happy either. If she’d learned anything about herself over the course of this past month it was that she couldn’t wander far from her true self without experiencing pain and sadness. At the same time, she knew being away from Harris caused the same effect. 
 
    I’m damned either way. 
 
    He searched her eyes. “Are you all right?” 
 
    She glanced away from his burning hazel gaze. “As well as I can be after what happened.” 
 
    He nodded. “Al is all right. He made it home safe.” 
 
    “I heard. One of the rangers checked in on him at my request.” 
 
    “He’s a good friend to you.” 
 
    “Yes…” She didn’t want to discuss Al—she might love her friend and think the world of him, but she really wanted to know if Harris saw any way to blaze a trail wide enough for the two of them to walk together? 
 
    She held back the words with an iron clamp. Speaking her feelings, and being rejected by Harris, would break her even further. 
 
    “Jenna, we need to have that talk.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and slowly opened them again. “Harris…” She choked on anything else she might say such as I love you, don’t go, we can make this work. 
 
    “Nymph, you broke my heart when you walked out of that cabin.” 
 
    Her gaze leaped to his, caught and held. The room seemed to shrink until all she felt was Harris’s presence. 
 
    He went on, “I wasn’t prepared for your anger with me about Paul. I admit I didn’t completely understand it until I thought about it later.” 
 
    She winced at Paul’s name falling from his lips. 
 
    “I want to apologize to you for that…and if I made you feel taken advantage of in any way.” He fisted a hand and brought it to his mouth as if to stop the flow of words. 
 
    “Taken advantage of? No. That never happened, Harris.” 
 
    He lowered his fist and rested it atop the table, close to her own hand. If he stretched out his fingers, he’d brush against hers. God, she wanted—needed—that touch. 
 
    He didn’t speak, so she did. “I suppose you’re leaving the park soon.” 
 
    The hunger in his eyes roused a deep desire inside her, so strong she didn’t know if she’d be able to hold it in and keep from stripping off her clothes and climbing into his lap. 
 
    “Soon,” he murmured. 
 
    Then he did what she’d been throbbing for him to do—he extended a finger and stroked her knuckles. The zing of emotion that single callused finger brought down on her nearly wiped out all her control. 
 
    “Jenna, tell me you feel this thing between us.” 
 
    Her heart rocketed into her throat and lodged there, thumping hard. 
 
    “Don’t you feel it? I think you do but you’re too afraid to say it. Not a lot has frightened me in my life, but losing your good opinion of me is one. Is there…” He glanced down and up at her again. “Is there any hope that you…feel something more for me?” 
 
    Her breath hitched in her lungs, shaking her from the inside out. She wrapped her arms around her middle to hold in her guts. How were they breaking up when they were never together in the first place? 
 
    “I think we both know it can’t work between us, Harris. These past weeks I’ve been asking myself how it ever could. We’re so different.” 
 
    “Are we?” He arched a brow, his eyes liquid and soft and begging her to lose herself in him. 
 
    She nodded. “I think so. What happened between us was amazing and beautiful, and…” She fought with the words threatening to choke her, “I’ll remember it always. Maybe someday it won’t sting so much to do so. But I don’t think there’s any good in us trying again. I’m afraid we’ll only hurt each other.” 
 
    He studied her for a long moment before he stood and crossed the room to peer through the blind covering the window against the midday sunshine. With his spine to her, he gave her a brief chance to think. To dream of more with him? How could it ever work? She’d racked her brain for weeks, even spoken to Jack about her feelings. 
 
    He suddenly turned to face her. “We can start over. Get to know each other better before jumping into anything.” 
 
    She wanted to break down so bad, but if she crumbled, she’d let him hold her and they both knew where that would lead. 
 
    “Harris, you have to leave with your team. Where does that leave me?” 
 
    In a few strides, he reached the table and dropped to the chair beside her. Capturing her hands, he raised one to his mouth and then the other. The soft brush of his lips sent shivers of desire through her body as well as brought tears to her eyes at the insane tenderness she never believed could come from a man like Harris. 
 
    “Jenna, I admit I don’t know where to go from here, but dammit, I want more with you. I want to try.” 
 
    At the cost of my heart. 
 
    “I-I can’t think right now, after all that’s happened today.” 
 
    “Take some time to think if you need to, but don’t shut me out.” He released her hands and cradled her face, searching her eyes for a split second before crushing his lips to hers. 
 
    She sucked in a breath, filling her lungs with the air she didn’t realize she couldn’t truly take in until this moment. Tasting his flavors and feeling his hands on her skin toyed with her more than anything, and she knew if she didn’t put some distance between them—right now—that she’d never walk away. 
 
    She drew back, and he followed, biting at her lower lip and nuzzling her nose with his. “Jenna…my gorgeous fairy nymph, don’t shut me out again. I’ve thought of you day and night since I left you. Hell, you’ve haunted my dreams. I don’t do this type of thing—with anyone. I don’t let people in. But you’re different, and I don’t want to let that go.” 
 
    She raised her gaze to his. “And when we don’t see eye to eye? When you don’t agree with who my friends are or if I choose to take off on a solo hike?” 
 
    “Then we’ll talk it out. I’ll do my best to understand. As long as you do the same for me.” 
 
    She felt again that core of steel in him—one he’d imposed on her for a short time and made her question who she really was—and knew she couldn’t say yes to him. 
 
    “Harris… I respect you—” 
 
    He issued a harsh breath as if anticipating what came next. 
 
    “And you’re a good man. The best protector too.” 
 
    They stared at each other for endless seconds. 
 
    “But your answer’s no,” he rasped. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat and hovering near the top for a heartbeat before dropping. He released her and stood. 
 
    “I wish you the best. And I hope you know if you ever need me, that I’ll help you,” he grated out. 
 
    She nodded. Any more than that and the tears she withheld would drop like fallen stars, their lights fizzling out to black. 
 
    Soundlessly, he walked out of the breakroom, leaving her alone. Just as she asked him to. 
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    He was coming off a high—and also off the lowest point of his entire life. 
 
    Around him, the big warehouse that served as their base echoed with rowdy voices as the team wound down after one hell of a week. First the explosion that wiped Gibson off the cliff, and they hadn’t gotten a second’s reprieve before they received orders to neutralize another threat in a port off the western shore of Alaska. 
 
    One of the guys switched on some tunes, and pretty soon they all had beers in hand and were kicked back on the sofas and chairs. Pax sprawled on the floor with his legs stretched out and his spine resting against the coffee table as he sipped his beer. 
 
    Lipton felt the heavy drag on his heart, and it didn’t hurt any less now than it did a week ago when Jenna turned him away. 
 
    Bringing the beer to his lips, he considered his options. He’d been weighing each path during their flight to base. And in the moment he knew he would not die on that shore fighting for his country, all he could think about was Jenna. In that very instant he knew he couldn’t give up on her—he had to fight. 
 
    Cora nudged him in the shoulder, and he turned his attention on her. “Everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “Everything’s not okay,” he admitted and gave a sad laugh. 
 
    “You know…Denali National Park’s not so far from base.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And you happen to know a pilot with access to a very fast military chopper.” She grinned and shot a glance at Penn. 
 
    Lipton froze with the beer halfway to his lips. Suddenly, Cora’s offer sounded like he’d just won the lottery and realized world peace was within grasp in the same day. 
 
    Slowly, he set his beer on the table next to him and met her eyes. “You’re serious? You’d fly me over there even after the long week you’ve had? Hell, a long month.” 
 
    “If it will get that sad puppy dog expression off your face, yeah, man. Absolutely.” 
 
    He couldn’t love his team more. 
 
    He shot to his feet. “Gimme five.” He started out to grab his gear. When he turned back, he called, “One o’ you assholes doesn’t happen to have a beanie hat among your civvies, do you?” 
 
    Ten minutes later, he and Cora were in the air, on the way to Denali…to Jenna…hopefully to a future. 
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    Jenna topped off her water bottle and screwed on the lid. After she was certain it wouldn’t drip, she slipped it into her day pack, which already held a natural nut bar for energy on her hike, along with her first-aid kit and a lightweight jacket in case the Alaska temps dropped despite the weatherman’s promise of a nice evening. 
 
    All day at work she’d thought about coming home, slipping on her hiking boots and setting off on her own. No, Harris wouldn’t like it. Yes, he’d give her hell if he were here. But he wasn’t, and she had no fears about hitting the trails alone. 
 
    If the past month had shown her anything, it was that she was capable of handling herself. 
 
    At the front door, she bent to tie her bootlaces and shouldered her pack. She reached out to open the door, when someone knocked on the other side. 
 
    Jerking in surprise, she pulled it open—and her gaze landed on Harris. 
 
    Her jaw dropped. 
 
    He looked her over, starting at her face and moving down her body, raking over every curve that burned for his touch until he ended at her boots. His gaze shot back to hers. “You’re going out.” 
 
    She nodded. “Hiking. But…” Why was he here? To see her obviously, but why? After she’d told him in no uncertain terms that she couldn’t consider a relationship with him, she believed she’d never set eyes on him again. 
 
    He took a step toward her. “I was hoping I could come in.” 
 
    Her gut reaction to swing the door wide, throw her arms around his neck and drag him to her bed made her pause. 
 
    She couldn’t do those things. Drawing a deep breath, she stepped aside to allow him in. 
 
    “Nice place.” He reached up to touch a plant hanging from the ceiling to catch the most daylight streaming in through the two windows flanking the front door. “That reminds me. I’ve got something for you.” He swung a bag off his shoulder, set it on the floor and unzipped it. 
 
    Inside, she saw his clothes—had he packed a bag hoping to stay? He pulled out a paper sack, straightened and handed it to her. 
 
    Shaking inside, she accepted the bag and peeked inside. What she saw sent her heart into a flip. “Ohhh, it’s the plant I brought you at the cabin!” She scooped it out, macrame hanger and all. 
 
    “It could use a little TLC. I gave it a little water before I left the cabin, but you can see it’s been neglected.” Their gazes met, and she couldn’t help but think he referred to their relationship rather than the plant. 
 
    “When did you get here, Harris?” 
 
    “Not long ago. Made a stop at the cabin for the plant and then came straight here.” 
 
    With a tremor of a sigh, she set the plant on the windowsill for the time being. “I don’t think you came here to give me the plant.” 
 
    “You think right.” 
 
    Silence stretched. 
 
    “Jenna.” In one step, he pressed against her. She stepped backward, and he pursued her, walking her up against the wall and trapping her with his big body. 
 
    Her breaths came as ragged pants at the sight of the raw hunger in his eyes. But below that expression of desire, deeper within, she read uncertainty in his stare. 
 
    The world she lived in was very different from his…yet he stood here in her house and she knew he wouldn’t back down this time. 
 
    “I just returned from a mission.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” she whispered. His scent drove her crazy. 
 
    “Because I want you to see that I go away—and I always come back. Jenna…Christ, Jenna.” He claimed her lips in a warm, soft, seeking kiss that weakened her knees and left her gripping his chest to remain on her feet. 
 
    He pulled away and stared down at her. “We can make this work. I get time off, long weekends and vacations. My base isn’t so far away from you. Hell, everything in Alaska takes hours of driving time, and an hour or two’s nothing between us.” 
 
    “What are you asking me?” Her voice wobbled. 
 
    “I’m asking you to accept me. Give me a chance.” 
 
    Words seemed far away, and she couldn’t conjure any to say what she felt. 
 
    He cupped her face with utmost tenderness. “You say we’re different, and that’s true, but we’re the same too. What you haven’t figured out is that I’m exactly what you want—and need.” 
 
    His confidence pried at the edges of her resistance. She knew her own mind, but what if he was right? Her heart wouldn’t ache and she wouldn’t be moping around like this if she didn’t truly know that too. 
 
    She closed her eyes and drank in the moment. When she opened them again, she stared straight at him. “But you taught me to be skeptical and not jump in with both feet without testing the water.” 
 
    After a long hesitation, he nodded and stepped back. He rummaged in his duffel again and came out with something, which he tugged over his head. She laughed as he faced her wearing an olive green beanie. 
 
    He crushed her against the wall again. “Is this better? Do I look like your type now?” He dipped his head to kiss her. 
 
    She went on tiptoes, parting her lips to accept the sweep of his tongue which caused a dark twist of want in her lower belly. As they broke away, she reached up and tugged the beanie off his head. 
 
    “If that’s not your type—” 
 
    “You’re my type, Harris. Just you.” 
 
    He pinched her braid and gave it a light yank. “I didn’t expect to fall in love with you either, fairy nymph.” 
 
    She went still. “Fall in love?” 
 
    “You gonna challenge me? I love you, Jenna. You’re already my longest relationship. Let’s see where it goes.” 
 
    She scraped her fingers over his hair. “I guess since you admitted you love me, it’s only fair that I tell you the same.” 
 
    His lips quirked, and his eyes gleamed like rays of sun beaming through the forest. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    She leaned her forehead against his. “I love you, Harris Lipton. You stole my heart from the start.” 
 
    “And the minute I opened my eyes after that tree dropped on me, I knew I was in way over my head with you.” He stole anything else she might say in the way of love words and took her mouth as his own, twisting his tongue over hers, teasing small moans from her. 
 
    She dropped her daypack to the floor and kicked off her boots. Since he still wore a cast, he had only one boot to remove. When he trapped her to the wall with both her arms pinned over her head, her breaths came hard and fast. 
 
    “What are you gonna do?” she rasped. 
 
    He ducked his head and opened his mouth over the pulse point in her throat. “Make you scream my name,” he murmured against her flesh as he nibbled a path down to her collarbone. 
 
    A shiver of pleasure ran through her. She tried to move her hands, but he held them to the wall and continued to lick and kiss her throat until she squirmed and rocked forward. 
 
    “I want you.” She heard the plea in her voice. 
 
    He raised his head and pierced her in his stare. “You’re all I’ve ever wanted…my fairy nymph.” 
 
    She kissed him long and deep. After they came up for air, she shook her head in wonder that Harris really was here—and he loved her. 
 
    “Let me go and I’ll show you my house.” 
 
    “I’m only interested in the surfaces we can have sex on.” 
 
    She giggled. “Why don’t I think you’re teasing?” 
 
    He released her hand and brought it down to the front of his cargo pants. The bulging outline of his cock made her moan. “Because I’m not,” he grated out. 
 
    She followed the ridge of his shaft with her fingertips and watched his eyes burn with more hunger. Then she took his hand and placed it on her breast. As he issued a growl, he swiped his thumb over her aching nipple until it peaked. 
 
    She pulled him out of the entryway, through her small, light-filled home and in to her bedroom. 
 
    He stopped dead in the doorway, staring at her space. “Jesus, how is your bedroom exactly like I pictured it?” He took in the bed covered in her favorite green comforter and pillows and up to the twinkle lights she’d strung from the ceiling like a canopy. In one window, she had a copper pipe contraption a friend had made for her that acted as a plant stand with bars to hang more plants on. 
 
    She grinned and led him to the bed. Once they stood beside it, facing each other, she grew shy. 
 
    He took her hand. “You’re shaking.” 
 
    “I thought that was you.” 
 
    “It might be. This feels different, doesn’t it? Being in love and making love?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice issued as a rasping whisper. 
 
    That they might be so different and yet feel exactly the same about each other spurred her to reach for him. He pulled her close and bent her over his arm to kiss her. They tumbled to the mattress and began tearing at each other’s clothes. When he reached her sports bra she wore for hiking, he issued a frustrated growl. 
 
    Laughing, she removed it, but the sound cut off as he dropped his lips to her breast and began to suck. 
 
    “Harris!” She dug her fingers into his hair, dragging him closer, wiggling to get into position so his bared cock lined up with her pussy. 
 
    Staring into her eyes, he jerked his hips once—and filled her with his cock. Need spanned her belly and a burning need took up in her core. She tightened her inner walls around him, holding him in place even as she wrapped her legs around his body. 
 
    Their gazes locked. “You mean everything to me,” she whispered. 
 
    “Jenna. My beautiful love.” He claimed her lips in a kiss that stole the rest of her thoughts and she gave herself up to sensation as he began to move. His ridged length gliding through her walls sent her flying in seconds. She gripped his shoulders and rocked with each thrust. Small gasps morphed to cries and finally, her orgasm stole over her and she called his name. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” He plunged into her again and again, drawing out her pulsations of release. When he pulled his cock out and looked down at her juices soaking his erection, she gasped at the erotic sight. Holding her stare, he gave his cock one long pump of his fist and slowly fed it back inside her. 
 
    Right to the hilt. 
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    Her body shuddered around him, and Harris gritted his teeth against the need to blow. Not yet—he wasn’t even close to being done. 
 
    He rolled her over and dragged her up his body until she straddled his face. With her soft thighs around his ears, he couldn’t think of a place he’d rather be than right here eating her sweet, slick pussy. 
 
    “Harris, please!” She braced a hand on the wall. 
 
    His tongue  snaked out and lapped her still quaking folds. When he dipped his tongue into her pussy, she tossed her head on a cry. He clamped his fingers on her hips and held her in place as he tormented her from top to bottom and bottom to top. Sucking on her clit and strumming the bundle of nerves with the tip of his tongue. His fantasies were nothing like reality, and he planned to keep her right here until he got his fill. 
 
    She rocked wildly, her breaths coming in spurts, and he sensed she was about to come again. 
 
    The need to get inside her when she shattered grew too strong for him to ignore. He lifted her off his face and positioned himself behind her. Her chest rose and fell in sharp gasps, and she twisted her head to glance at him as he pressed his cock head against her entrance. 
 
    “Take me, Harris. In every way. I’m yours.” 
 
    “Damn right you are.” The possessive streak he’d never experienced before came out now when he plunged his cock into the love of his life. 
 
    Passion flowed up, a bubbling spring that he knew would never run dry for her. He wanted Jenna in his life forever. 
 
    He sank into her body, reveling in her gasps and cries and adding his own. His balls clenched tight to his body, and he slammed his eyes shut on the exquisite pressure building at the base of his spine. One more thrust… 
 
    As he lost all control, he issued a roar 
 
    Cum spurted up his cock and into her sweet pussy. He shoved deep while yanking her into him. She ground against his cock, and he slipped his fingers over her clit and rubbed. When she came apart around him, he growled out the last of his release. 
 
    They continued to move with each other. After he caught his breath, he gently pulled free and they stretched out in each other’s arms. With Jenna tucked against his side and her palm resting on his chest, a huge wave of love engulfed him. The strongest emotion he’d ever known in his life—all for her. 
 
    “I can’t believe you thought wearing that beanie would make you look more my type,” she said after a moment. 
 
    He kissed the top of her curly head. “I was a desperate man.” 
 
    “You never have to feel that way, Harris. I don’t ever want you questioning who I really want. It’s you.” He swore the gold flecks in the depths of her gaze twinkled brighter. 
 
    “I’m glad I finally won you over. I didn’t know how I’d get back to base if I didn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Her brows crinkled. 
 
    “I came by chopper. Cora dropped me off.” 
 
    She propped herself on an elbow to stare at him. “You’re telling me you only want me because you need a lift?” 
 
    He grinned. “You know that isn’t true, Nymph. I’m hungry too.” 
 
    She batted his shoulder, and they struggled a moment until their lips met. The sweet tangle of their tongues went on and on. 
 
    Slowly, she raised her head. “My boyfriend doesn’t drive a hot-rod or a big expensive truck suitable for the Alaskan mountains—he comes by chopper.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’d like to take you up sometime. Show you the park from the air.” 
 
    “I always knew I was in for something big with you, and this proves it.” 
 
    He stroked a curl off her beautiful face. “I want to do the things you like too. I want to go on those hikes and see the world through your eyes. Maybe you’ll sing the song for me that earned you your nickname.” 
 
    “You can’t hike with a cast.” 
 
    “Comes off in days.” 
 
    “I don’t know how that can be possible—you haven’t rested at all to let it heal.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “I’m made of tougher stuff than that.” 
 
    “Or more stubborn.” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    She laid her head down on his chest again, and he drew his fingers through her soft curls. A long minute passed. “Did you hear Joffrey will be released from the hospital any day?” 
 
    “I hadn’t heard, but I’m glad.” 
 
    “Me too. His family is so happy. They just got a new rescue dog to bring some joy into their lives while they wait for him to heal. It’s really the sweetest mutt. Also, the guys and I did a pool and took up a collection to help cover expenses.” 
 
    He didn’t think she could surprise him with her sweetness and generosity, yet she did. This woman’s heart was so big. “You’re always thinking of other people.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. “I think you should know that Jack and I are still friends,” she said quietly. “He isn’t a bad person. He’s a man who made a mistake and now lives a better life because of it. But there’s nothing between us other than friendship, Harris.” 
 
    “I know, Nymph. I’d never ask you to stop seeing him either.” 
 
    She sighed. “Thank you. It means a lot to me. But Jack’s gone. He left the area, on his way to some other adventure.” 
 
    “And when do you want to find your own adventure?” 
 
    With a smile and a glow in her eyes, she threaded their fingers together. “I already have, Harris. With you, every day of my life will be an adventure.” 
 
    He drew her up his body and kissed her. Each warm caress of her mouth enticed him into giving more of his heart, and he knew with this woman, he’d always find a new, exciting path to walk. 
 
  
 
 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The beat of chopper blades pulsed in the air like the sound of a hundred large birds taking flight. Jenna didn’t need to turn in order to know who had just arrived at the park ranger picnic. 
 
    “Who the heck is that?” one of the park ranger’s wives burst out. 
 
    She smiled and got up from her lawn chair. “That’s my boyfriend.” She walked away from the group of friends and coworkers grilling hamburgers and hot dogs, crossing the field to meet the man exiting the helicopter. 
 
    When her gaze met Harris’s, her heart leaped. His grin couldn’t get any wider as he ducked under the blades and started toward her. 
 
    She threw a wave to Cora piloting the craft, and the woman waved in return. As soon as Harris was clear, Cora took off again, lifting into the sky. 
 
    Jenna ran the last few feet into Harris’s arms. He picked her up and whirled her, mouth crushing down on hers. 
 
    Far too quickly, he lifted his head. “God, you feel so damn good. I hate these weeks when I don’t see you.” 
 
    “Now that I asked you to make it to my work picnic, I don’t want to share you. I wish we could be alone.” She ran her thumb over his full lips. 
 
    “Mmm. Me too, Nymph. Let me look at you.” He held her at arms’ length just to run his eyes up and down her body, leaving her feeling hot and sticky and more than ready to undress for her lover. 
 
    “We’re leaving as soon as we eat,” she announced and took him by the hand. His laugh rumbled as they crossed the picnic area to reach the rest of the group. Some of the park rangers greeted Harris by name, and she introduced him to others. When they settled down with their plates to eat, she found she didn’t really feel like socializing and wanted only to talk to her man. 
 
    “I missed you so much,” she told him. 
 
    His eyes creased with his smile. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you. I think I drove all my teammates crazy talking about you. I even told the K-9 unit handler we were working with about you. She’s eager to meet you, by the way.” 
 
    “K-9 unit…” She learned early on that she didn’t always wish to hear about the missions and dangers Harris faced, but the thought of using dogs to help intrigued her. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve used this company before, and her dogs are the best in the state. I think there’s another reason we keep using her, though.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” She bit into her hot dog. 
 
    “Broshears has a thing for her.” 
 
    She chewed and swallowed, brows raised. “Oh really?” 
 
    “Yeah, he hasn’t said so, but you just know when one of your buddies is crushin’ hard on a woman.” 
 
    “Did they know that about you?” She took his hand and examined his bruised knuckles that again, she didn’t want to know how he got. She knew if he really needed to talk through some issues, he wouldn’t hesitate and hadn’t in the past. 
 
    “Yes, they pegged us as a couple from the beginning.” 
 
    She couldn’t hide her grin. He raised her hand to his mouth and gave it a gentle kiss that edged deep inside her. She bit off a moan and pressed her thighs together beneath the table. 
 
    “What do you say we get going on that hike we have planned?” he rumbled. 
 
    She nodded. “A week alone with you in the wilderness, under the moon? I can’t think of anything I want more.” 
 
    “I hope you brought bug spray, because I plan on keeping you naked the whole week.” He took her empty plate from her and carried both plates to drop into the trash. 
 
    When he returned, she was on her feet. “We have to swing by my place and get our gear. I have our backpacks filled and ready to go.” 
 
    “I think there might be one thing you left out.” 
 
    She arched a brow, racking her brain for something she could have missed. Besides, how would he know what she packed? “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Let’s say our goodbyes.” He anchored her to his side as they revolved through the group, chatting and saying farewell. Joffrey told them to have a great trip, and she beamed at her friend who’d healed enough to return to work a few days earlier. 
 
    When they walked to her truck, she noted how Harris slowed his pace, as if he wanted to drag out the time it took to reach the vehicle. She shot him a glance. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “More than okay, Nymph.” Without warning, he plucked her off her feet and pressed her against a nearby tree. She sucked in a gasp and laughed at the playful kiss he dropped to her lips. 
 
    “Oh Harris, I love you so much.” She moved to slip her arms around his neck, but he caught her hand and glided something over her finger. 
 
    She froze. Her heart gave a hard squeeze of shock. Feeling her eyes go round, she met his gaze. “Harris?” 
 
    “Jenna Moon Shadow Underwood, will you be my wife?” 
 
    She jerked her hand up to her face to stare at the engagement ring encircling her finger. It wasn’t a big flashy diamond, which would be the furthest thing from her style, but instead a small gem was wrapped by a crescent moon made of gold and sparkling diamonds. 
 
    “It’s a moonstone. Not as traditional as a diamond, but I knew—” 
 
    She cut off his speech with a kiss. Love and warmth drowned her as emotions rippled through her. There wasn’t a way to love this man more, and yet every day he proved her wrong and she found she did love him more. 
 
    When she broke the kiss, she met his stare. “I love it. It’s so perfect…more than perfect. I love you with all my heart, Harris, and yes! I will marry you!” 
 
    His grin flashed and he let out a whoop as he lifted her off her feet and squeezed her tight. “You’ve just made me the happiest man alive.” 
 
    “You’re my life, Harris.” She cupped his angled jaw and tilted her face up for his kiss, thoughts of their backpacking trip far away. 
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