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      Glass struck the wall behind him, shattering with enough force that James Compton didn’t want to think about how much that bottle would have hurt if it had hit its target.

      His face.

      That thought was fleeting when he was sucker punched in the kidneys from behind. He whirled on his attacker and landed a solid uppercut on the fucker’s jaw. The cowboy’s head flew back, something James would have felt better about if he hadn’t split the skin on his knuckles delivering the blow.

      The back room where he’d been peacefully playing pool not more than five minutes earlier had descended into an all-out brawl, and James didn’t have time to lick his wounds. Some scrawny dude leapt onto his back, and if James hadn’t been close enough to the pool table to use it to hold him up, he would have definitely face planted on the floor. He whirled around as the scrappy asshole clung to one of his shoulders, landing more than a few blows on the side of James’s head.

      James backed up, pounding the guy against the wall behind them, dislodging him hard enough that there was no way the guy hadn’t gotten a few busted ribs in the process. The man grunted as he slumped to the ground. James wanted to say a few choice words to the fucker, but before he could, a strong hand grabbed the back collar of his shirt.

      He whirled around swinging. This was a punch first, ask questions later situation. However, he pulled up short—thank God—allowing Jake Cartwright, who’d obviously anticipated the blow, enough time to catch his fist mid-swing.

      “What the ever-loving fuck are you doing?” the older man asked.

      James grinned, then winced as the action widened the split lip he hadn’t noticed until that second. There were too many other parts of him that hurt worse. “Assholes accused me of cheating. Said I was hustling them.”

      “Were you?” Jake asked, dodging a chair that was swung wildly in their general direction. The bar’s bouncers had arrived and were trying to regain control of the chaos. It was working…sort of. At least, with the addition of three men who weren’t trying to kill him, James had a few seconds to catch his breath.

      “Of course I wasn’t,” James said, even though he had been. Stupid fucks had been asking for it, strutting around calling themselves road warriors, bragging about their skills. He shut them up pretty quick, after having some fun with them.

      “Yeah right.” Jake probably had more to say, but someone had called the cops. Sirens sounded in the distance. “Get your sorry ass out of here before you wind up spending the night in jail. There’s no way Sawyer’s going to bail you out for bullshit like this.”

      James followed his honorary uncle out of the redneck dive. Jake Cartwright had worked on his family’s ranch—Compass Ranch—for over forty years. It wasn’t like James had a shortage of uncles. If there was one thing he had an abundance of, it was family. And in Compton Pass, Wyoming, the Comptons were something akin to royalty. Which made him a fucking crown prince. A title that chafed worse than wool pants with no underwear.

      Jake wasn’t related by blood. He was related by choice. James always figured Jake had taken on the role that would have been filled by his granddaddy JD. His grandfather had died before James was born, but the stories about him around these parts were the stuff of legends. James and his brother, Doug, and his male cousins, Austin and Bryant, had a reputation for being wild, and Jake, though much older, wasn’t annoyed by that as much as their parents were. Jake seemed like the only one in town who really got them, really understood, and even got a kick out of the Compass Boys’ antics.

      His family’s name and standing in town were among the reasons James did his partying outside the city limits. He’d suffered too many disapproving looks and tsk tsk tsks and “what would your father—or Silas or Sawyer or Sam—think if he saw you?” comments to even try to step foot in any of Compton Pass’s bars.

      They’d just hit the parking lot when two police squad cars roared in. Jake kept a firm grip on his upper arm.

      “Keep your head down and your mouth shut,” Jake muttered. “Don’t need them recognizing you and telling your uncle Sawyer you were here.”

      At that moment, James knew he was safe. Jake wasn’t going to tell his dad about tonight. Not that he thought Jake would. The Compass Boys had gotten into more than their fair share of mischief in the past, usually harmless stuff like accidentally setting a shed on fire and cow tipping, and Jake had never ratted them out.

      James pulled up short when the older man tried to walk by his motorcycle. “My ride is right here.”

      “Come get it tomorrow.”

      James stopped, but Jake was no slouch in the strength department. The grip on his arm tightened, and he was propelled forward a couple of steps against his will.

      “How’d you get in that place?”

      James scowled. “What do you mean?” He knew what Jake meant, but he wasn’t in the mood to play nice.

      “I mean you’re nineteen years old and they card at the door.”

      James shrugged.

      “Thought your dad found that fake ID and cut it up.”

      The memory of that made James smile, a bad reaction, given Jake’s current state of mind. Dad had cut up one, but not all of them.

      “He did cut it up.”

      “Mmm-hmm. And you used another one just to get in there to play pool. Not to drink?”

      James might have had one beer. Actually, he’d been on his second, but most of that was on him now, the first casualty in the brawl. He smelled like a brewery, which ensured Jake wouldn’t let him get anywhere near his bike. “Fine. I’ll get a friend to run me over here tomorrow.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Jake grumbled. “Damn fool. We’ll be lucky if your dad doesn’t notice the ranch truck is gone and ask me where my midnight errand took me.”

      His dad, Seth Compton, was a force to be reckoned with, but that fact didn’t discourage James from pushing things to the limit…and beyond. People around Compton Pass seemed to think James was going to follow in his dear old dad’s footsteps. Stick around their godforsaken town and work on the family ranch and be some goddamn pillar of the community.

      But James’s dreams were bigger than this pissant town. Problem was he hadn’t really figured out what those dreams were yet. He’d graduated from high school nearly a year earlier, and since then he’d been floundering. There’d never been any question about him going to college like his sister Sienna had, or like they all knew his brainiac cousin Bryant would one day. He had been a solid C-minus student, meaning he’d done just enough to get the hell out. His parents hadn’t been thrilled when he’d announced he wasn’t applying to any colleges, but his dad had accepted it. Probably because he hadn’t needed to go to college to find success. However, Dad always assumed that meant James was staying home to work on the ranch, eventually stepping up to take over the horse-breeding operation on the Compass Ranch with Doug.

      And for six months, he had. He’d gotten up and done the same chores he’d done since he was a kid, going through the motions, living the life while hating every minute of it. Then he’d gotten into a knockdown, drag-out fight with his dad and quit. Told him he was done with it all.

      James had packed a bag, climbed on his bike and taken off, fighting like the devil not to let his mother’s tears convince him to turn around.

      He hadn’t gotten far before he’d realized he had no plan and very little money. Something Dad had no doubt known when he’d crossed his arms, remaining silent and unmoved as he’d watched him kick back gravel in his hasty retreat.

      “Get in,” Jake demanded, his gruff tone warning James he was in for it. Funny thing about it was, James didn’t mind it as much when Jake gave him the what-for. He wasn’t sure what the difference was between Jake’s lectures and his dad’s, but somehow James was able to tolerate and even listen to Jake. Anything that came from his dad sent James’s temper into orbit within seconds, the two of them standing toe-to-toe, going at it, neither one backing down.

      His mom said it was because they were too similar, birds of a feather. Mom obviously thought that was a compliment, but every time she said it, it went through James like broken glass. He was nothing like his holier-than-thou, stick-in-the-mud father. And he never would be.

      Jake started up the truck. “You still staying with the Sugars boy and his ma?”

      James nodded, watching as the cowboy who’d sucker punched him and the short guy were led out of the bar in handcuffs. He’d only just dodged that bullet. Glancing over, he mumbled out a quiet, “thanks” to Jake, who observed the same arrests.

      James had headed to his best friend Travis’s house after hightailing it away from his folks’ place, and, between the two of them, they’d convinced Travis’s mom to let him stay a while. Since then, he’d been sacked out on their couch. Travis worked on another local ranch and volunteered at the Compton Pass Fire Department, something he’d encouraged James to start doing shortly after he’d moved in with him. Apart from the time spent at the fire station, James had only managed to find some smaller part-time jobs, painting and fixing up shit for some of the older women in town. When he was really low on money, he hustled pool.

      He was floundering like a fish washed up onshore, and he couldn’t find a way out. Only thing he knew for sure was he couldn’t go back to his dad and admit he was failing miserably at life.

      “You planning on coming home anytime soon?” Jake asked after a few quiet minutes.

      James shook his head.

      “You got more pride than sense, boy.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Seems to me I’ve heard that a few thousand times.”

      Jake turned on his blinker and took the left turn that would lead them back to Compton Pass—and it suddenly occurred to James that Jake shouldn’t have been in that bar.

      “How did you find me?”

      “Bucky called me. He was sitting in the corner booth when you walked in. He’s got a girl in Clarke he’s sweet on. Knows you’re only nineteen.”

      “Remind me to kick his ass next time I see him,” James muttered, though there was no heat in his threat. It looked like he’d have to drive one town farther away from Compton Pass next weekend.

      “You should thank the man for calling me and not Seth. Or Sawyer. Or Silas.”

      James shuddered at the thought of Uncle Silas showing up at the bar to pull him out. While James’s dad was strict, Uncle Silas was fucking scary.

      He glanced out the passenger window and sighed. He was too young to feel this damn old.

      “Hear you’re volunteering at the fire station.”

      “Yeah.” James wasn’t surprised Jake knew. Everyone knew everything about everybody in Compton Pass. While his family seemed to find comfort in that, James felt strangled by it.

      “You like it?”

      James nodded. He enjoyed his time at the fire station. It was the one place in town where he got to be James. Not Seth’s son.

      “You need to get out of Compton Pass, son. Sooner would be better than later.”

      James turned to look at Jake. It was the first time anyone had ever confirmed what he’d always felt. That he needed to leave.

      “I don’t know where to go.”

      Jake snorted. “Yeah. I get that, but I don’t see you looking too hard either.”

      James couldn’t argue with that. He hated school, so college wasn’t an option. He wasn’t interested in the military, and his only work experience involved ranching. And that was what he was trying to get away from. He and his dad hadn’t spoken more than a hundred words in the past six months, and James was too stubborn to ask his old man for help.

      Help he knew Seth would give in a heartbeat if James would just fucking reach out for it.

      “Here.” Jake tossed a brochure at him.

      James looked at it curiously. “Smokejumping?”

      “Read it.”

      James read the brochure word for word, the description of the work sparking something deep inside him.

      When he looked up, Jake was smiling. “Sounds like you, doesn’t it? Fighting fires, jumping out of planes, living away from home. Perfect combination of adventure and helping others. Gives your life a little more purpose than hustling pool in a shithole bar.”

      The job called to him in a way nothing ever had in the past. Jake had found the perfect answer.

      Suddenly James had a purpose, a goal.

      And a way out of Compton Pass.
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      Eight years later

      James stopped when a bright flash of hot pink caught his attention. Hot pink in the middle of this secluded part of the forest was weird enough, but what concerned James was the fact hot pink had strayed from the trail. Not a smart thing to do in Yellowstone, and definitely not in this less-traveled section of the park.

      He waited a second to see if the woman he’d only gotten a glimpse of returned. She didn’t.

      James sighed then left the trail, picking his way through the underbrush. He’d walked about ten minutes before he heard a voice—just one voice—speaking.

      Peering around a lodgepole pine, he found his pretty quarry standing about thirty yards away talking to a fir tree.

      For six years, he’d been making this trek, an annual tradition he started the first year he’d served as a smokejumper on the West Yellowstone Squad. He’d felt equal parts excited and overwhelmed that very first day, so at the suggestion of his supervisor, Roscoe Wagner, he had taken a hike. Roscoe thought it would do him good to see what it was he was fighting to protect, to save.

      He’d studied a map, seeking a quieter trail, and he’d found this one. He had also chosen it because it had been the scene of a particularly nasty fire a few years earlier, so he had been able to see up close the damage fire wrought on a beautiful forest.

      It had been a decade since that fire, and while ten years could heal a lot, it would never be able to conceal everything. The woman was standing beside one of the more damaged trees. Douglas firs were strong, hearty trees, but this one had taken a hit, the wood still charred and scarred from its brush with fire.

      For six years, this hike hadn’t failed to do exactly what Roscoe had hoped it would that first day. It centered James, calmed him down, gave him a real sense of purpose. Today, however, it was giving him a few regrets.

      A woman alone in the woods, off the trail, talking to a tree, could not be a good thing. He checked his cell phone, immediately feeling foolish for the pointless effort. One glance confirmed what he already knew. No service.

      James contemplated his next move. He didn’t want to scare her if she was sane. Hell, he didn’t want to spook a crazy woman either. And that was definitely what he was leaning toward when the woman pulled out a pint bottle of Jack Daniel’s, drank one quick swig, and then started to water the tree with the rest.

      He took the opening, stepping out from behind the tree and walking a bit closer. “Seems like a waste of good whiskey. If you don’t like it, I’ll drink it.”

      The woman jumped at the sound of his voice, some of the bourbon splashing onto her jeans. “Shit,” she muttered, slapping at the drops, trying to lessen some of the damage before glancing back up at him. James’s heart stuttered for a single beat when the biggest, brightest, iciest blue eyes met his. He prayed to God she wasn’t insane, because he was afraid he’d already fallen a little bit in love—okay, lust—with her.

      “Are you a murderer?” she asked.

      He grinned and shook his head, thinking that was the kind of question a sane woman would ask.

      “Rapist?”

      He scowled. “Of course not.”

      “Don’t act offended. You just snuck up on me in the woods.” She pointed behind him. “The trail is back that way if you’re lost.”

      “I’m not lost. I caught sight of your hot-pink top and was afraid you were the lost one.”

      She snorted—an actual snort, which was pretty adorable coming from her. She was a tiny thing, probably not more than five-five, five-six, and James figured he could pick her up with one arm. Despite that, there was something in her demeanor and her voice that made her seem larger. “I’d never get lost in this forest.”

      “You a local?”

      She nodded. “Born and raised in West Yellowstone.”

      “Is it common practice for the natives to water the trees with whiskey?”

      James regretted reminding her about the half-empty bottle of booze the second he pointed it out.

      Her shoulders sank a bit before she snapped, “That’s private. None of your business.”

      James nodded. “Okay.” His mama didn’t raise no fool. He knew when to press and when to back down. Considering he didn’t know this woman from Adam, he agreed. Her deal with the whiskey really wasn’t any of his business, even though something about the way she was white-knuckling the bottle told him it was meaningful to her.

      “I’m James, by the way.”

      “Ivy,” she said.

      He smiled. The name seemed to fit her, pretty, wild, untamed. He opened his mouth to say just that, but she lifted her hand.

      “And before you make some lame joke about poison ivy, just know that I’ve heard them all.”

      James took a couple steps closer, the distance between them less than ten feet now. He didn’t want to have to keep talking to her with raised voices. The forest had always felt a bit like a sanctuary to him, a place for quiet reflection. “I wasn’t thinking about poison.”

      “Yeah, well, stick around a while and get to know me. Pretty sure that opinion will change.”

      He chuckled. “Are you saying you’re a pain in the ass?”

      “Some might say that. I like to think I’m just honest.”

      Ivy didn’t smile, didn’t loosen up, even a little. He didn’t blame her for being on guard. They were strangers, and they were definitely alone in the woods. She wasn’t within shouting distance of anyone, and if she was as familiar with this part of the forest as she said, she knew there wasn’t any cell service.

      “You don’t have to come any closer, by the way.” She lifted her hand, revealing the small canister of pepper spray.

      “Good for you.” If he’d stumbled upon his sister or one of his female cousins out here by herself, he would have read her the riot act for doing something so dangerous.

      She tilted her head, her eyes narrowed. “Because I need it?”

      He shook his head. “No. Because I feel better knowing you didn’t just walk out here alone with no protection.”

      “This isn’t my first solo hike. I really am fine. I appreciate you checking on me, but I assure you, I have everything under control.”

      James knew a dismissal when he heard one. He nodded his head in reluctant acceptance. “It was nice to meet you.”

      He turned and made his way back to the trail. Once there, he hadn’t gone more than fifty yards when he stopped. And sighed. Shit. He didn’t care if she’d been alone in the forest a million times. His mama would string him up by his toenails if he left without making sure she got back to the trailhead safely.

      He leaned against a tree, deciding to wait.

      He’d arrived in Yellowstone a couple days earlier, ready to begin his refresher training. This marked his sixth year as a smokejumper with the West Yellowstone Squad. Jake hadn’t just pulled him out of a dive the night of that bar brawl, he’d pulled James’s head out of his own ass as well. With a purpose and a goal, James had started working out, started ticking off boxes to build his resume in order to qualify for the squad.

      Smokejumping was not for the light of heart. It required strength and experience. One he’d gained on the ranch, the other at the Compton Pass Fire Station. His mother had been less than pleased with his chosen career path. Actually, her initial response had been something along the lines of, “You will jump out of a plane into fire over my dead body.” However, Dad hadn’t said anything at all. Instead, he’d nodded and given James an approving smile that had soaked into him like warm sunshine after a heavy snow.

      Since then, he’d felt like a man living two very different lives. Half the year, he spent here, as Jamie Compton, jumping out of planes and into fires, fighting to protect this incredible wilderness. The other half, he returned to life as James, Seth’s boy, working with his dad, uncles, and cousins to protect the horses, their ranch, and their legacy. He wasn’t sure how to explain it, but putting those two unique halves together made him feel like a whole man, and home had begun to mean more than it had when he’d been a stupid nineteen-year-old with more pride than brains.

      He hadn’t waited more than half an hour when the hot pink flashed in his peripheral view. Ivy was moving at a pretty good clip, her journey to the woods clearly more about watering the tree than enjoying a leisurely hike. She slowed when she spotted him, cautiously remaining about ten feet away.

      James raised his hands in the sign of surrender, especially when he noticed her red-rimmed eyes. She’d been crying. “Still not a murderer. Still not a rapist,” he said lightly, hoping to make her smile. He failed.

      She lifted her hand, revealing the pepper spray. “The fact you’re lying in wait here doesn’t reassure me of that.”

      He nodded slowly. “Yeah. I’m sure it doesn’t. Thing is, I was raised to be a gentleman. To make sure women were protected. And while I appreciate that you’ve taken precautions,” he gestured to her pepper spray, “I sure would rest easier tonight, knowing you made it back to your car okay.”

      The woods had never seemed so still and quiet as they did while he watched her try to make up her mind. He didn’t realize how much he wanted to keep talking to her until he was forced to wait.

      “You can frisk me if you want. I don’t have any weapons except an old pocket knife.”

      She rolled her eyes in an exasperated way that told him he was starting to win. “I’m not coming any closer to you. And something tells me you’d probably enjoy being frisked.”

      He agreed that was smart on her part, even as he chuckled. “Hadn’t considered that, but yeah. You’re probably right. I’ve never complained about a woman running her hands over me.”

      “You’re not helping your case.”

      James winced. “Guess I’m not. Problem is, when I see a pretty girl, it’s hard to turn off the flirting.”

      “Try a little harder.”

      Her tone was brusque, rough—and damn him, for some reason, James found it sexy.

      He ran a finger over his heart, crossing it. “I promise to avoid any and all sexual innuendos if you’ll just let me see you back to your car.”

      “Fine,” she relented finally. “You start walking. I’ll follow you. It’s not like you’re giving me much choice. There’s only one way out of here and it’s that direction.” She pointed down the trail behind him.

      Damn. He really hadn’t given her any other recourse. “Sorry. My mama’s a force to be reckoned with. If she ever caught wind that I’d left a woman in the woods alone…”

      “Considering it’s just you and me out here, and I don’t know your mama, I’d say you’re safe.”

      “You would think that, but I swear that woman has some sort of sixth sense. She always knew when I was lying growing up. Knew where to find me when I ran away when I was seven, knew where I’d stashed my stack of ancient, stolen Playboys in middle school, and she can find the checkered porn history on my computer even though she can’t manage to attach a picture to an email.”

      Ivy’s lips twitched, making him long even more to provoke a smile. “You’re really not offering me any reassurance if you’re hoping to prove to me you’re not a perv.”

      “Excellent point.”

      “Just start walking. And keep your hands where I can see them.”

      James chuckled, but did as she said. Ivy’s pricks didn’t sting. They entertained him. She actually reminded him a lot of his mother. Jody Compton never hesitated to tell a person what she thought, never minced words, never felt the need to play nice if someone was pissing her off.

      They’d only walked a short distance when he decided it was silly to pretend like they weren’t both there.

      “What do you do for a living, Ivy?”

      He glanced at her over his shoulder, saw her reticence in responding.

      “I’m just curious. I don’t have any plans to continue stalking you once this hike is over.”

      She sighed. “I’m a vet. Work at the pet clinic in West Yellowstone.”

      “Is that right? Take care of kittens and puppies?” He hadn’t meant that as an insult, but the way she crinkled her nose proved she’d taken it as such.

      “I’m not saying that’s a bad thing at all,” he hastened to explain. James was a huge fan of both types of pets. Probably because they had a couple big dogs at the ranch and at least half a dozen barn cats at any given time.

      Ivy shrugged. “I know. It’s just not where I plan to end up. This is a short-term gig. I specialized in school. My field of study was large-animal care.”

      James stopped walking, and Ivy was almost next to him before she realized. She pulled up short. “You mean like horses and cattle?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I love horses.”

      A big smile split his face. “So do I. My family owns a ranch in Compton Pass, Wyoming.”

      Her face brightened. “I know where that is. Saw the exit for it after every holiday when I drove back to college.”

      “Oh yeah. Must mean you went to Colorado State. We’re on the way.”

      “Yeah. Always wanted to stop in Compton Pass. Seems like a really nice place.”

      It had taken James six years away and a part-time life there to make him appreciate certain aspects of the place. The disdain he’d felt for it when he’d been a teenager faded a bit more with each passing year.

      Even so, he wasn’t ready to return to that life full-time. The months spent in Yellowstone were his favorite part of the year. This was his place and his alone—something he didn’t share with his family. Yellowstone had helped him chisel out a bit of his own identity, as opposed to simply being another one of the Compass Boys.

      People from home no longer looked at him as the bad boy Compton. They now viewed him as a smokejumper, stopping to talk to him about how fascinating the work must be and wanting the details of fires he’d fought, instead of asking after his family.

      “You’d love Compass Ranch. My family has owned it for generations. My dad and uncles run the place now.”

      “Your family owns Compass Ranch?” Ivy had forgotten to be afraid of him and they were now walking side by side.

      “You’ve heard of it?” It wasn’t a small ranch, but he’d never met anyone outside a hundred-mile radius who actually recognized the name.

      “They breed the most amazing horses there. I shadowed a vet in Fort Collins for one of my classes, and several of the surrounding ranches had horses from Compass Ranch. They were beautiful creatures.”

      “Those are my dad’s horses. He breeds them.”

      “Shut up! Really?”

      For the next few minutes, the two of them discussed horses. Ivy hadn’t lied about her love of the creatures. She was as knowledgeable about them as he was, which was saying something, considering James had been practically raised on horseback. He opened his phone and showed her a picture of his current horse, Wildfire, and an older shot of his first and most beloved quarter horse, Spitfire.

      “Sensing a theme with your names,” she joked. “You really help your dad train the horses?”

      He nodded, the irony of the situation not lost on him. Back home in Compton Pass, he wowed the women with his smokejumping stories. Now, here he was in the middle of Yellowstone, trying to impress a girl with his ranching background.

      “If you’re ever on the highway passing Compton Pass again, you should pull off and come visit. My dad loves to talk about his horses. We’ll give you a tour.”

      Ivy smiled, a genuine one without a trace of fear. James felt that same rumble of attraction. The woman was seriously beautiful.

      “I’d like that, James,” she said.

      He glanced down at his phone once more. “Hey, just realized. We got cell service back.”

      She nodded. “Came back a few minutes ago.”

      For the first time, he realized she had her phone in the hand not carrying the pepper spray, finger probably poised over the emergency button. She’d never stopped being on guard. He was glad to know that, but regardless of what she considered protection, James felt uneasy with the idea she was out here on her own.

      “You take these walks alone a lot?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Not as much as I’d like. I’ve been away at school. Stayed in Fort Collins during the summers because I had a job there waiting tables. This is the first time I’ve been home, apart for a couple weeks each Christmas since I turned eighteen and graduated from high school. Now that I’m back…” She looked around the woods.

      James studied her face, wishing he could sneak a peek inside her head. He was very curious about the bottle of whiskey.

      “Guess I couldn’t convince you to start hiking with a friend or two. Really not that smart to traipse around the woods by yourself.”

      “Only threat I’ve encountered today is you. There’s usually no one else out here. I really don’t come out here that often. Today, I just…”

      Her voice drifted away, her eyes sad once more, and he knew she wasn’t going to finish her statement. He changed the subject. “You named after anyone special? Ivy’s a pretty unusual name.”

      She shook her head, whatever dark thoughts clogging her brain, vanishing. “Nope. I’d like to say there was some cool story behind it, but truth is, my mom bought a baby book and found the name Ivy. She liked it and that was it. How about you? Any significance to your name?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m named after my two grandfathers. My parents stuck them together and dubbed me James Thomas.”

      “I like family names.”

      “Yeah. Both my grandfathers were seriously tough dudes, so I figure it’s a cool name.”

      “Were? Not alive anymore?”

      “One is. My granddaddy James—JD—died before I was born, but Granddad Thomas is still alive and well at eighty-four, kicking ass on his own ranch in Texas.”

      “Another ranch? Man, you’re one hundred percent cowboy, aren’t you?”

      “No escaping it, Doc. Believe me. I’ve tried.”

      He hadn’t meant to put so much emphasis on the last part. It caught her attention, piqued it, and it looked like she might question him about that, but the trees cleared out and James was surprised to discover they were already back at the road. There were two vehicles parked there, his motorcycle and what must be her truck. He’d noticed it when he parked his bike, but hadn’t given it more than a passing thought at the time, thinking it strange to find anyone else on this trail, but not bothered by it.

      “Well, here we are. Safe and sound.”

      “I’m still not in my truck with the doors locked yet, so I’ll hold off on the relief.” Her easy smile told him she was only a little bit serious about that.

      “Good plan. It was nice to meet you, Ivy.”

      “You too, James.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to ask for her number, God knew he wanted to see her again, but he held off. For one thing, he was pretty damn sure she wouldn’t give it to him, and he had too much pride to set himself up for rejection. And for another, he knew where she worked. There were a couple of stray cats hanging out around the base. He’d just catch one and take it to Dr. Ivy for a checkup.

      She waved, then walked back to her truck. He watched as she fired up the ancient piece of shit and pulled away. Then he climbed on his bike and started down the road, the same direction as Ivy. He followed her for a bit, imagining her checking him out through her rearview mirror. He started to lift his hand to wave goodbye as his turn came into view, but she flashed her blinker.

      James tried to figure out why she’d take this road. There wasn’t anything to see besides the base. He’d intended to head straight back to his barracks, but drove into the parking lot to the main building behind Ivy, curious about her business there.

      She scowled when he parked next to her and climbed off his motorcycle. Ivy climbed out of the truck. “Why are you following me?” Her friendly tone from the trail had vanished.

      “I’m not. This is where I live.”

      Her anger vanished, replaced by something that looked a little worse to him—utter blankness.

      “You’re a smokejumper.” Her tone held a fair amount of contempt, and for some reason, James got the impression she would have preferred to discover he really was a murderer or a rapist.

      Before he could question her response, they were interrupted by another voice.

      “Hey, Scout,” Roscoe called out, walking toward them. “I was starting to worry.”

      Suddenly, James knew exactly who Ivy was. “You’re Scout?”

      She nodded.

      His boss, Roscoe, had one daughter he lovingly referred to as Scout. The sun rose and set on Scout’s shoulders, in her father’s eyes. A few of the other guys had met Scout and had mentioned she was a beauty, but his path had never crossed hers before. Probably because Ivy admitted to only being home for Christmas. He was knee-deep in Compton family traditions during the holidays, not returning to Yellowstone until March each year.

      Roscoe always shut down the “she’s hot” comments from the other guys with a harsh “Scout doesn’t date smokejumpers.”

      It didn’t even occur to James until that moment that he hadn’t known Scout’s real name.

      Roscoe reached them, his gaze traveling from Ivy to James. “Hey, Jamie.”

      “You’re Jamie?”

      It was his turn to nod. It was apparent Ivy had heard his name before, which wasn’t surprising. He and Roscoe had worked together for six years. Roscoe tended to treat his jumpers with the same fatherly love and sternness James received at home from his real dad. Stood to reason he’d talk to his daughter about them.

      “You introduced yourself as James.”

      He lifted one shoulder, wondering why he suddenly felt on the defensive. “At home, I’m James. Always takes me a week or two to get used to being Jamie again while I’m here.” The nickname had come his rookie year with the squad, because there had been another James on the squad who had seniority. Roscoe had dubbed him Jamie for simplicity purposes and it stuck, even after the other James moved on to another squad.

      Ivy looked at her dad. “Jamie’s last name is Compton?”

      Roscoe gave her a confused nod. “Yeah. Why? Does that matter?”

      She shook her head. “I just didn’t know he lived at Compass Ranch.”

      Her father looked from Ivy to him and back. “I didn’t realize that was something you would want to know.” Roscoe’s bewilderment grew. “You two know each other?”

      “No. Just met a little while ago. Ran into each other out on the trail,” James explained, not adding the fact that Ivy had strayed from the path. Knowing Roscoe’s overprotective nature, he wouldn’t like hearing that information. Even though, he probably should.

      “I see.” Roscoe was eyeballing him, no doubt trying to figure out if there was something going on he should be concerned about.

      James’s attention was diverted when one of the strays he’d intended to woo Ivy with rubbed against his legs, and then hers.

      “There’s my little Jezebel,” Ivy said, bending down to scoop up the cat. So much for that plan. Obviously, Ivy was already taking care of the base pets.

      The cat purred in her arms as Ivy rubbed her belly.

      “You need anything, Jamie?” Roscoe was clearly trying to get rid of him.

      James shook his head. “Nope. Just wanted to make sure Ivy was okay.”

      Roscoe’s eyes narrowed slightly when James used her real name. “Scout’s fine.”

      James turned to her, reluctant to leave. Any progress he’d made convincing her he was a decent guy on the trail seemed to have vanished. For some reason, he was back to square one—and he didn’t like it. Mainly because he liked her. “It was nice meeting you, Ivy. Hopefully our paths will cross again soon. We can talk horses some more.” He tried to dial back his flirting a little, not wanting to incur Roscoe’s wrath, but hoping to let Ivy know he’d like to see her again.

      “Horses?” Roscoe asked, but Ivy cut him off.

      “I suspect you’ll be too busy with training and your other tasks around here for that. It was nice to meet you too.” As far as dismissals went, that one stung.

      For a second.

      James watched her turn and walk into the building, her ass perfectly accented by a tight pair of jeans and her long hair swinging in a way that had his fingers itching for a touch. It was the color of dark chocolate, and he wondered if it would smell as sweet.

      Roscoe didn’t speak again until she was out of earshot. “Seriously, Jamie? You’re ogling my daughter’s ass right in front of me.”

      James gave his boss a sheepish grin. “I prefer ‘appreciating’ over ‘ogling.’”

      “I don’t give a shit what you call it. You keep your eyes closed whenever she’s around. She’s not for you.”

      James hadn’t considered that Ivy might be dating someone. “She got a boyfriend?”

      Roscoe rolled his eyes, and James suddenly realized where Ivy had picked up that gesture. “You don’t have two brain cells in your head, do you? No, she doesn’t have a boyfriend, but she’s still not going to go out with you.”

      James could and couldn’t understand Roscoe’s reticence. For one thing, he’d always thought the two of them had held each other in mutual respect. More than a few times, Roscoe had affectionately called him “son.”

      But that probably didn’t change the fact that James had acquired a bit of a reputation on the base as a player. And while that rep was only about half earned, half legend, James didn’t exactly go out of his way to correct the wrong stuff.

      “Roscoe, come on, man. You know me.”

      “That’s right. I do.”

      “Listen, I know you’ve probably heard some rumors—”

      “Julie Rodriquez was a rumor?”

      James shook his head, wishing him being caught naked and soapy in the barrack showers with the pretty base receptionist his first year on the squad had been just a story. “No, but—”

      “And Becky Miller?”

      James sighed. “Beck and I were just friends.” He didn’t dare add the “with benefits” part to that statement. Roscoe knew the truth. Becky had been the base dispatcher the previous two summers. Neither of them had been looking for anything serious with each other, but that didn’t mean the sex hadn’t been damn good.

      “And Allison Carnes?”

      James shrugged and realized he wasn’t going to win this battle. Time to divert. “I just think it might be nice to go out on a date with Ivy. Take her out to dinner, maybe a movie. That’s all. She’s your daughter, Roscoe, and I respect you—and her—too much to ever play games like that. I do know how to be a gentleman.”

      Roscoe’s face softened, but only slightly. “Maybe so, but it’s not me who would hold her back. She’s a grown woman and she makes her own decisions. And she’s already made this one. She doesn’t date smokejumpers. Never has. Never will.”

      James couldn’t make sense of that. After all, in his younger years, Roscoe was a smokejumper.

      “Why not?”

      Like his daughter, when Roscoe got his back up, conversation was over. “She just doesn’t. So do yourself a favor and forget about her.”

      With that, Roscoe turned around and walked the same direction his daughter had just gone.

      James considered taking Roscoe’s advice for about a second and a half.

      Then he grinned.

      Ivy and Roscoe had just done the worst possible thing.

      Told a Compass Boy something was impossible.
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      Ivy finished giving the small kitten her injection before putting her back into her carrier with a heavy sigh. It had been three days since her run-in with James “Jamie” Compton on the trail, and she hadn’t been able to concentrate on a damn thing since.

      He’d snuck up on her in the woods and scared the bejeezus out of her. She had made no fewer than a dozen treks to that same tree in the last decade and had never run into another soul. Her dad lost his shit every single time she said she was going back to the tree, but his words of warning always fell on deaf ears, and he ultimately relented. Because he understood her reasons for going, he reluctantly stood aside and let her do her thing.

      So, when James had stepped out from behind that tree, she’d silently cursed herself for not listening to her dad, and she’d spent more than a few uneasy minutes trying to covertly tug the pepper spray Dad had armed her with out of her back pocket, while keeping James in sight.

      It hadn’t taken long for her to get a sense that he wasn’t a danger to her. James had a slow, easy country-boy charm, and she believed him when he said he was a gentleman. He’d kept his distance while engaging her in friendly conversation, all the time sticking around to protect her. She might be a modern-day, independent woman, but she wasn’t made of ice. His chivalry had pushed more than a few of the right buttons, and by the time they’d reached the parking lot, she was sort of hoping he’d ask for her number.

      The guy was seriously hot. Like sex-on-a-stick hot. Jet-black hair. Soul-piercing dark brown eyes. Close-cropped beard. Muscles that filled out a T-shirt just right. She’d almost had an orgasm just watching him straddle his motorcycle in those low-hanging jeans.

      “Fuck,” she muttered. “He’s a smokejumper.”

      Every time her libido started to get the better of her, she repeated those words, hoping that reminder would help her get a grip on her horniness. When James had taken the turn toward base camp, her initial attraction had been muted by the fear he really was some sort of creepy stalker. She’d called her dad to tell him she was almost there, knowing he would start looking out the window for her arrival. With that safety measure in place, she’d pulled into the parking lot, ready to blast James.

      God.

      Jamie.

      How many times had her dad talked about Jamie in the past? Probably a million.

      Jamie had a hell of a jump today. Hit the target dead-on.

      I swear that fire would have taken twice as long to put out if we hadn’t had Jamie out there. The guy is a bulldozer.

      Jamie dragged Trevor out of the woods today. Guy would have died of smoke inhalation if Jamie hadn’t gotten him to the transport.

      And so on and so on.

      Ivy had heard so many stories about the amazing Jamie, she’d almost expected the guy to walk around in a Superman cape.

      Foolishly, she let herself imagine him in one of those tight Superman getups, her mind’s eye drifting over his chiseled six-pack abs and rock-hard thighs…and the little extra she fantasized he was packing just below the waist.

      “Bah,” she breathed out, disgusted with herself. It figured the first guy she’d feel this seriously turned on by in years would be a smokejumper. The universe hated her.

      The bell over the door at the entrance rang. She glanced at her watch. The receptionist was still on lunch break, and they didn’t have any appointments scheduled for another hour.

      So…an emergency.

      She opened the door that separated the waiting area from the exam room, but stopped dead in her tracks in the doorframe.

      James Compton stood by the front desk. He smiled at her. She fought hard not to offer him the same. Something told her if she gave the man an inch, he’d take a mile…or better yet, her. Ivy forced a scowl that was completely lost on him.

      “Heya, Doc.”

      “You lost, Cowboy?”

      He shook his head, looking far too charming for her own good.

      “Forget your pet?”

      His grin grew. “Nope. I was going to try to catch one of the strays on the base as an excuse to come see you, but I realized you’ve probably already looked after them.”

      “I have.”

      James didn’t look deterred.

      “So,” she said after a moment. “Did you need something?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Just rode into town to pick up some supplies. Thought I’d stop by to see if you wanted to grab some lunch.”

      “No,” she said quickly lust beat common sense to the punch and had her accepting the invitation.

      “Did you already eat?”

      She hadn’t, but admitting that wouldn’t help her cause. “Um, yeah. I have.”

      He tilted his head, studying her in a way that made her way too hot and flustered. She started considering what piece of clothing she could shed right now and still remain decent. To make matters worse, his question reminded her that she’d actually forgotten to eat, and her stomach growled. Loudly.

      “You want to change your answer to the truth, or should I start the liar liar pants on fire chant now?”

      She blew out an exasperated breath. “I lied because I was trying to spare your feelings.”

      “My feelings?”

      “When I reject your invitation.”

      He moved a few steps closer, and Ivy had to resist the urge to take the same number back. James Compton was a big guy, but not in a way that scared her. After all, there was nothing frightening about the idea of some strapping hunk of delicious man picking her up and carrying her to the first flat surface he could find. She glanced over her shoulder and spotted the exam table.

      Breathe, Ivy.

      “If you’re really worried about my feelings, you could just accept my offer. My treat.”

      While she had been distracted by her dirty fantasies, James had gotten close to her. Seriously close. The last time they were together, he’d kept his distance so as not to spook her. That invisible barrier had apparently vanished.

      “I’m not going out with you, Jamie.”

      He lifted his hand to brush a stray strand of hair from her eyes. The gesture was too familiar for their short acquaintance. Unfortunately, it was also sexy as hell, so she forgot to yell at him.

      “Why not? And don’t give me that ‘I don’t date smokejumpers’ excuse unless you intend to tell me why.”

      His words struck hard and deep—and piqued her temper. “It’s not an excuse. It’s a way of life, and I don’t owe you any damn explanations. If I don’t want to date you, I won’t.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” His patience in the face of her hostility rankled further. The guy seemed unshakable. Which, of course, made her want to shake the shit out of him. “What’s your criteria for going out with a guy?”

      “What?”

      “You’ve told me why you won’t go out with me. I’m wondering what kinds of guys you are interested in. Doctors? Like you? You prefer college degrees and white collars?”

      “No. Of course not. I don’t care what a man does for a living.” The words fell out before she could stop them. Because she’d just made it very clear she did care what he did.

      James’s brows lifted slightly, but he took pity on her and let the slip slide on by. “Okay then. Looks? You prefer clean-cut over scruffy beards?”

      His beard was far from scruffy, and in truth, she wouldn’t mind getting a few scratches from it on some of the more sensitive parts of her body. “I…”

      He chuckled. “You’re blushing.”

      “No, I’m not,” she snapped, lying in spite of the fact her face felt like it was on fire.

      “I’m not complaining. You look really pretty with all that pink in your cheeks. Obviously, beards aren’t a problem.”

      She hadn’t said that with words, but James was turning out to be pretty astute at reading her body language. Which meant he had her number already.

      “So what could you be looking for? Want to give me a hint?”

      Ivy opened her mouth to speak, but every single thing she wanted to say described him. A gentleman, someone who loved horses and the land, who cared about his family, to whom she was attracted.

      Jesus. He owned all that and more.

      Finally, she just spat out, “Sense of humor,” because it was the only thing she could think of and it seemed safe.

      James laughed.

      Fuck. He had a really great laugh. Deep and rich. Plus, it showcased his perfect white teeth. Where the hell were his flaws? There had to be something.

      Oh, yeah…smokejumping.

      “If you give me a chance, I suspect I could break through that prickly exterior of yours and make you laugh, darlin’.”

      Oh hell no. No, no, no.

      Anything but “darlin’” with that country drawl of his. Her nipples tightened, her stomach—and pussy—clenched, and Ivy suddenly found it hard to catch a deep breath.

      She latched onto the only thing she could remember apart from that sexy nickname. “I’m not prickly.”

      “Pretty sure you’re not…with anyone other than me. Your dad has told me plenty of stories about you. You were top in your class in high school and college—got a good scholarship, so obviously you’re smart. He said you waited tables all through college and vet school to help pay your way, so you’re a hard worker, you’re driven. Said you were the girl who put your high school up for sale on Craigslist for twenty bucks as a senior prank, so I’d say you’ve got a pretty good sense of humor yourself. For the record, my prank wasn’t as clever. Just climbed up on the roof of the school and stole the letter P off the sign. For a few days, it was called Compton Ass High School. At least until Uncle Silas found the P hidden behind some haystacks in the barn and made me take it back.”

      She giggled, before the sound morphed to a groan. Unfortunately, the giggle was all the encouragement he needed.

      “See? I’ve got a great sense of humor. Come to lunch with me.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      She started to repeat her smokejumper rule, but changed her mind, going for something a bit stronger. “Because I’m not attracted to you. Not at all. Not even a little bit.”

      Ivy probably could have sold her lie a bit better if she’d managed to look him in the eye as she said it, instead of making the inane proclamation to his left shoulder.

      James tipped her face up toward his with a finger under her chin. Sweet Jesus. Every single platonic touch from the man struck her with the force of a lightning bolt.

      “Still lying,” he murmured, not bothering to make his words a question. His eyes dropped down to her lips and she licked them instinctively, foolishly hoping and maybe inviting him to kiss her.

      “I’m going to kiss you, Ivy,” he said, his face closer to hers now, his breath hot on her face.

      “Okay,” she whispered. Common sense had hopped a flight to China. Horniness ruled the day.

      “Right after lunch.”

      She frowned as he backed away. She was still struggling to recapture her wits when he grasped her hand and led her toward the door.

      Ivy was halfway across the street to the diner before her brain kicked her hormones back to the curb, but by then, it was too late to continue the fight.

      James held the door to the diner open for her.

      “Just lunch,” she said sternly. “And no kiss afterwards.”

      He placed his hand on the small of her back as he guided her to a booth by the front window that afforded them a view of the street. It also ensured every person who walked by would see Ivy Wagner out on a date with James Compton, a smokejumper.

      And because this entire town would fit on a postage stamp, her dad would no doubt know she’d been out to lunch with James before she got back to the office in an hour.

      Not that she expected her dad to mind. Much. He really was quite fond of James, and while he accepted and understood her adamancy about knocking smokejumpers off her list of potential love interests, she also suspected it hurt his feelings a little because that was what he did, who he was, at heart.

      Once they were settled and Sally had taken their drink orders, James leaned back in his seat. “Tell me about yourself.”

      Ivy relaxed, deciding she could lower her guard a little. She was hungry and out with a hot guy. She’d worry about the heavier stuff later. “I find it hard to believe my father hasn’t told you everything there is to know about me.”

      “I’ll be honest, I thought he had too. Until I realized I didn’t know your real name was Ivy. Where does Scout come from?”

      “Oh, if my dad had had his way, Scout would have been my name on the birth certificate. To Kill a Mockingbird is his favorite book of all time, and he thought that would be the world’s greatest name. My mom disagreed.” Besides, her mother had already relented to that request once, naming Ivy’s brother Jem.

      James winced a little. “That was required reading in high school. Don’t tell Roscoe I watched the movie instead of reading the book. Managed to get enough from it to score a C on the final exam.”

      “Sounds like you were a strong student.”

      He laughed at her sarcasm, something else to add to her growing attraction. There was nothing sexier than a man who didn’t take himself too seriously, who could laugh at himself.

      He used the opportunity to flex his arm muscle at her. “Depends on what you consider strong.”

      “You can put the guns away. I didn’t buy tickets to the show for a reason.”

      They laughed together. Sally returned with their drinks, then took their lunch order.

      “Sounds like you come from a big family,” she said, interested in learning more about him.

      He nodded. “Too big.”

      Ivy struggled to decide if he was sincere in his assessment or not. He’d made a similar comment yesterday, about trying to escape his home, but she hadn’t felt comfortable questioning him about it. “Brothers and sisters?”

      “Both. Big sis. Little bro. Love both of them to pieces, but there are times I wish I was an only child like you.”

      Ivy froze, uncertain how to respond.

      Only child?

      Either his comment was heartless or, more likely, Dad had never mentioned Jem.

      She hadn’t realized until just recently that Dad’s way of dealing with Jem’s death was by erasing all reminders of him. That fact became apparent when they were decorating the Christmas tree this past December. For years, they’d eschewed the idea of a tree altogether, both claiming it was too much work, when the truth was, the holiday felt very empty with their numbers cut in half.

      This year, Ivy had intended to turn a corner, to bring Christmas back into their lives. She’d dragged out the box of homemade ornaments from a big closet in her dad’s office, only to discover none of the ones Jem had made in school over the years were there. When she’d asked her dad, he said he’d taken those ornaments and put them with the rest of her brother’s stuff. After further questioning, she learned Dad had boxed up and moved every single thing Jem had ever worn, made or even touched to a storage unit he was renting across town. He’d claimed to have done it due to a lack of space, but she knew better.

      Ivy didn’t reply to James’s only child comment. Mercifully, she didn’t have to when James continued talking about his sister, Sienna, who was pregnant with baby number three, and his kid brother, Doug, who worked as a cameraman for a storm chaser show on TV.

      “Sienna has two boys and says she doesn’t care what this one is, but I get the feeling her husband, Daniel, is dying for a little girl to spoil. Not going to lie, Uncle James is too.”

      She smiled, pushing the darker thoughts about Jem and her dad aside. She didn’t bother to correct him about her being an only child. The truth was…that’s exactly what she was now. What she would always be.

      She was just as fucked-up as Dad when it came to dealing with Jem’s death. Her pilgrimage to the woods—to that fucking tree—proved that.

      “I bet you’re a rotten influence on those nephews.”

      “The worst,” he said with a laugh. “And I’m going to tell my sister you said that. Sienna got me a shirt for Christmas that said ‘They call me uncle because partner in crime makes me sound like a bad influence’.”

      “No way. That’s hilarious.”

      “It’s actually not too bad yet. They’re only seven and five. When they hit drinking age, it’s game on.”

      “Hope you warned your sister about that.”

      They continued to talk throughout the meal. There was never a lapse or moment of silence. The words flowed fast and freely until Ivy had to go back to work.

      Her receptionist’s brows rose when she walked back into the clinic with James.

      “Your one o’clock appointment called. Running late,” Gwen said.

      “Thanks.” Ivy walked toward the back, half hoping, half dreading that James would follow her.

      When she opened the door to her office, she wasn’t surprised to feel his hand on her back again. He stepped through behind her, shutting the door.

      She turned around, mouth open, ready to tell him she wasn’t going to let him kiss her.

      That thought lasted about half a second, before James had his hands on her waist, tugging her toward him. His head lowered and his lips were on hers in an instant. And because she was a fool, her hands were around his neck, kissing him back.

      James was the first to pull away, but she could see it wasn’t without some regret. “I have to get back to base.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Go out with me tomorrow.”

      James had a bad habit of demanding rather than asking. Unfortunately, she found his goddamn alpha tactics as sexy as every other freaking thing about him, so she didn’t call him on it.

      “I’m not going out with you again, James.”

      “Just friends.”

      “That kiss was anything but friendly.”

      “Just lunch then.”

      “I’m being serious,” she said, but even as she spoke the words, she knew her absent willpower was going to ensure her hair looked nice and she was wearing makeup on the off chance he rejected her refusal and showed up here again. She wanted to be sure to look hot as fuck when she gave him the brush-off again. If she actually managed to give him the brush-off.

      “So am I. You and I are going to be very good friends, Doc.” Then the scamp gave her another quick peck on the lips that was just as potent as his slow, lingering kiss, before turning and walking away.

      Ivy followed him to the doorway of her office, taking a moment to enjoy the view as he left the clinic. When she turned to look at Gwen, she realized her receptionist was taking the same scenic tour.

      “That man is…”

      “Yeah,” Ivy said, in complete agreement.

      “Are you two dating?”

      Ivy shook her head.

      Gwen’s forehead creased. “Why the hell not?”

      Ivy shrugged and walked back into the office, shutting the door and leaning against it as Gwen’s question ricocheted in her brain.

      Why the hell not?

      Because he’s a smokejumper.

      And she wasn’t about to lose anyone else she cared about to fire.

      Jem was enough.
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      “What’s up, bro?” Doug asked, the first to answer James’s video chat call.

      Before James could answer, Austin and Bryant appeared on the screen. The video chats had become the norm as each of them reached adulthood and struck out on their own.

      James had spent the last month fighting like the devil to break down Ivy’s walls. He’d heard of women playing hard to get, but he had never suffered the experience. He had managed to get into town a couple days a week at lunchtime, and each time, she joined him for a meal at the diner—as friends. The more they talked and laughed, the more his attraction grew. And not just physically. He had started counting the hours to noon simply because he wanted to be with her.

      “It’s a woman.”

      Austin groaned and said, “Man, isn’t that always the way?”

      At the same time, Bryant chuckled and teased, “Finally met your match, cuz?”

      James shrugged, not willing to admit Bryant had hit the nail on the head. It all came back to his overabundance of pride and cockiness. The other Compass Boys always gave him shit about his Midas touch with the ladies, while James accused them of being jealous. Right now, he sort of hated to admit he was striking out.

      He had always figured it wasn’t his fault if women found him attractive, that he only had to give them a smile and a wink and they’d make their way over to him. He’d never really had to try too hard for anything with a woman, something that drove his brother and Austin nuts. Bryant didn’t seem to mind as much because he wasn’t interested in females in the first place.

      Nothing was working with Ivy. The more he turned on the charm, the more she dug in her heels.

      “Her name is Ivy. She’s Roscoe’s daughter.”

      Doug gave him a long, low whistle. “Damn, man. Taking a chance there, aren’t you? Can’t imagine it’s smart to try to hook up with the boss’s baby girl. Thought you liked your job.”

      James sighed. “I love my job. But Roscoe’s not the problem. It’s Ivy. She keeps turning me down, and I can’t figure out why. She’s funny and sweet and pretty, and it’s damn obvious to both of us we’d be good together, so I don’t get why she keeps saying no when I ask her out.”

      Bryant didn’t even bother to hold back his laughter.

      “Thanks, Bry. Real helpful.”

      Bryant’s shit-eating grin remained firmly in place. “It’s about time.”

      “Time for what? Someone to turn me down?” James was glad his cousin wasn’t within fighting distance or he probably would have followed that question up with a punch.

      “No. I mean, I’m not going to pretend I’m not enjoying the idea that this woman is making you work for it. I just mean it’s about time you finally fell for someone.”

      James hadn’t expected that response. For one thing, he wouldn’t exactly say he’d fallen for Ivy. And for another, it wasn’t like he never dated. “I’ve had girlfriends before.”

      It was as if the three men on the screen had rehearsed. Their eye rolls came in perfect unison.

      “Name one,” Austin said. “And don’t say Sophie McMillan. Six months in ninth grade doesn’t count. Neither one of you could drive and you didn’t get past second base.”

      “Third base,” James corrected.

      “Dry humping in the barn isn’t third base,” Austin retorted.

      This wasn’t a new debate, but that didn’t stop James from asserting his opinion. “Her hand was inside my jeans. Third base.”

      “Fucking hell.” Bryant shook his head. “I’m not listening to this argument again. Fact remains, Sophie doesn’t count. And neither does that friends-with-benefits dispatcher.”

      James wasn’t sure how to respond. It wasn’t like he didn’t see women more than once. Truth was, most of his hookups lasted a few months at a time. The difference was, his emotions were never really engaged. He had genuinely liked all the women he’d slept with, but when he considered it, he hadn’t counted down the minutes until he saw them again the way he did with Ivy.

      James swallowed his pride. “It’s been four solid weeks of rejection. Which is rough enough, but I just found out that last night, she went on a date with Bill Ricketts, a cop here in West Yellowstone.”

      “So she likes Bill?” Doug asked.

      James shook his head. “I don’t have a clue what she thinks of him. I would hope she’d have better sense. The guy is a boring prick, but that’s not the point.”

      “What is the point?” his brother asked.

      “The point is, she keeps telling me she doesn’t date smokejumpers. If she’s skittish about guys with risky jobs, then why date the cop? He carries a gun. That’s a hell of a lot more dangerous than me toting around a shovel and some water.”

      “You’re forgetting the jumping-out-of-planes-into-flames part,” Bryant muttered, but before James could address it, Austin spoke up.

      “That’s her reason for not dating you?”

      James nodded.

      When Austin spoke again, he said the exact words James didn’t want to hear, but had been thinking himself. “Sounds like a pretty lame excuse, if you ask me. You might have to accept the fact that, for whatever reason, this woman isn’t into you.”

      He tried to force that idea to soak in, but he couldn’t make it mesh with their lunch dates. There were too many tells that had him convinced the attraction was mutual. The way she blushed whenever he “accidentally” brushed up against her, the flirty way she flipped her hair back over her shoulder, the way she licked her lips whenever his gaze drifted to her mouth.

      Her body spoke an entirely different language from her continual rejections.

      “Way I see it,” Doug said, “you got two choices. Move on or fight the good fight. Remember Jake telling us how Dad kidnapped Mom when she came home from college engaged to that other guy?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend that course of action,” Bryant said quickly, as if James would actually commit a felony to win a woman’s affections.

      “There was a long history between Mom and Dad when he pulled that, and Mom’s engagement wasn’t real. It was a ploy to catch Dad’s attention, which it did. I’ve known Ivy all of a month. I think I’ll hold off on the capture scenario for now.”

      Doug’s heavy sigh suggested he didn’t agree with that decision. “Just tuck it in your back pocket. Don’t rule it out for good.”

      Austin huffed. “Something’s seriously wrong with you, Doug.”

      “James is good with rope. Seems like he should be able to use all his talents if he wants to win the woman’s heart.”

      They all laughed, and even though he hadn’t really gotten the answer he was seeking, James realized that wasn’t what he’d been looking for when he placed the call. All he’d needed from them was the support and the sounding boards and even the teasing. It felt good to laugh, considering he’d been tempted to ram his fist into a wall when he’d found out about Ivy’s date with the arrogant cop.

      “Thanks,” James said.

      Bryant shot him an incredulous look. “For what? Not sure we helped you with a damn thing.”

      “For listening. Doug’s right. I can either give in with good grace or—”

      Bryant cut him off. “You’re not giving up. This woman is different.”

      His cousin was right. She was different. And he was determined.

      “Yeah. She is.”

      “Guess the only thing left to say is good luck,” Austin said.

      The four of them said their goodbyes and James sucked in a deep breath.

      Luck.

      He’d need a ton of it.
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      Ivy meandered around her dad’s office while she waited for him to get off the phone. She’d been surprised when Dad called her early this morning to ask if she would stop by before work. He’d never summoned her here before.

      She stopped when she reached the wall opposite his desk. His office was quite large, so this side of the room was a fair distance from where he sat. There was even a long conference table set up between his desk and the far wall, for base meetings. There were seven pictures hanging on that wall. For years, Ivy had avoided this side of the office, averting her eyes rather than looking at the faces in the photos.

      In the photographs were the West Yellowstone smokejumpers who’d perished in the line of duty over the past seven decades. Ivy wasn’t sure why she was looking at them this time. She assumed it was curiosity mingled with concern. Because she knew she was going to find exactly what she did.

      “Thanks, Roger. I’ll check back with you later in the week.” Her father disconnected the call.

      Ivy turned to face him. “Where’s Jem’s picture?”

      Her dad didn’t reply. He looked like a deer caught in headlights. When he did respond, his answer was beyond lame. “I haven’t had time to hang it up.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “In ten years?”

      He slid open the bottom drawer in his desk. “Here,” he said, reaching down. “It’s here. Hang it up if you want.”

      Dad put the framed photo on the flat surface, moving his hand away quickly, as if he’d just held a snake.

      Ivy didn’t move toward the desk. In fact, she was grateful the frame was facedown. She closed her eyes, regretting that she’d started this.

      Every time Jem’s name came up in conversation, it ended like this—quickly, with one of them so angry that the other shut down. The only variation was which person was pissed. Today, it was Dad’s turn.

      One minute, then two ticked by in silence, both of them looking anywhere but at each other. Or the photo.

      Ivy wanted to escape. Needed to. “I have to get to work. What did you want?”

      “Heard you went out with Bill a couple of nights ago.”

      “So?”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you attempted that in high school and it failed. Other night turn out any better?”

      Ivy shook her head. “No. He’s still a humorless asshole.”

      “You knew that before the date, didn’t you?”

      She did, but too many emotions were running too close to the surface right now. Bill had always harbored a crush on her, something she couldn’t understand or snuff out, no matter how obvious it seemed that they were a complete mismatch. She’d only accepted his invitation this time because she’d known James would hear about the date. Her ability to resist the sexy, charming man was wearing paper thin. She hoped that by going out with someone else maybe James would give up on her, so she wouldn’t have to keep fighting her attraction to him so hard.

      And it must have worked. She hadn’t seen James since the date, which meant he’d caught wind of it.

      “Going out with him again?”

      She shrugged. Truth was, she’d fucking marry Bill at this point if it would help her overcome her agonizingly intense attraction to James. So far, she’d managed to ward off his requests for dates, and somehow she had successfully dodged his attempts to steal kisses or hold her hand. And yet, none of that mattered.

      Because of lunch.

      For some reason, she hadn’t been able to wiggle her way out of walking across the street to the diner two or three times a week at noon. She’d foolishly justified the standing date, claiming it was just lunch, in broad daylight, in front of God and everyone in West Yellowstone.

      She’d actually thought to herself What was the worst that could happen?

      It didn’t take Ivy long to discover the answer to that question.

      The worst was, James had wormed his way into her heart, making her not only want him sexually—and sweet Jesus, did she burn for him—but as a friend. God, as a best friend.

      A few days earlier, it had been on the tip of her tongue to tell him about Jem. She actually would have if he hadn’t been called back to base because of a fire.

      It was ironic that fire singed everyone but her. One mention of the word and she turned to ice, a bone-deep freezing sensation that left her numb and exhausted.

      James had excused himself and Bill had appeared, asking her out. She’d said yes without a single thought or hesitation. And she hadn’t seen James since.

      “What’s Jamie think about you and Bill?”

      And now Dad was getting to the heart of the matter. He’d asked about her lunch dates with James a couple of weeks ago. She’d assured him they were just friends, and he had let the subject drop. Ivy had foolishly believed she’d convinced him.

      “Why would I care what he thinks about it? We’re not dating.”

      Dad’s gaze fell to the frame on his desk. “Maybe you should be.”

      She narrowed her eyes, her temper piquing. “Oh, that’s rich. Tell you what, Dad. I’ll date James when you hang up that picture.”

      Dad sucked in a deep breath, her words striking hard.

      “Forget it,” she hastened to add. “Forget all of this.” She walked to the door as she spoke.

      “Scout,” her father called out, but she wasn’t stopping, wasn’t spending one more minute in that office. Dad didn’t follow her. Not that she’d expected him to. If there was one thing Wagners excelled at, it was quick jabs followed by unhindered escapes.

      Her mother had been the first to master both, blaming Dad for Jem’s death before filing for divorce and running off to her sister’s house on the East Coast. Dad had let her go without a word—not in defense of himself or to beg her to stay.

      Since then, she and Dad had waged the same skirmishes. They’d play nice until the thread grew too tight and one of them blew. That was when she packed her bags and headed back to school, and he buried himself in work.

      She knew on the surface, even to the people who knew them best, they looked like the adoring father-and-daughter duo. If only that were true. It used to be. Before…

      Ivy had almost made the perfect escape, but luck clearly wasn’t on her side today.

      “Hey, Ivy.”

      She didn’t have to turn around to recognize James’s voice. The deep timbre never failed to set the jittery butterflies in her stomach free.

      Turning around, she fought to gird her loins, so to speak. She was on shaky ground after the confrontation with her dad and feeling way too vulnerable to face James.

      “I’m late for work.”

      James didn’t take offense at her sharp tone. “I only need five minutes.”

      She blew out an annoyed breath that should have warned him she was in no mood to talk. Problem was, James appeared to have reached the limit of…something…as well.

      He reached for her hand, tugging her away from the base office, toward a storage shed on the other side of the parking lot.

      She tried to pull her hand out of his grip, but James wasn’t letting go. Ivy didn’t bother to stop walking because it was obvious he’d drag her there willingly or unwillingly, and getting there over his shoulder with her ass in the air would be more humiliation than she could stand for one day.

      When they reached the shed, he opened the door and shoved her into the dim space. There was one small window near the back that let in a bit of sunshine, but large boxes blocked most of it out. Even so, he didn’t bother to turn on a light.

      “Listen, James. I don’t appreciate—”

      That was as much as she got out before he kissed her. Hard.

      His hands gripped her face in an impenetrable hold that told her he would only let go when he was good and ready. And given the way his tongue was exploring her mouth, she feared—oh, fuck that, she hoped—it would be years from now.

      Ivy lifted her hands to his chest, pretending to herself for all of three seconds that she was going to push him away. That plan vanished the second she touched his rock-hard pecs. Jesus. He felt even better than he looked.

      James slowly moved her backwards two steps until she was pressed against the wall. As he shifted their location, Ivy made a move of her own, untucking his shirt so that she could shove her hands beneath the soft cotton.

      James groaned against her lips when her fingers found and stroked his nipples. He pulled his mouth away only an inch or so, his breath hot on her face. “You go out with that dick Bill again, and I swear to God, I won’t be held responsible for my actions.”

      She was tempted to press him on that, to ask exactly what he’d do. While she suspected he meant he’d punch Bill’s lights out, she would prefer he punish her in some dirty, kinky, sexually mind-blowing way.

      Ivy imagined James pulling her over his lap and spanking her, and she threw caution to the wind. “You don’t get to tell me who I date.”

      “You’re wrong. From this point on, you’re dating me. Only me.”

      Before she could deny that bold proclamation, he kissed her again. And this time, it was her tongue in his mouth. His hands found her breasts, cupping them, and she wished he’d follow her lead and dive beneath the material.

      In fact…

      Her fingers drifted lower, until they reached the waistband of his jeans. She slipped the button loose. Part of her expected James to stop her, but he didn’t. He was too focused on her mouth and her breasts. Or at least he was until she slipped the zipper down.

      He lifted his head, his eyes locked on her face as she reached inside his boxers and wrapped her hand around his erection.

      Fuck. He was thick and long and so ready to go. She hadn’t had sex in nearly two years, her drought due to a grueling work and school schedule.

      “Jamie,” she whispered. This was going way too fast and too far, considering they were standing in a storage shed a hundred yards away from her dad’s office.

      James placed one of his hands over hers on his cock, then he cupped her face with the other. “As much as I like the feeling of your hand on me, this isn’t why I brought you here.”

      She tried to pull her hand free, but James tightened his grip.

      “Next time you touch me like this, we’re going to be naked in bed together. And we’re going to have all night to do it right.”

      Ivy started to shake her head, but it would be pretty fucking stupid to keep up her refusals. All James had done was kiss her and she’d taken it twenty steps further.

      “I want you, Ivy. You know that. I know there’s something holding you back, and I hope at some point you’ll trust me enough to tell me what that is. But until then, you can’t go out with Bill—or any other guy. It makes me crazy jealous.”

      They’d only known each other a month and they were nothing more than friends. The idea that he would feel so possessive, so jealous of other guys, seemed premature and irrational. A wise woman would tell him to take a flying leap.

      Then she considered seeing James with another woman.

      She’d hate it. Completely.

      “I understand. But I get the same promise. No other women.”

      “There’s no one else.” Then he gave her a lopsided grin that felt out of place after such a passionate moment. He glanced down at his hand, still wrapped around hers on his cock.

      “Third base,” he murmured.

      She laughed lightly. “That’s third base?”

      “I’m going to have to draw up a diagram for you and Austin.”

      “Your cousin?” She was confused, but amused nonetheless as she slipped her hand free from his pants. James was a master when it came to finding a way to lighten the moment, to make her laugh. She’d always been far too serious—in school, at home and at work. James brought out a silliness in her she didn’t know even existed.

      His features softened. Her mind hadn’t registered the intensity in his eyes when he’d pushed her against the door for that incredible kiss. Probably because she’d been so totally blinded by lust.

      “So no more dates with other guys?” he asked, obviously needing confirmation.

      “No more dates. But, James, I still can’t date—”

      “Tell me why,” he pressed. “Please.”

      Ivy felt the walls closing in on her, her vision going fuzzy and gray around the edges. The pain of her confrontation with her dad combined with the stress of trying to fight something she couldn’t defeat.

      She didn’t say the words. She never had.

      Not even when her dad shoved her in therapy for a year after Jem’s death. She’d simply sat in the psychiatrist’s office week after week, insisting she was fine, that she was moving on and healing. When she turned seventeen, she convinced her dad she’d had enough and he let her stop going.

      God. Now that she thought about it, she’d never heard Dad say the words out loud either.

      Neither of them had ever found the ability to say, Jem was a smokejumper, and he died in a fire when he was twenty-three years old.

      She recalled her father’s face when she’d asked where the picture was. The healing had to start somewhere, but even now, when she opened her mouth, trying to find a way to form the words into sound, nothing came. Her chest was tight and her hands started to shake. She clasped them together behind her back, but not before James noticed.

      “God. Ivy.” He paused, confused and concerned about her sudden distress. “Stop.” His hands cupped her face.

      She’d suffered a decade’s worth of panic attacks, so she knew one when it hit.

      James, however, looked spooked. “It’s okay, Ivy. Breathe.”

      She drew in the deepest breath she could manage, then she tried again. And again. It took her a few minutes, but she managed to regain enough control to say a few words. “I want to…”

      The rest clogged up in her throat.

      James gave her a friendly kiss on the cheek. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready. Until then, we stay the course.”

      She frowned, confused, until he clarified.

      “Lunch.”

      Ivy nodded slowly, forcing a weak smile.

      Lunch she could do.

      For now.

      Until he added, “And no dates with other people.”

      This wasn’t going to end well. And yet she couldn’t stop it. James was a force of nature and her heart wanted him. Desperately.
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      James dodged the hand smacking his when he tried to steal yet another one of Ivy’s French fries. They were on their thirteenth “not a date” lunch at the diner, sitting in their booth by the front window. He’d been back in West Yellowstone for this year’s rotation a full two months, and very few days since that initial lunch had gone by without him at least talking to Ivy, if not actually seeing her.

      Just like his boss, the daughter was stubborn as a mule. She continued to insist they maintain the “just friends” status, and he’d taken that deal because he loved Ivy’s company, loved spending time with and talking to her.

      But he didn’t want to kiss his “friends” goodbye every time they parted, the way he did Ivy. He wasn’t sure why she was so resistant to the boyfriend/girlfriend concept, but at some point, he was going to have to push the issue. However, after their brief interlude in the storage shed, he had been afraid to bring it up again. Something bad was rambling around in her head, and he didn’t have a clue how to assuage her fears.

      The sight of it had given him the strength to dial things back for a couple of weeks.

      But only a couple of weeks.

      Now that willpower was shot. The attraction between them sparked, sizzled, and singed. He was on fire, and starting to wonder if the fresh calluses on his hand were due to getting back into the swing of work around the base, or from jerking off in the shower every morning after another night of dreaming about her.

      “I really need to start looking for another job,” Ivy said. James had learned somewhere around “not a date” number three that Ivy was merely filling in at the clinic for the regular vet, Barbara Anderson, who had been dealing with some medical issues. Dr. Anderson planned to return to work in a day or two, and while she wanted Ivy to stay on permanently, Ivy was champing at the bit to find her dream job.

      If she found it, she’d most likely be relocating and moving away. James hated the idea of her vanishing before they’d had a chance to really give this budding relationship a chance, but Ivy was growing more and more bored with life in a pet clinic.

      “So you keep saying. I’m not sure what’s wrong with the clinic. Everyone loves you there, and you can stay close to your dad.”

      “Dad managed to do okay on his own without me all those years I was away at school. Besides, I’m not talking about an East Coast job, even though Mom has sent me no less than twelve options in North Carolina.”

      “You’d hate the East Coast.”

      “I know. That’s one of the reasons I didn’t move with her after the divorce.”

      James had become fairly astute when it came to Ivy’s forbidden topics. His job and the details surrounding her parents’ split were the top two. So he was surprised when she opened the door to the subject.

      “One of the reasons?”

      She hesitated for just a moment. “Mom moved in with her sister and her family right after the divorce. She was going to have plenty of support to get through,” she paused, “to get through the breakup. Dad didn’t have anybody, so I stayed with him.”

      James couldn’t help but feel like there were more reasons, but that was the only one she offered. “I know he was glad you stayed here. I really haven’t understated it when I say the guy talks about you all the time.”

      Ivy gave him a ghost of a smile that didn’t feel quite genuine. She was quieter today than usual. She’d even tried to bail on the standing date when he’d stopped by to pick her up. Something she hadn’t done in weeks.

      “You okay?” he asked when the silence at the table drifted a few moments too long.

      She nodded half-heartedly and he noticed the dark circles under her eyes.

      “You’re not sick, are you?”

      His continual questions appeared to break through whatever was bothering her. And in typical Ivy fashion, she flashed hot with an annoyance that lasted about three seconds. “I’m fine, Jamie,” she snapped.

      It never took her long to regret her tone, which meant her reply was instantly followed by a long sigh. “I’m sorry. I warned you at the clinic I wasn’t going to be good company today.”

      She had. But she was wrong. Even when she was in a bad mood, James would rather be with her than without. The idea wasn’t as unsettling as he might have thought. His cousins and brother had gotten a kick out of learning that he was smitten. And he could hear Jake making some comment about it being time he grew up and stopped thinking with his dick.

      Not that his dick wasn’t smitten too. It was just that, for the first time, his primary objective with a woman wasn’t getting her naked.

      “I won’t keep pushing,” he said. “If you want to talk about it, I’m here. Otherwise, you’re going to have to listen to me list again all the reasons why we should stop pretending we’re not hot for each other.”

      Ivy rubbed her forehead wearily. “That is sort of the problem.”

      James reached across the table and took her hand in his, giving it a squeeze. “Why?”

      Her gaze met his, and James could swear he actually saw some sort of veil being lifted. One second, her eyes were troubled, the next her face cleared.

      “I want to have sex with you.”

      Of all the things he’d expected to hear from her at that moment, that probably wouldn’t have even made the list. He gave her a shit-eating grin that didn’t piss her off like he’d anticipated.

      “So what you’re really saying is, I’ve worn you down. I’ve won.”

      She shook her head. “I was on the track team in high school. Hurdles. Did I tell you that?”

      “No.” James pictured her lifting her legs, gracefully straddling the bar mid-stride. He’d give anything to have been able to see her in action.

      “I used to stand at the starting line and count the hurdles, then the pistol would fire, and I’d do a mental countdown as I put more and more of the hurdles behind me. I’m sitting here, staring down this track you and I are on, and I’m counting the hurdles, Jamie. There are a lot of them.”

      “Let’s start counting them down.”

      Ivy glanced out the window, but it was obvious she wasn’t seeing anything beyond the glass. “They aren’t all equal height. Some of them are insurmountable.”

      “I refuse to believe that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know, the more we’re together, the more I’m convinced that not enough people have said no to you in your life. Everything’s come too easy.”

      He laughed, but he was hard-pressed to disagree. He had lived a fairly privileged life with two doting parents, a protective older sister, a brother who was a best friend, a huge, supportive extended family and, while life on a ranch was hard work, Compass Ranch was prosperous, so he’d never been hungry or cold or had to fight for much of anything. “Are you calling me spoiled?”

      She grinned. “Yes.”

      He figured Ivy’s life, while devoid of the hunger and cold aspects, had probably been more difficult. Her parents had split up when she was just sixteen, her mother moving clear across the country. And while he’d worked on the ranch to earn his allowance, there had been money there for him to go to college if he’d chosen that path. Ivy had worked her way through college, but she was still starting life with a fair amount of debt, thanks to school loans.

      “I just want the chance to date you. I’m not asking for any big lifetime commitment. We have fun together, and I think this chemistry between us is pretty much off the charts. What do you say we just take a stab at jumping the first hurdle?”

      Ivy sighed. “You just cleared that one.”

      “So you’ll stop turning me down when I ask to go out on a date?”

      “Okay, I lied. You just cleared the second one. Because I’m pretty sure what we’ve been doing the past two months is dating. You nailed the initial hurdle the day you showed up at the pet clinic and invited me to lunch the first time.”

      “You could have fooled me. I haven’t been able to steal a kiss from you since the shed.” He paused, then realized he was still confused about something. “What’s the second hurdle I just cleared?”

      “The one where I invite you to my apartment.”

      “Right now?”

      She nodded.

      “And what happens when we fly over that hurdle? Because, darlin’, I’m definitely nailing that one. Literally.”

      He thought his joke would provoke a laugh.

      Instead, her face sobered. “I’m not sure what happens after that. That’s where stuff is going to get sticky.”

      “Literally?” he teased.

      She tilted her head, feigning exasperation. “No, perv. Not literally. Or at least, not just literally. I don’t suppose I could ask for the same deal Becky Miller got. Friends with benefits.”

      He winced. “You know about Beck?”

      Ivy appeared to enjoy his discomfort. “This is a small town, and I figure I had the full rundown of your local escapades before I went to bed the night after our first lunch together.”

      “From one person or lots?”

      “Lots.”

      He frowned, unhappy that, deserved or not, he’d earned a reputation in the area. “That many people were trying to warn you away from me?”

      She laughed. “Hell no. Only a couple considered their gossip warnings. The rest were women telling me I’d be a fool to turn you down.”

      His brows furrowed. “I haven’t slept with that many women!”

      Ivy was grinning from ear to ear. “Oh, I know. But you’ve clearly impressed the ones you have been with. Apparently, your cowboy side comes shining through. Heard something about you and rope. Not going to lie. Bondage sounds pretty hot to me.”

      James had never left a plate of food uneaten in his life. Until then. “Ivy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let’s go.”

      Fortunately, she was renting an apartment over the local hair salon, which meant James only had to battle walking with a raging hard-on for three blocks. During the walk, they both texted work to say they’d need the afternoon off. James turned his phone off before Roscoe could reply. He was afraid Ivy’s dad would ask why, and he wasn’t touching the question with a ten-foot pole.

      They hadn’t gone two steps inside her place before he’d twisted, pushing her against the front door she’d just closed behind them, and kissed her. The move was reminiscent of the one he had made in the storage shed. Except this time, they weren’t stopping.

      Months of pent-up lust came out in a rush. There was a small voice in his head telling him to take it slow, but it was shut up pretty quickly when her hands reached around to cup his ass.

      He broke the connection of their lips so that he could suck in some much-needed air, then he let them drift lower, skimming his mouth along the side of her neck. Ivy’s hands clenched his ass cheeks tighter, tugging him closer, so that his denim-covered cock was pressed firmly to her stomach. There was a good foot difference in height between them, which meant he could either bend over to kiss her or stand up straight to grind his cock against her body.

      Ivy’s grip on his ass had taken that decision away from him. Not that he was complaining.

      He reached down to lift her so that she was able to wrap her sexy legs around his waist. The change in position moved his dick closer to the target. Or would have. If he could manage to take the time to strip off her clothes.

      “Where’s your bedroom, darlin’?”

      Ivy lifted her lust-glazed eyes to his, and he wondered if she’d even heard the question.

      “Bedroom?” he repeated.

      She tried to lower her legs, but he wasn’t having any of that. He shifted her slightly to firm up his grip, then he turned toward the hallway. “How about you just point it out to me?”

      “End of the hall on the left.”

      The journey couldn’t have been more than twenty steps, but it felt like twenty miles as his gait left her bouncing up and down on his cock. Shit. If he didn’t rein it in, this wasn’t going to last nearly long enough.

      James placed her on the bed, not bothering to look around the room. There would be plenty of time for a proper tour later. Maybe.

      Or maybe he’d just let night fall and darkness surround them without ever taking his gaze off her pretty face.

      Ivy wasn’t shy about what she wanted, not bothering with any of those coy games women liked to play in bed. She tugged her long-sleeve T-shirt off in one quick pull. Her bra wasn’t far behind.

      “Jesus,” he muttered as he took in her full, lush breasts. Her rosy nipples were tight and just begging to be sucked. She started to unhook her jeans, but he captured her hands.

      “You gotta give me a second to enjoy this first.” He lightly pressed her to her back on the mattress, coming over her. James took one of her breasts in his hand and drew her hard nipple into his mouth.

      Ivy gasped as her hands flew to his hair. As he played, alternating between tiny nips, soft strokes and rough sucks, her grip tightened until she was pulling his hair to the point of pain.

      He lifted his head and gently disentangled her hands.

      She grinned sheepishly. “Sorry.”

      “Come here.” James offered her a hand, pulling her back up to a sitting position as he stood in front of her. “Undo my jeans, baby.”

      She narrowed her eyes, but he didn’t mistake her look as anger. “You ever ask nicely, Cowboy?”

      “Undo my jeans, baby. Suck on my cock and I’ll treat you to some of that same hair pulling you just laid on me. Nice enough?”

      She laughed. “You realize there was no asking in there.”

      “Last part was definitely a question. Gotta warn you now, Doc. When it comes to sex, I’m not going to go slow or easy or do a lot of checking up on you. You want something, you tell me. You hate something, you tell me. Otherwise—”

      “James?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I want to suck your cock. And I definitely want you to pull my hair.”

      He bent over, unable to resist kissing her. It was hard and deep and quick. When they parted, he kept his face close to hers. “I knew it would be like this between us.”

      “I did too.”

      He didn’t fail to recognize the sound of regret lacing those words. Ivy was nowhere near finished fighting him, fighting them, but it didn’t matter anymore.

      For the first time in his life, James wasn’t looking for an out, wasn’t trying to figure out the end game. With Ivy, the end game was going to be a real relationship, something serious and, God willing, lasting.

      He stood again. There was time to worry about the next hurdle tomorrow. Right now, he wanted her too much to care about anything except her lips around his cock, and then his cock rocking deep inside her.

      He unfastened his jeans himself, shucking them and his boots off, revealing exactly how much he wanted her. His erection riding high. Ivy was there, ready and waiting. She wrapped her hand around the base, tightening her grip as she sucked the head in greedily, hungrily. Her suction was hard, rough, and he saw stars.

      Then he remembered he’d promised her something skirting the edge of pain too. James ran his fingers through her hair, softly combing it before twisting the long dark strands into his grip and tugging.

      Ivy groaned around him, the sound reverberating just enough to drive him wild. He pulled harder and she repeated the sound.

      Before he lost control, he released her, taking one full step away from her as he fought to drag air into his lungs. He never—never—had a problem taking his time with a woman, but right now he was three seconds away from coming like a teenage boy.

      Ivy was breathing heavily as well. Her hands drifted to her scalp.

      “Did I hurt you?” James barely recognized the gruff sound of his own voice.

      She shook her head as he struggled to read her expression.

      “Ivy?”

      “No one’s ever…I almost…you weren’t even…I was so close to…”

      Her bewildered dialogue told him he hadn’t been alone. “You were going to come? From me pulling your hair?”

      “Is that even possible? I mean,” she glanced down, “my pants aren’t even off yet.”

      He laughed. “Hate to break it to you, but it sounds like you’ve got a kinky side. You like the pain.”

      “That sounds ridiculous.”

      “It’s not exactly an uncommon thing.”

      Ivy blew out a hard breath. “I’ve obviously been sleeping with the wrong kind of men.”

      James tried not to react, not to think about Ivy in bed with anyone else, but it didn’t help. “Past is gone. For both of us. From now on…”

      He returned to the bed, his hands making short work of her jeans and panties. Once she was naked, he took care of the rest of his own clothing. Within moments, they were both naked.

      “Get in the middle of the bed.”

      She didn’t call him to task for the demand this time. Instead, she crawled to the center of the mattress. He expected her to lie on her back, but Ivy didn’t blindly follow commands.

      She remained on her hands and knees, shaking her firm, full ass at him in invitation. “Teach me more. About being kinky.”

      James lifted his hand and brought it down on her ass with more strength than he should have, considering she’d never been spanked before.

      Ivy arched her back in obvious bliss. “God! Yeah. Do it again.”

      He placed five more smacks on her skin, building up a pretty pink flush. Ivy grew more excited with each swing of his hand.

      She was close again. Thank God.

      James prided himself on always making sure his lovers came first. Ivy was the first to test that ability.

      He knelt behind her on the mattress and pressed two fingers inside her, quickly, deeply. She was soaking wet, so he slid in easy.

      Ivy’s whole body fell forward, his hand falling free as her teeth sank into a pillow, absorbing her loud cries. She was fighting the goddamn climax, trying to stop it.

      She really was his kindred spirit. She didn’t want this to end any faster than he did.

      But it didn’t matter if she came now. He wasn’t going to quit until she came. And came again. And a thousand more times.

      He reached down and grasped a handful of her hair, pulling her head back up. Caging her body beneath his—her back to his chest—he placed his lips next to her ear as he thrust his other hand lower, three fingers penetrating her this time.

      “Don’t you dare hold it back,” he growled.

      The threat was wasted. Ivy’s ability to fight vanished before he’d managed a second thrust. Her pussy spasmed, clenched, tightened around his fingers as he continued to fuck her with them. She jerked and trembled and begged for more, and then she pleaded for mercy, but James didn’t give any. The first orgasm had only begun to wane when the second hit.

      “Motherfucker,” she cried out. “Fuck. Fuck!”

      James slowed his motions, giving her a few minutes to recover. She’d fallen facedown on the bed, her body limp, only the occasional shudder passing through her as he kept his fingers buried deep, though still.

      James slowly stroked his erection as she lay there. It would be the work of mere seconds to bring himself to that same peak. He’d jerk himself off, paint her soft back with his come, then crawl next to her to steal more kisses.

      He’d almost decided that wasn’t a bad idea at all when Ivy slowly rolled over, her legs parting, inviting him to kneel between.

      “Inside me,” she demanded. “Now.”

      He was as alpha as they came in the bedroom, but that clearly didn’t mean Ivy would play the submissive.

      He didn’t move. Instead, he glanced toward the floor to see how far away his jeans were. “Condom,” he said as he started to move.

      She gripped his wrist and shook her head. “I don’t need it if you don’t.”

      James bent forward, placing his elbows on the pillow under her head. “I’m afraid this isn’t going to last long.” He might have managed to buy some time with the latex muting some of the sensations, but riding bare? He’d never done it before—which was yet another way Ivy was different. Unique. Special.

      She reached down, grasping his dick and guiding it to her. He waited until she had the head tucked just inside, and then he took over.

      Gripping her wrists with his hands, he held them next to her head. On any other woman, it would look like a pose of surrender. With Ivy, it felt more like he was doing her bidding, giving her exactly what she desired.

      He fucked her hard, fast. She liked that bite of pain, so he gave it to her.

      And then, as he’d warned her, he was there. The amazing part—she was too. They came together, both cursing, pleading, gasping for air.

      He collapsed on top of her briefly until she pushed against his shoulders, forcing his sated body to her side.

      Neither of them spoke for a long time. He was content to lie there for the rest of the day, lightly caressing her stomach as he watched her breasts rise and fall with each inhale and exhale.

      Ivy was the first to return to reality, to break the silence. “You never answered me in the diner.”

      “About what?”

      “About giving me the same deal as Becky. Friends with benefits.”

      James lifted his head and studied her face. “You really think that’s possible?”

      He knew her well enough now to know she wasn’t capable of lying about her feelings. She’d been up-front with him about not dating smokejumpers from day one. And while he still didn’t know the why, he’d known her reluctance was there because she didn’t wear a false face.

      Ivy shook her head. “No. It’s not possible.”

      It was as close as she’d ever come to confirming he wasn’t the only one whose feelings were engaged. That idea made him way happier than it should.

      Until she added, “And there’s the insurmountable hurdle.”
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      For three weeks, Ivy kept her eyes closed to reality because she was so damn happy. Over the moon, actually. Nearly three months after meeting James in the woods, she was falling head over heels for him.

      Every time she thought about his job as a smokejumper, she pushed it away, refusing to face it. Because she didn’t want to give up…well…any of it. Not the friendship, the laughter, the sex, the pleasure she found when he tied her up and did unspeakable things to her, or the peace she’d experienced in the moments when they were just vegging on the couch, indulging in a Game of Thrones binge watch on his day off.

      “Any luck on the job hunt?” James asked as they hung out in the commissary. She’d just finished up her day at the clinic, but he was on call, so she shifted uncomfortably wishing they were anywhere other than on the base right now.

      She knew he was worried about her finding something that would take her away from West Yellowstone. Truth was, there was a big demand for large-animal vets. She had her resume queued up and ready to email to no less than four clinics in different states in the Midwest. But every time her finger hovered over the send key, she couldn’t find the ability to click the mouse.

      “Not yet.”

      James leaned back in his chair, not bothering to hide his relief as he picked up his coffee cup and took a sip. “Weather is getting nicer.”

      She’d been around smokejumpers long enough to know that wasn’t actually a good thing. Nicer weather brought more visitors to the park, thousands and thousands of hikers and campers. More people in the forest meant a higher chance of fires. So did the lightning from spring storms.

      Recently she’d been toying with a thought, something she couldn’t let go of. An idea that gave her hope.

      “Why do you do it?” she asked, forcing herself to broach the subject.

      “Do what?”

      “Smokejumping. It seems to me like you’ve got the perfect life on the ranch. You’re surrounded by family, and I’ve listened to you talk about the horses you and your dad breed. You clearly love that work. So why leave six months of the year to do this?”

      James shrugged. “I’m not sure it’s something I can really explain. It’s more the feeling I get when I’m here.”

      Ivy tried not to roll her eyes. She’d heard too many of the idiots around here talk about the adrenaline rush they got. Every time she listened to them going on and on about how it was the ultimate high, she wanted to scream. Putting your life in danger for a damn rush was stupid. Period. In her mind, that reason for jumping made them no better than druggies begging for their next hit of heroin.

      If James said the same thing…

      “On the ranch, I’m one of almost a dozen Compton guys working the land and with the animals. Between my uncles, cousins, and in-laws, it’s hard to feel like I’m making a difference. When I’m here, I’m doing something valuable, protecting the land, keeping it safe. It means something.” He sighed heavily. “Guess that’s a pretty shitty way to describe it. What it boils down to is, at home, I’m Seth’s boy and I breed horses, just like my dad. Here, I’m Jamie Compton, the smokejumper, the guy willing to put his life on the line to protect this incredible wilderness.”

      Ivy wished he’d just made the damn adrenaline comment. At least, she could have combated that, made a reasonable argument against it. Tried to convince him that his work back home was more valuable than chasing some rush.

      But it was obvious James did love this land. They’d taken a few hikes together, and she had sensed he was moved by the beauty of nature as much as she was. Another thing they had in common.

      Then James continued to try to explain. “One of my first seasons, a bunch of smaller fires broke out near Crowheart, so your dad decided to do a garbage dump. Drop us down in two-man teams to battle the blazes at the ass-crack of dawn. Me and my jump partner, Charlie, managed to scratch ours out by late afternoon. It wasn’t a bad one. Helicopter comes to pick us up and the plan is to gather everybody, camp out, and then head home in the morning. Most of us were back by nightfall, and we’re setting up the tents, looking forward to falling into those sleeping bags. Next thing you know, a few trucks roar up and a bunch of locals pile out. They’d brought us cake and pie and big pots of coffee. One guy even snuck me a flask of whiskey. They were from some of the nearby ranches, and they wanted to thank us for saving their land. Up until then, I thought I was just doing a job, you know? Jumping out of planes because it was cool. But that was when I started to realize that what we did mattered. I was helping people. Kind of hard to describe how good that felt.”

      His response…was perfect. It was what made her love him so much.

      Ivy froze as the words struck her with the force of a two-ton truck.

      Love.

      She was totally and completely in love with James Compton.

      Before she could make sense of that, a siren wailed loudly and she jerked with surprise.

      James didn’t. Instead, he rose, bent over to give her a kiss and said, “Duty calls.”

      Ivy remained in her seat, though she could see all the jumpers on the base rushing around outside. Trucks were loaded as they all raced to the airstrip. She knew from experience the plane engines would be firing up, piercing the quiet evening. For twenty minutes, it was madness, noise, chaos.

      And then it was silence.

      Ivy wasn’t sure how long she’d sat there. Evening had given way to true night, but she didn’t leave. She couldn’t.

      Dad walked in for a cup of coffee, giving her a look of surprise when he spotted her sitting there.

      “I didn’t know you were still here.”

      “Is it a bad one?” she forced herself to ask.

      Dad shrugged. “Bad enough. If they can’t tamp it down in the next few hours, we might be in trouble. Problem is the wind right now. If it dies down…”

      She winced when he said the word “dies.” He noticed, and his words drifted to nothing.

      “You should go home, Scout. Get some sleep. Jamie’s going to be fighting this thing for a few days at least.”

      “Can I stay here?”

      After the divorce, her father had sold their home and moved into a cabin on the base full-time. Whenever she came home for the holidays after that, she slept on the pullout couch in his living room.

      “Are you sure you want to do that? There’s not going to be a lot of,” he paused as if searching for some innocuous word, “activity going on around here.”

      They were all gone. Off fighting that damn fire. “I don’t care.” She wasn’t leaving. God, she couldn’t leave. Too many things were bubbling to the surface. She stood quickly. “I won’t be in the way.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” her dad hastened to say, but Ivy was already moving toward the door. He’d be tied up in his office all night, which meant she would be alone in his cabin. If she could just get there before she fell apart completely…

      Ivy remained in her father’s cabin for two days.

      Sleep eluded her, and even though Dad had brought her tray after tray of food, she hadn’t managed to keep any of it down. Her head ached, her eyes were bone-dry from a lack of rest, and her stomach was in knots.

      She played out so many death-by-fire scenarios, she feared she was losing it. It was an insane thing to do, but she couldn’t stop her mind from rolling out the images like some goddamn movie. Sometimes it was James dying in the flames, sometimes it was Jem, then her dad.

      Last night, she’d been the one consumed to ash. Funny how that one frightened her less.

      She looked up when the screen door slammed. Her dad stood at the threshold, smiling.

      “The fire’s out. The boys are hiking to the vehicles with the equipment and I’m sending the transports to pick them up. Jamie should be home in a few hours.”

      It was obvious Dad considered his announcement good news. She tried to find the appropriate response. All she could muster was a weak smile and a nod.

      “Why don’t you get a shower? I’m sure you’re going to be a sight for sore eyes when Jamie gets back. I gotta head back to the office. See you later.”

      She didn’t move for several minutes after her father’s departure. Glancing down, she understood his shower comment. She was wearing the same clothes she’d shown up in the night she and James had shared a cup of coffee. They were wrinkled and stained. And she didn’t care.

      Numbly, she stood and searched for her truck keys. She had to get out of here.

      Firing it up, she headed along the base road. A left turn would lead her to town and her apartment. A right turn would…

      She turned right, not stopping until she reached the trailhead. The fire Jamie had just fought had happened nearly a hundred miles away, cutting a swath of destruction, while this part of the forest was quiet, peaceful, and green.

      Parking in the small lot, she climbed out and walked the familiar path without thinking until she stood before the tree.

      For forty-eight hours, she’d sat like a stone, living in the worst sort of hell, waiting for her heart to be ripped out. Again.

      Through it all, she hadn’t shed a tear.

      She stared at the scarred tree until she couldn’t hold it back any longer. Everything exploded out of her in a scream as she lunged forward, beating the sides of her hands against the rough bark until they bled. The fight drained out of her slowly, like water seeping through a plugged pipe.

      Once it was gone, the tears came.

      And they didn’t stop.

      

      James sat in the back of the truck, fighting to keep his eyes open. He had foolishly volunteered to ride all the way back to the base in the truck that was towing the heavier equipment. Something he was regretting now. He was weary to the bone and still not quite close enough to his bed. They’d need to unload and unpack the supplies and then he’d spend at least thirty minutes standing under a hot shower, trying to wash off layers of black soot, grime and sweat.

      They were still quite a few miles away from the turn off to the base when something caught his eye.

      “Wait a minute,” he said to Butch, who was behind the wheel. “Pull over.”

      “What’s wrong?” Butch asked.

      Ivy’s beat-up truck was parked in the same lot where he’d met her. He was exhausted, worn out beyond belief—and pissed as hell that she’d go off traipsing through the woods by herself.

      “Let me out here. I’ll make my own way back.”

      Butch was surprised by the request, but didn’t argue. James climbed out and took off toward the trailhead, his aching feet forgotten in his anger.

      He didn’t bother to mute his footsteps as he clomped through the woods toward the tree. Despite that, she didn’t seem to hear him approach.

      He opened his mouth to blast her for taking such a dangerous risk, but something about her posture stopped him. She was kneeling in front of the tree, her pose looking like that of someone praying. Her head was bowed and as he got closer, he realized she was shaking.

      No. Not shaking.

      Crying.

      “Ivy?” he whispered, anger giving way to terror. Something was wrong. Really fucking wrong.

      She didn’t respond, so he repeated her name, louder.

      “I can’t do this.” She didn’t turn around, didn’t look in his direction. Her voice was hoarse, low, hard to hear.

      “Do what, baby?”

      “Wait for you to come home. I’m not strong enough.”

      She was turned away from him, still huddled as if by tucking herself into a ball, she could protect herself.

      “Look at me, Ivy.”

      She shook her head.

      “Ivy.”

      “I can’t!” she yelled.

      He walked over to her slowly, then knelt next to her. He gasped when he caught sight of her bloody hands. “You’re hurt.”

      She clenched them together and refused to face him. He didn’t need her to. Just her profile was enough to tear his goddamn guts out. She was wrecked. Completely.

      Her hair was tangled, matted around her face, and the one eye he could see was swollen, puffy from hours of crying. Her face was pale and her shoulders hunched over as if someone had just knocked all the air out of her.

      James reached out, unable to let her remain there, looking so lost and alone.

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, cupping her face with his other hand as he drew it to his chest. She didn’t fight the embrace. Instead, she fell into it and fresh tears fell.

      She sobbed loudly, and James wasn’t sure he’d ever seen so much sorrow. He let her cry, let her get it all out. Keeping her tucked tightly in his arms, he didn’t talk beyond a soft, “shhh” and “I’m here.”

      Once she stilled, he gently disentangled, keeping his hands on her upper arms to hold her upright. “Tell me.”

      Her gaze lifted to his. “My brother, Jem, was a smokejumper. He died here. Right here. In a fire.”

      Every piece fell into place.

      “Jesus. Ivy. I didn’t know.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice too wooden, too devoid of emotion. He was used to her fire, her spunk, her passion. Seeing her like this hurt. “Lightning struck the tree. It was a small fire, near the end of the season. They didn’t even need to jump in. Jem and his jump partner, Jasper, got here first. The fire had burned down the trunk and the wind was picking up, spreading embers. They started scratching out a line and putting out the hot spots. His back was turned so he didn’t see…” She licked dry lips and closed her eyes as she said the last. “The top part of the tree when it came down on him.”

      “Fuck,” James murmured, but Ivy didn’t stop talking. Now that the words were coming, it seemed as if there was no stopping them.

      “He was trapped under the trunk and the flames. Another guy on the squad at the time, Jasper couldn’t get him out, got third-degree burns on his hands trying. Dad was the next one on the scene.”

      James couldn’t begin to imagine what Roscoe must have felt, seeing his son trapped, burned.

      “Dad doesn’t talk about that day. I only know about it from Jasper. God, Dad doesn’t even talk about Jem. He can’t bring himself to hang Jem’s picture on the…” She waved her hand around.

      James knew what she was talking about. He’d seen the photos of the men who’d perished doing the job. It was one of the first things they showed the new recruits in training camp. No one was allowed to go up until they fully understood the dangers of the job.

      “Roscoe never said anything. Even when he was training me as a rookie.”

      “For a couple years after, everyone knew. But those guys retired or transferred to other bases in other states until there was no one left from those days. Dad has erased every memory of Jem. I guess it’s his way of dealing with it, and everyone seems to know. The people who knew Jem, knew what happened, don’t say anything out of respect for my dad.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m more like my mom. I just run away when it gets too hard.”

      Her parents divorced when she was sixteen. Ten years ago. Because of Jem’s death. In one year, she’d lost everything.

      “The whiskey?” James had spent months wondering about that bottle of Jack Daniel’s.

      “The day we met was…” She sucked in a wobbly breath. “It was Jem’s birthday. I thought he and I could share a drink.”

      Now James understood her red-rimmed eyes when she’d returned to the trail. He understood it all.

      “I can’t see you anymore.”

      James expected her words, had known they were coming. That didn’t mean they didn’t slice him to ribbons.

      “Ivy,” he said fiercely. “I’ll quit.”

      She shook her head. “No. You won’t. And even if you do, this is still over.”

      “But—”

      “I saw your face when you talked about your reasons for jumping. They were good. They were right. This job is who you are. You’re brave and strong and selfless. All those things that make me love you.”

      Those words were probably the best he’d ever heard. They were also the worst because he knew what was coming next.

      “But they’re also the reasons I can’t be with you. I know that probably makes me weak—”

      “No.” He refused to hear her disparage herself. Especially about this. “You’re not weak, Ivy.”

      She tried to rise, but after so long on the ground, her muscles had stiffened. James felt the same painful tightness. He used the tree for support, pushing himself up, then he leant a hand to help her.

      “I can’t ask you to give up who you are. I would never do that. God, you’d resent me for it. I’d resent me for it. But I can’t…lose you to one of these fires too. It would kill me.” She whispered the last four words as if they physically hurt to say.

      He fought desperately for some response. He hadn’t lied. He would give up the job for her. But he knew her too well. Knew she would never let him do that. And part of him wondered if she was right, if he’d eventually come to hate her for forcing him to make that decision.

      No. He wouldn’t hate her. But it didn’t change the facts. If he quit, she’d still push him away, and then he’d be without her and the job.

      And that was when James understood that she was right. Some hurdles were insurmountable.

      They walked back to the parking lot in silence. She offered him a ride back to base and he accepted. Neither of them spoke, and as she made the turn to the base, he asked her to stop. She pulled over and the truck engine stalled out. They offered each other a ghost of a smile, recalling his insistence that her truck was a piece of shit.

      The moment passed quickly as he opened the door and climbed out.

      “I’ll walk the rest of the way. I need…I need some time.”

      She looked like she might argue, but instead she shrugged before lifting her crystal-blue eyes to his. “I’m so sorry, Jamie.”

      He nodded. “Me too.”

      After a couple of false starts, the ancient engine finally roared to life. She gave him one last sad smile.

      Then, he watched her turn the truck around, kicking up dust on the road as she drove away.

      He looked around, feeling gutted, dazed for a few minutes before reaching into his back pocket for his cell.

      He slid his finger along his contacts, not sure what it was that had him searching for just one number. Ordinarily, he’d hit up his brother and his cousins, the three guys who’d helped him hash out more than his fair share of female problems in the past. But this was bigger than that.

      Ivy’s pain was bone-deep. She wouldn’t ask him to give up smokejumping. But he couldn’t ask her to sit at home and wait for him either.

      Jesus. He never wanted to see her so broken, so devastated again.

      He knew who he needed to talk to.

      Unlike his own generation, Jake wasn’t a fan of video chat, so James went old school and simply gave the man a call as he started walking down the road that would lead him back to base.

      “You in trouble?” was Jake’s greeting.

      He didn’t blame Jake for the question. It was rare for James to call him. And yeah, pretty much every single one of those calls had involved him needing some help.

      “No.”

      His quick reply obviously caught Jake off guard. “Butt dial?”

      James appreciated the humor, but he couldn’t find it in him to laugh. His chest ached. “No. I called you.”

      “Got something on your mind?”

      “There’s this woman—”

      “Aw hell. Here we go. Who’d you piss off? Father? Brother?”

      “What?” James asked. “No. Nothing like that. Well, I mean her dad is my boss, but—”

      “You don’t have the sense God gave a flea, do you? Why would you start messing around with—”

      “It’s not like that, Jake.” James glanced around at the surrounding forest. It was peaceful, still, the complete opposite of the whirlwind of emotions and turmoil spinning around inside him like a tornado.

      Something in his tone must have told Jake this was serious. “What is it, James?”

      “Her name is Ivy. I’m in love with her.”

      “It’s about damn time. If it’s any consolation, you’re not alone. Austin showed up here with a girl a few days ago.”

      “Yeah, I know.” James had met Hayden when she’d accidentally answered Austin’s phone a few hours before the fire call, before his entire life had imploded.

      “Given your tone, I’d say the path to true love isn’t going any better for you than Austin. You boys didn’t really think it would be easy, did you?”

      Jake didn’t mince words. It was one of the reasons James had called him. The other had to do with Jake’s past.

      “She doesn’t date smokejumpers.”

      “She give you a reason why?”

      James nodded, then realized Jake couldn’t see him. Talking on the phone without the video feature was always hard for him to get the hang of. “Yeah. Her brother was one too. Killed while fighting a fire.”

      “Shit,” Jake whispered. “Poor girl. So…what are you going to do about it?”

      James grinned sadly. “That’s sort of why I called you.”

      Jake huffed. “You’re not a kid anymore, James. You don’t need me to tell you what to do. You think she can learn to live with it? The smokejumping?”

      James recalled the utter devastation in her eyes as she sat by that damn tree. While she was one of the strongest women he’d ever known, that was because she knew her limits, knew exactly how much she could take before she broke. Her brother’s death had set a hard limit. And in truth, there was no way he could jump into the fire knowing she was at home, dying a million deaths as she worried about him. How could he knowingly put her through that every time the siren blew?

      “No. She can’t.”

      “Can you live without the smokejumping?”

      James honestly didn’t know the answer to that. Smokejumping gave his life purpose, gave him his identity in a way working on the family ranch never had.

      “Your silence tells me one of two things. Either you can’t…ever, or you don’t know when you can walk away.”

      “What would you do?”

      Jake didn’t reply. James knew the old guy well enough to appreciate that Jake would never speak without thinking through his answer. It helped him wait, because he knew the response he got would be from Jake’s heart.

      After a couple minutes, Jake finally answered. “I was never given a choice with Haiwee. She made it for both of us. Took off and never looked back. Not even when she gave birth to my son.”

      This was why James had called Jake. Jake and Haiwee had been deeply in love, but she’d run away, overwhelmed after finding herself pregnant. She had believed it best to raise her son in the tribe. And rather than ask Jake to give up his life on the ranch, she’d made the decision for him, certain that leaving his beloved job would make him miserable.

      “What if she had given you the choice?”

      Jake was silent for a while. “People always mistake age for wisdom, but that’s not how it works. It’s not that we’re wise. It’s just that we’ve got a lot of opinions based on all the shit we’ve experienced. My experiences aren’t the same as yours, James. I can’t tell you what to do. You know what’s in your heart. You have to follow that.”

      James let those words hang for a second.

      “You good?” Jake asked when the silence lasted too long.

      “I think so.”

      “Take some time and think about it. This isn’t something you have to figure out in a split second. In fact, it might be better if you and Ivy take a bit of a break, let the emotions settle before you rush into anything. From the sound of your voice, I can tell you’re dog tired.”

      “Just got back in from fighting a fire.”

      “I see. Must’ve been rough for the girl.”

      “Yeah.”

      Jake always got it. He’d talked James off more damn ledges in his life than he could count.

      “Go take a shower and get some shut-eye. Sleep and a clear head can cure a lot of ills.”

      “Sleep sounds good.” James was still about a mile from base and weariness was setting in.

      He and Jake said goodbye and he hung up.

      As he walked, he replayed their conversation a couple of times, and then he recalled Ivy kneeling by the tree.

      He’d done that to her.

      She had told him from the start she couldn’t date him, and rather than take her seriously, he’d pushed his way into her life—into her heart—and then he’d headed off to fight a fire without a clue what he was leaving behind in his wake.

      His temper spiked—at himself, at the situation, at the fucking unfairness of life.

      Jem shouldn’t have died. Ivy’s family shouldn’t have had to suffer so much pain. He shouldn’t have forced his way into Ivy’s world only to cause her that same agony.

      James gritted his teeth, then lifted his arm and threw his phone into the woods. It struck a tree with some serious might and shattered.

      Just like his heart.
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      Ivy sat across the desk from her dad, wishing she was anywhere but here. He’d called her every morning since she’d broken things off with James, but she hadn’t answered. She had merely texted a few times to assure him that she was fine and she’d call when she had the time.

      She hadn’t had the heart to.

      After leaving James at the road to the base, she’d driven straight home, cracked open a bottle of wine, broken out a tub of Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia and alternated between eating, drinking and sobbing her heart out. Again.

      The next morning, she declared the pity party over. She had soaked out most of the hangover in a long hot bath, hit send on seven job applications, resigned at the pet clinic, and then started cleaning her apartment.

      However, being productive hadn’t mended her broken heart any more than the wine and ice cream.

      That morning, Dad left a lengthy voicemail threatening to send Bill Ricketts over to check on her if she didn’t stop by for a visit. Ivy was about eighty percent sure he wouldn’t do it, but she wasn’t willing to take the chance.

      “Been worried about you, Scout.”

      She lifted her hands, making sure he took note of her appearance. “It’s only been a few days, Dad.”

      She made certain she’d showered, put on clean clothes, and done her makeup. For one thing, she was determined to convince her dad she was fine. For another, she was afraid of running into James. She’d already fallen completely apart, looking like a mad woman by that tree.

      She couldn’t let him know that breaking things off hadn’t helped one damn bit. Ivy was smart enough to know nothing but time would heal that wound, but time moved really fucking slow.

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “As you can see, I’m doing fine.”

      Because he was her dad, he saw beyond the makeup and false smile. “Yeah. You’re doing just about as fine as Jamie.”

      She tried to ignore the sharp stab of pain in her chest that accompanied hearing James’s name. If she was smart, she wouldn’t ask the next question.

      She wasn’t smart. “Is he okay?”

      Dad shook his head. “Nope. He’s fucked-up. Big time. Got shit-faced a couple of nights ago and tried to pick a fight with Butch.”

      “That doesn’t sound like him.”

      “It’s not him. It’s the him you left me with when you broke his heart.”

      She opened her mouth angrily, ready to tell her dad it was a two-way street, but he raised his hand. “And I can see you’re not doing a damn bit better, so you can stop sitting there like you’re not dying inside. I don’t get it, Scout. I’ve never seen two people better suited, more obviously in love. That stuff doesn’t come along every day. I only had it once. With your mom. And I let her go. Let her go when I should have fought for her.”

      Ivy sat stock-still, uncertain how to reply. Dad was stepping into dangerous territory, that place they never ventured, where emotions and truth and memories all went to hide.

      “Dad—”

      “Don’t throw away a chance at happiness, Scout. Believe me, it’s not as easy to find as you might think.”

      “You know why I can’t…” She sucked in a deep breath. “Why I can’t be with him.”

      “I do. It’s just—” His cell rang, distracting him. He picked up the phone, clearly intent on silencing it, when he frowned at the screen. “Sorry, Scout. I should probably take this. Hello?”

      Ivy looked around the room, trying not to eavesdrop on her dad’s call. That was hard to do when he said, “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. Not surprised you can’t reach him. Jamie broke his phone. I’ll tell him.”

      She leaned forward when Dad disconnected the phone. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Dad rubbed his forehead wearily. “That was Jamie’s mom. There was a death in the family. Someone named Jake.”

      “Oh no.” Ivy pressed a hand to her chest, as she knew exactly what the old ranch hand Jake meant to James. He would be devastated.

      Dad rose from his chair slowly, leaning heavily on the desk to push himself up. “I hate delivering news like this. Last time was when…”

      Ivy knew when. Knew why her dad stopped talking. She’d been sitting at the top of the stairs when Dad got back late from the base. Mom had been waiting at the door. She’d taken one look at Dad’s face and known.

      “Tell me!” she had screamed at him.

      And Dad had said the words. The first and last time she’d ever heard him say them. “Jem died in the fire.”

      “How can you keep doing this job, Dad?” Ivy asked. She wondered about it all the time, but she’d never been able to ask him. It always felt like another thing that would hurt him.

      Dad looked surprised by her question. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      It seemed like a stupid answer. And also the right one. “I’ll tell Jamie about Jake.”

      Dad looked like he might argue, but then he nodded. “Probably be better coming from you, from someone he loves.”

      “He loves you too, Dad.”

      She saw how weary her dad looked, so when he started toward the door, she stopped him. “I’ll tell him.” As Ivy walked to the barracks, she tried to figure out what to say. How the hell did you do this? Then she realized there was no good way. She’d been on the receiving end and the words didn’t matter, didn’t change the truth.

      She lightly rapped on the screen door to the barracks. She could see a couple of guys playing cards at the table, clearly on break.

      “Oh, hey, Scout,” Butch said. All the guys on the squad—with the exception of James—had adopted her dad’s nickname for her.

      “Jamie around?” she asked.

      Butch pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “Fucker is out back, washing his motorcycle. Take it easy on him, okay? Otherwise, we pay.”

      Ivy acknowledged Butch’s black eye.

      “Yeah, so I’ve heard. Sorry about that.” She walked around the corner of the building, nervously tucking her hands into the front pockets of her jeans.

      James smiled when he saw her, before something clicked in his memory and the smile faded.

      She hated that. Hated that she hadn’t just lost the man she loved. She’d lost her best friend too.

      “Hey, Doc. What’s up?”

      She recognized his words for what they were, his kind attempt at putting them back on familiar ground.

      “Your mom called Dad when she couldn’t reach you. There’s been…” She paused, starting over. “Jake died, James.”

      He stood still, staring at her so long that she wondered if he’d heard her. Then he shook his head. “No. He didn’t.”

      Ivy held out her phone. “I think you should call your family.”

      James was still shaking his head, even as he took the cell from her and dialed the phone.

      “Mom?” There was a long silence as he listened. “I don’t understand,” he said finally. “He was fine…I just talked to him.” He paused once more as his mother spoke, then he said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      He disconnected the phone but still didn’t move.

      “James…” Ivy placed a comforting hand on his arm.

      James was usually the epitome of confidence and strength, but at the moment, he looked as confused and lost as a small child in search of his parents.

      “It’s true. Stroke.”

      Tears sprung to Ivy’s eyes, a shocking reaction considering she’d never even met the man. She suspected her response was based more on how it impacted James. Jake had meant the world to him. In fact, it was Jake who’d encouraged James to become a smokejumper. He referred to him as his honorary uncle, the relative he’d chosen based on respect, admiration and love.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said softly.

      James’s face was oddly blank. Shock, she thought. The truth of what had happened hadn’t sunk in yet. It would obviously take him some time to absorb the blow.

      “I just don’t understand. I was talking to him a few days ago. Right after…”

      Ivy blinked back the tears. Had he called Jake after she’d left him?

      Death, especially an unexpected one, was a goddamn sucker punch. She’d felt that same breath-stealing pain when she’d learned that Jem had died. She had simply wandered around aimlessly, searching for some way to make the words make sense. Then, when they did, she prayed they were wrong, wished she’d never heard them.

      James was in for some very rough, painful days…weeks. Hell, years.

      Jem had died a decade ago, and while the initial unspeakable agony had muted some, the dull ache of missing him never fully went away.

      “I have to go home.” James turned toward his motorcycle, clearly intent on simply hopping on and taking off.

      Ivy quickly grabbed his arm and stopped him. “No. Wait.”

      She hated the emptiness in his eyes as he looked at her. “Ivy. I have to go.”

      “I know. But you’re not driving yourself on that motorcycle. Your emotions are all over the place and it’s a six-hour trip. There’s no way I’m letting you get on that bike right now. I’ll take you.”

      “I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t ask. Unless…you’d rather someone else—”

      James gripped her hand, tugging her toward him. “I feel selfish for this, but…I need you right now.”

      She wrapped her arms around him. “I’m here.”

      He squeezed her harder, holding on for several minutes. It was obvious he was fighting back some dark emotions. When he released her, he seemed a bit clearer, more focused.

      She jerked her head to the right. “Come on. You need to pack a bag.”

      James followed her into the barracks without complaint, something that drove home just how deep the shock was. She helped him throw several pairs of jeans and T-shirts in a duffel bag, then led him to her truck.

      Her dad was standing there.

      “I’m driving James to Compton Pass.”

      Dad nodded. “I’m glad. Didn’t want him getting on that motorcycle.”

      He hugged both of them, telling James to take all the time he needed, and then they said goodbye.

      James was quiet until she turned on her blinker near the exit that led to the highway. “No. Stop by your place first. There’s no way I’m letting you drive six hours there and back today. Grab some stuff so you can spend the night.”

      She started to shake her head, but the real James reappeared. “You can pack an overnight bag, or turn around and take me back to the base and my bike. This is nonnegotiable.”

      “Fine.” They drove to her apartment in silence, James clearly lost in some sad thoughts, and her at a loss for what to say to comfort him.

      She parked on the street and expected him to wait in the truck. She was surprised when he got out and followed her.

      “I won’t be a minute,” she said when they entered, pointing to the couch. “You can hang out here.”

      James didn’t listen, but instead followed her down the hall. He leaned on the doorframe to her bedroom as she packed her toiletries, pajamas and a change of clothes.

      “Maybe you could pack up a few outfits.”

      She looked at him, confused.

      “Maybe you could stay a few days.”

      “James, this is going to be a tough time for your family. The last thing they’ll want to do is entertain company.”

      “It is going to be tough. I was hoping you’d stick around for me.”

      It was all he had to say. She returned to the dresser and pulled out two more shirts and another pair of jeans. Then she went to the closet and tossed in a black dress, a blouse, and a pair of dress pants. She wasn’t sure what the funeral arrangements would be, but she would stay as long as he needed her.

      “Okay. I’m good.” She walked toward him, expecting him to head back downstairs to the truck. Instead, he reached for her, tugging her toward him for another hug.

      “I’m not sure I can do this.”

      She felt him shudder as he spoke, and her heart broke for him. She tightened her grip on his waist. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll be right beside you.”

      James’s spine seemed to stiffen, the moment of weakness passing. “Okay.”

      They returned to the truck, neither of them speaking until she hit the highway. “Talk to me,” he said at last. “Take my mind off…”

      Distraction would only work for so long, but Ivy was more than willing to offer what she could. She filled the better part of an hour telling him funny stories about some of the animals she’d treated in the past. While he didn’t laugh, she was able to provoke a few smiles. She considered that a win.

      They were halfway there when there was a loud bang. Then smoke started rising from the hood of her truck as the engine cut off.

      “Shit!” Ivy managed to drift to the side of the road. It was a quiet strip of highway, not another car in sight.

      “Goddammit,” she said as James lifted the hood and steam rose so thick and hot, they both had to step away.

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry! I know this truck is a piece of shit, but it always managed to get me back and forth to college.”

      “Ivy,” James said. “It’s not your fault. Calm down.”

      “We’re about three hours from Compton Pass. Maybe someone from the ranch could come get you. I can stay with the truck and find my own way back to West Yellowstone later.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you alone to deal with this. Call for a tow truck. I can already tell the radiator is cracked. This needs a mechanic. We’ll get a tow to the closest town and see what they can do. Okay?”

      “But you need to get home.”

      James shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do there tonight that I can’t do tomorrow. Truth is, I’m not sorry to have a little more time to wrap my head around…”

      “I’ll call the tow truck. Then you can use my phone to call your folks. What happened to your phone?”

      “Threw it against a tree a few days ago.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry.”

      James cupped her cheek with one large, calloused hand. “No more apologies.”

      Three hours later, she followed James into the motel room he’d rented that was only a few blocks away from where they’d left her truck with the mechanic. The man promised to have it fixed and ready to roll in the morning. With nothing else to do, he’d pointed them in the direction of the nearest motel. Mercifully, it had been within walking distance.

      They dropped their bags near the door. Ivy had suggested they get two rooms, but James shook his head, opting instead for one with two double beds. He claimed it was cheaper and he’d sleep better if he could keep an eye on her. The motel didn’t really fit the “fleabag” description, but thanks to the liquor store and redneck bar across the street, there were more than a few questionable characters roaming around, making it feel shadier than it probably was.

      It was early evening, the sun hanging low in the sky. Neither of them had eaten since breakfast, hitting the road midday. Ivy’s stomach growled loudly, prompting the first chuckle she’d heard from James all day.

      “Come on. Guy at the front desk said that dive over there does takeout. He called it room service. We can grab some food there and a bottle of tequila from the liquor store.”

      “Tequila sounds good.” And stupid. She didn’t drink much, so when she did, it went to her head fast.

      Of course, the tequila didn’t feel stupid a few hours later. She and James had polished off a helping of potato skins, a dozen wings, two sliders each, some spinach dip, and the better part of a fifth of Patron Silver.

      She was tipsy and feeling absolutely no pain. A blissful state after the last week.

      James grinned at her, and she realized he was right there with her.

      “I missed you,” he said when he caught her looking at him.

      “I missed you too.”

      “Went to lunch with Butch at the diner the other day, but the bastard hardly talks and when he does, it’s just about hunting and fishing. Boring as fuck. I like talking to you better.”

      She laid her head back against the headboard and sighed. The tequila not only made her warm after so many cold days, it made it easier for her to say all the things that she’d been thinking.

      “You’re a good man.”

      He chuckled for a moment, until he realized she was serious. He’d been laying on his back on his own bed, but now he turned to his side to face her. She did the same, the two of them staring at each other over the five feet between them.

      “Not really. I was a shithead in school, cocky asshole always strutting around. After school, life stalled out and I got into some trouble—got into bar fights, did reckless shit on my bike, said some really hateful things to my dad. And I picked up women because I wanted sex, not because I wanted them.”

      “I said you are a good man. Not you were. Figure there’s not a person on the planet who hasn’t done something bad in their past, something they’re not proud of. Those things don’t define you, determine who you are. Or maybe they do. Maybe you recognize what you’ve done wrong and it changes you, makes you want to be a better person.”

      “Have you ever done anything you regret?”

      She nodded. “Sure. Of course. Cut class a few times. Stole some lipstick once from a drugstore.”

      He shook his head. “Try again.”

      Ivy swallowed heavily. There were too many things she regretted. “My mom blamed my dad for Jem’s death. Screamed at him for sending him out to fight that fire. It wasn’t a big one, just a lightning strike, pretty close to home. Jem was on the squad, on call that night, and Dad was in charge. He was doing his job. I hated Mom for saying those horrible things to him. She left him two months after Jem died, moved in with my aunt in North Carolina.”

      “Two months?” James whispered.

      “I know, right? I think it was a knee-jerk reaction to all the pain, and sometimes I wonder, if Dad had gone after her, brought her home, if they could have worked it out.”

      “He didn’t go?”

      “No. He was buried in guilt. Because he believed her. Believed Jem’s death was his fault.”

      James frowned. “It wasn’t his fault.”

      “I know.”

      “This sounds like something your mom should regret. Not you.”

      Ivy closed her eyes, unwilling to face him as she told him the rest. “Things fell apart right after Mom left. That was when I started cutting class, started stealing stuff. Fell in with all the wrong people, smoking pot, missing curfew. Found a badass boyfriend who probably would have given you a run for your money.”

      She heard James chuckle, but she didn’t open her eyes or look his way. “Lost my virginity to him. Fortunately, my decline came near the end of my sophomore year. I’d been a stellar student for three quarters and my teachers liked me, so they kept letting me get by with things because I was the girl whose brother had died. The ultimate hall pass.”

      She was startled when she felt the mattress next to her sink, James sitting on the edge. Her eyes had been closed, so she hadn’t seen him move.

      He took her hand and squeezed it. It didn’t offer the comfort he might have hoped. “It’s okay, Ivy.”

      She didn’t bother to close her eyes again. She didn’t want to keep hiding from him. Instead, she held his gaze. “Dad reached the end of his rope after a few months. Grounding me hadn’t worked. Neither had taking away my phone. One day, he called me into the living room and said he couldn’t do it anymore. Couldn’t watch me keep making all the wrong decisions. Said he was sending me to live with my mother. I lost it. Started screaming at him, told him I wouldn’t go. And then…”

      “Then?” James prompted.

      “I said I wished he’d died in the fire instead of Jem.”
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      James blew out a long, hard breath. “Damn.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “Yeah. The second it was out of my mouth, I wanted to suck it back in.”

      “What did Roscoe say?”

      “He said he wished he had too.” She sniffled. “God, I swore I wouldn’t cry in front of you anymore. Not after the other day.”

      James swiped away her tears with his thumbs and leaned closer. “You were sixteen years old, Ivy. Everything in your life was fucked-up.”

      “I didn’t know how to take it back, so I fixed the rest. Broke up with the asshole, started getting good grades in school, worked overtime to be the perfect kid. Not sure any of that washed away the words.”

      “Of course it did. Do you know how many kids have told their parents they hate them? Probably all of them. I’ve said some really shitty stuff to my dad, stuff I feel awful about. Because none of it was true. Not really.”

      Ivy sniffled, reaching for a tissue from the box on the nightstand. “Like what?”

      James shrugged. “The usual, I guess. Always something along the lines of I’ll never grow up to be like you.”

      Ivy sat up, tucking her legs under her Indian-style. “You know, you don’t talk about your dad much. I’ve heard a ton of stories about your brother and cousins, about your sister and her kids, a few of the tea time exploits of the Compton females,” she said with a laugh, as she obviously recalled James explaining how his mom and aunts got together every Sunday afternoon for “tea,” aka several pitchers of margaritas. “And you told me all about Jake. But not your dad. Why not?”

      “I don’t know why. Spent most of my life butting heads with him. My mom says it’s because we’re too much alike, but I sure as hell don’t see that. Dad is kind of a stoic, serious guy. A paragon who never does anything wrong. He tends to cast a pretty big shadow. So do my uncles.”

      “I doubt that he’s perfect, Jamie.”

      James shrugged. “I’m sure he’s not. Jake used to tell me some stories about Dad and his brothers when they were kids. Sounded like they raised the same sort of hell as me and Doug and Austin and Bryant.”

      “Seems to me you wouldn’t want a hell-raiser for a father.”

      He laughed. “Could be fun. For a while.” He sobered up. “Truth of it is, none of my bold promises to be nothing like him were true. The older I get, the more I see parts of him coming out in me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like his love of horses and the land. The way family is the most important thing to him. I spent so many damn years trying to get away from my folks, thinking that was the only way to find myself, to figure out who I was and what mattered. When I look back now, I realize I already knew how to be a good man…because Dad showed me.”

      “Jamie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I need you.”

      He studied her face for a moment, seeing the same uncertainty, fear and sadness he felt. James didn’t know how a person could be the illness and the cure, but that’s what she was.

      “I need you too.”

      She reached out for him and he moved toward the embrace. Their lips met and every horrible feeling melted away. He didn’t pretend any of it was gone. They’d pay the piper for this tomorrow.

      But for tonight, he needed her too much to be wise.

      He tasted the tequila on her tongue.

      Another reason why this was wrong.

      James ignored that too.

      Ivy pulled back from the kiss first. Part of him hoped, while part feared, she’d come to her senses. That she was going to be strong enough to stop this.

      One look at her face proved that wasn’t going to happen. She tugged her T-shirt over her head, then moved to take his off as well. He grinned. She was always in a hurry, never in the mood to savor the moment.

      They’d been together a couple dozen times since that first afternoon, and James had always let her take what she wanted, when she wanted it. Not that he hadn’t tested some boundaries and introduced her to some very fun things.

      He couldn’t do that tonight. If this was it, all there was ever going to be, it was going to be on his terms—and it was going to last all damn night. James would stop the fucking dawn if he could figure out how.

      He gripped her wrists, pulling them away from his shirt. “Not so fast,” he murmured.

      She tried to shake off his hold, so he tightened his grip.

      “Ivy.”

      Something in his dark tone broke through. Her gaze lifted as her hands stilled. This wasn’t their first time, but there was a good chance it would be their last. The alpha male inside roared, determined to make this night something she’d never forget.

      He rose from the bed, halting her complaint with one raised finger.

      “Not a word,” he warned.

      He heard the uneasiness of her breath when she expelled it. Pink-tinged cheeks and heavy eyelids told him all he needed to know. She might not be submissive, but she had no problem with the Dom.

      None at all.

      James held his hand out and she took it. He tugged her up until they were both standing beside the bed. He brushed her long hair over her shoulder, enjoyed her soft mew as he ran his fingertips along the side of her neck. James took one strap of her bra and drew it off her shoulder. Then he leaned down to kiss the side of her neck.

      Ivy shivered, her hands gripping his waist, tightening there.

      “I’m not going to rush this,” he whispered in her ear.

      “I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

      James brushed her earlobe with his tongue, loving the way she shivered again in his arms. Then he pushed her other bra strap down, giving her left shoulder the same loving treatment.

      Ivy wasn’t content to just feel. He never had to wonder about her thoughts. She slowly pushed her hands beneath his T-shirt, caressing his skin, her own lips finding his cheek every few minutes to give him a soft kiss.

      James reached around her and unsnapped her bra, letting the silk simply drop away. As he cupped her breasts, she murmured “first base?” with a mischievous grin.

      He shook his head, returning her smile. “Pretty sure this is second.”

      They kissed even as they laughed. James cupped her breasts, her mirth turning to a groan as he squeezed, then pinched her nipples.

      Ivy ran her hands along his sides, lifting his shirt as she went. He released her briefly, allowing her to drag the cotton over his head. Then he instantly returned to her breasts, bending to suck one tight nipple into his mouth.

      Her hands flew to his head, her fingers tangling in his hair. He loved the way she tugged on it, using her grip to hold him to her. Not that she had to expend the effort. He’d spend a lifetime sucking on her pretty breasts if she would let him.

      Neither of them sought to move to the next part, wanted to rush through this. He’d never taken the time to worship her, to show her exactly what she meant to him. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Eventually, he dropped down to his knees in front of her, unfastening her jeans and slowly drawing them and her lacy panties to her feet. She kicked them off, her shoes gone hours ago. Gripping her hips in his hands, he pressed his nose to her pussy, inhaling her sweet scent. She was hot and ready when she slid her legs farther apart, giving him better access.

      Her hands remained on his head, but her grip had loosened. Her fingers were sliding through his hair absentmindedly. He was reminded of the way she gently petted a newborn kitten who’d been brought into the clinic. She was loving him back.

      Using his thumbs, James tugged her open so he could run his tongue along her slick heat.

      “God,” she whispered.

      He took time with her clit, using the tip of his tongue to tease her, to drive her arousal higher. She parted her thighs even more and he accepted the invitation, pushing one finger inside her.

      She pressed forward, toward his mouth, so he used one hand to hold her in place, to keep her there, a slave to his passion.

      “Please,” she whispered as he pushed that one finger in and out slowly. She needed more. He knew it. But she was going to beg a lot harder and a lot longer before he gave it to her.

      James sucked her clit into his mouth roughly, building the intensity, the pressure. Her shoulders bent slightly, and he could tell she was struggling to hold herself upright.

      “Don’t fall down,” he murmured against her pussy. “I’m not done yet.”

      He could sense, rather than feel, her fighting to stiffen her spine, to find the strength to hold herself there, open to his attention.

      “I need…” Her words drifted away.

      “I know.”

      He pulled his finger out, pushing her thighs open even farther so he could bend his head closer. James pushed his tongue inside her, and Ivy nearly tumbled forward.

      “Oh my God,” she said with a gasp.

      He rose quickly, her taste, her voice driving him mad, despite his determination to take things slow.

      James pushed her back on the mattress, her legs dangling open over the edge as he returned to his knees before her. His thumb stroked her clit as he drove his tongue inside her again. Her hips lifted and fell, and his cock stiffened even more.

      Control had never been an issue until Ivy. Now it took everything he had to stay the course, to make sure she realized, that Ivy knew all the way to the depths of her soul, that she was his.

      Hurdles or not, this woman, in this moment, was the center of his universe. Everything.

      She came twice, once on his tongue, the second time on the two fingers he plowed deep inside her. Crying out loudly, Ivy white-knuckled the sheets beneath her.

      When the second orgasm waned, he stood on unsteady legs, overwhelmed by her, by this night. He fought to free himself from his jeans with clumsy fingers, surprised when Ivy sat up, impatiently shoved his hands away and took over.

      Together, with little grace, they managed to get him out of his tight denim. His cock was rock-hard, and he almost groaned aloud at the relief he felt when it was free of its constraints.

      He intended to push Ivy to her back once more, to shove into her molten heat and let her consume him until ashes were all that was left. He couldn’t think of a more beautiful way to go.

      As always, Ivy had other plans. His control might be waning, but hers was just now kicking in. She pushed him away from the mattress a couple feet, then took his spot, kneeling in front of him.

      Wrapping her hand around his cock, she stroked him with a firm, rough touch that showed how much she’d learned about his desires in their short time together. She held nothing back as she drew the head into her mouth and sucked hard.

      James wrapped one hand around the back of her head, taking hold of the reins as he pressed her forward, then pulled her away, fucking her mouth the way he’d dreamed of all those weeks she’d refused him. Ivy didn’t resist, but let him drive. Her hands cupped his ass, squeezing the globes almost painfully.

      Always that edge. Both of them liked to push each other right there…to that place where pleasure skirted the line of pain. It was his favorite place. And given the sounds of her soft moans, hers as well.

      He quickened his pace, moving deeper into her mouth. James kept going, pushed himself to the brink, then took a step away, his cock falling out of her mouth with a loud pop.

      His quick escape confused her for just a moment before a scowl painted her face.

      “Jamie. I want to finish this way.”

      He shook his head. “Not this time. Get on the bed.” His words were dark, demanding, maybe even a little fucking scary.

      She simply smiled. “That’s not a request.” She meant her words as a tease. And if he hadn’t been walking the razor’s edge, he might have laughed.

      Instead, he said, “That’s right. It wasn’t.”

      Ivy pushed herself to her feet with a bit of effort. They’d been at it for nearly an hour. And while she’d come twice already, there was no mistaking the painful need in her pretty blue eyes.

      She dropped down to the bed and parted her thighs, crooking her finger at him in sultry invitation.

      James climbed over her, caging her beneath him, sucking in deep breaths. One thrust. If he didn’t get his shit together, this was going to be over in one goddamn thrust.

      Now he knew why he and Ivy had never mastered the art of foreplay. It cut into the main event.

      Ivy must have recognized his distress. “We have all night.”

      All night.

      One night.

      James recalled that, while she was welcoming him into her body tonight, the invitation would be rescinded come morning. Not that he blamed her.

      He would remember her face as she’d cried beside that tree until the day he died. He’d never put that look there again. Ever.

      The thought calmed him, centered him.

      He dropped down to his elbows, covering her completely. Despite the difference in their heights, they fit. He’d noticed that since the start.

      They fit.

      Physically and emotionally.

      He cupped her face in his hands, kissing her. Ivy’s hands wrapped around his neck as she fell into the embrace, accepting the abrupt change in pace.

      Their lips touched, softly, then their tongues emerged, tasting. Her breath was warm and spicy, the scent of the tequila intoxicating him again in a different way. A better way.

      When he finally lifted his head, breaking the kiss, he was calmer. And ready.

      He shifted his hips, using one hand to place his cock at her opening. Ivy’s legs fell open, granting him easy access. As he slid into her, she sighed.

      The connection grew more powerful each time they came together like this.

      Ivy spoke of hurdles, but in this, there was nothing in the way, nothing to jump or scale. It simply was.

      They kissed as he glided in and out. There was no desperation or race to the finish line.

      Just James and Ivy. Scout and Jamie. Doc and Cowboy.

      Seconds turned to minutes, and then even longer, and still they moved together, kissing, caressing, moaning.

      When they came, it was together. One bright explosion of light.

      James cradled her afterwards, trying to remain awake so he could soak up every last second of this bliss.

      However, exhaustion from the heavy emotions of the day crashed down on him hard.

      Jake was dead. Those words snuck back in and punched him in the gut.

      He had selfishly asked Ivy to come home with him, to help him get through this because he couldn’t imagine doing it alone.

      He tried to convince himself that taking her back to Compton Pass was wrong. That there was too much standing between them.

      Yet try as he may, all he could think was…she was coming home with him.

      He was taking Ivy home.

      Maybe it was wrong, but for some reason, it felt like the rightest thing he’d ever done.
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      The remainder of the ride to Compton Pass had been made in relative silence, only the music from the radio and their occasional comments about something they passed on the road interfering.

      The morning had brought somewhat clearer, if a bit achy heads, and the memory of why they were making this trip.

      For one night, Ivy had put away all the pain of the past week and given herself over to James. If she lived to be a thousand years old, she would never regret last night. She hoped James felt the same, but they’d awoken to her phone ringing, the mechanic saying her truck was ready, so they hadn’t taken the time to talk.

      James had been distracted and quiet, and she figured he was upset about returning home to a ranch where Jake wasn’t.

      Rather than broach the subject, they’d simply gotten dressed and hit the road.

      In truth, she couldn’t decide if there was anything to say or not. They’d both gone into last night knowing the consequences. Nothing had changed. He was still a smokejumper and she was still fucked-up by Jem’s death. There was no way to make those things mesh.

      She’d already gotten a couple of responses to the resumes she had sent out. As soon as she returned to West Yellowstone, she would set up interviews. Ivy prayed that distance and time would fill in this big gaping hole in her chest.

      “I’m not sure I thanked you for coming with me, Ivy. I know the timing is—”

      She reached over and took his hand. “You’re my friend. The rest might be one big fucking mess, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. I can’t turn that off.”

      He lifted her hand to his lips, lightly kissing her knuckles. “I hope you never do. I care about you too.” James pointed to a sign. “Next exit is ours.”

      She turned on the blinker and took the road that would lead her to Compton Pass, to his family’s ranch.

      Butterflies started to flutter in her stomach as she worried about James showing up with a woman in tow. Had he told his parents about her? She knew he’d discussed her with his cousins and brother. He’d admitted to asking the men for relationship help shortly before she’d succumbed to his advances. She had laughed as he’d regaled her with stories about him, Doug, Austin and Bryant as boys. And even some of the wilder things they’d done since reaching adulthood, and ages where they should have known better.

      “Are you sure it’s okay that I’m here?”

      James reached over and toyed with her hair. It was an innocent touch, but her body didn’t interpret it that way.

      Yeah, sleeping with him hadn’t been her brightest move. It only reminded her how perfect they were together in so many ways.

      Except that big one.

      “My family is going to love you,” he reassured her. “Here. Take a left here. Austin brought a girl home with him on his last run, so I think we’re going to have to stay in the main house with my folks. It’s a big house, plenty of space.”

      She was instantly grateful for that plan. Easy to be on her best behavior when she was sleeping under the same roof as his mom and dad.

      “Cool. And like I said, the second I’m underfoot, I can take off.”

      “You could never be in the way, Ivy.” He turned his head to look out the window as they passed several smaller houses and outbuildings. James had told her about the way the ranch was set up during one of their first lunch dates. He had a large family, but that sounded like a blessing, considering the size of their ranch. It was a massive operation, and so many family members had chiseled out their own little piece of it, building homes and settling there, adding to the operation in valuable ways, so they were close to work and to the others.

      “Pull over there,” he said, pointing to a spot by a huge two-story with a wraparound porch. The house was older, but obviously well cared for. It looked a bit like something out of a movie, as the area in front of the house was ablaze with colorful flowerbeds, and there was a porch swing lightly swaying in the breeze.

      The ranch was surprisingly quiet, considering the number of people who lived and worked there, but Ivy supposed that was because everyone was inside mourning.

      The screen door swung open as Ivy and James climbed out of the truck, and a tall, imposing cowboy stood there. For a second, Ivy wondered if John Wayne had crawled out of the grave, as she recalled the old black-and-white westerns she used to watch with her dad when she was little.

      The man nodded at James, a ghost of a smile on his face as he descended the stairs and approached them.

      “Good to have you home, son.” She watched as the older cowboy reached out, drawing James into a strong hug that his son returned.

      Ivy was somewhat surprised by the greeting. She’d gotten the impression James and his dad weren’t particularly close, but this reunion was filled with genuine affection.

      James pulled away after a moment and turned toward her. “Dad, this is Ivy Wagner. Ivy, this is my dad, Seth Compton.”

      She reached out, intent on shaking Seth’s hand, so she was taken off guard when he used hers to instead pull her in for a quick hug. “Thank you for getting my son home safely, Ivy.”

      Ivy smiled and shook her head. “I’m not sure I did such a great job, considering my truck broke down. He should have been here yesterday.”

      Seth dismissed her self-recrimination. “You kept him off that bike.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss,” she said, catching the matching looks of sadness on father and son’s faces. When James said he and his father were alike, she’d thought merely in personality. In truth, the two were also very similar physically. James matched his father in height and build, and while Seth’s hair was liberally salted with gray, there was enough of the pepper to confirm that at one time it had been the same dark shade as his son’s.

      They shared matching dark tans that betrayed their time spent working outdoors. If James aged as well as his dad, he was obviously going to be hot for life.

      “Been a rough couple of days,” Seth said as the screen door slammed again, distracting them. This time, a woman appeared.

      “James,” she called out, rushing down the porch stairs, pulling her son toward her for a big hug.

      “Mom.” James lifted the smaller woman off her feet briefly, even as he tucked his face in the crook of her neck, betraying the pain he was feeling over Jake’s death. It was instantly apparent that, as with most little boys, his first love had been his mother.

      Ivy recalled Dr. Anderson and Gwen chatting at the clinic one day about finding a good man to settle down with. Dr. Anderson advised Gwen to always see how a man treated his mother, said that was the best indicator in terms of how he would treat a wife.

      Ivy hadn’t been sure if that was true, but seeing James now, with his mom, made her a believer.

      “And you must be Ivy.” Like her husband, Jody bypassed the handshake and went straight for the hug. Ivy wasn’t raised in a touchy-feely environment, but she thought she could get used to this pretty damn quick. It was warm, welcoming, friendly.

      She forced herself to shut down the direction of her thoughts. She was here to support James as a friend. Standing here considering James as an older man, or how he’d treat a wife, or what it would feel like to be a Compton was a very bad thing to do.

      “Come on inside and we’ll get you two settled. Everyone is coming over tonight for a big dinner, and I’m planning to recruit y’all for kitchen help.”

      Seth grabbed Ivy’s bag from the truck while James carried his own duffel. The four of them climbed the stairs together. “James, I changed your sheets and tidied up your room. Going to be nice to have you and Doug back under our roof again for a bit.” Jody looked at Ivy as she explained, “They fixed up a place for themselves in another building on the ranch, with Austin and Bryant. Last few years they’ve been living there. Can’t recall the last time all four of us have been here together like this.”

      Ivy glanced at James again, worried she was definitely going to be a fifth wheel. His mom was obviously excited about taking a walk through the past with her boys back home. He gave her a quick wink in an attempt to reassure her.

      “And you’ll be staying here, Ivy. Just across the hall from James in Sienna’s old room.”

      James wrapped his arm around Ivy’s shoulders and tugged her into a quick sideways hug. “Sounds like we traded up.”

      Jody laughed. “I’m going to tell your sister you said that.”

      James pretended to wince, then said, “snitch,” as his dad carried her bag into the room and placed it on the bed.

      “James tells us you’re a vet and you work in a pet clinic in West Yellowstone.”

      She shook her head. “Actually, I resigned this week.”

      “I didn’t know that,” James said.

      She didn’t point out that they hadn’t exactly been talking a lot the past few days. “You knew that was never going to be my end game.” She looked at Seth. “I specialized in large animals in school. My hope is to land a job with a practice that works with cattle and horses, on ranches like this one. I’ve gotten a couple of nibbles on my resume and I’m planning to set up some interviews.”

      “Is that right? You know, the practice in Compton Pass is actually looking to add another doctor. This area has been blessed with thriving ranches. Not just ours, but quite a few others. It’s been more than old Doc Anderson can keep up with.”

      Ivy didn’t admit that she’d seen the Compton Pass job advertised. She had been very, very close to sending her resume there, but common sense had prevailed in the end, and she’d managed to resist. Putting herself anywhere within a two-hundred-mile radius of James was probably a bad idea. She needed to find a way to get over the man. Not closer to him.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

      At the same time, James asked, “Seriously?” He looked at her excitedly. “You’d love Compton Pass.”

      She nodded slowly, her hesitant response triggering something he’d clearly forgotten for a moment. His own frown grew as he remembered why that wasn’t such a great idea.

      “Why don’t you take a little while to clean up and then I’ll give you a tour of the stables? James said you like horses.”

      Ivy wasn’t sure how to respond to Seth, and the knowledge that James had told his family so much about her. She’d half expected to arrive and find they only knew her name, and that she was the boss’s daughter.

      “That would be terrific.”

      Jody smiled. “Doug’s over at Sienna’s, playing with the kids, James. Maybe after the tour, you could take Ivy over and introduce her to your sister. See is dying to meet her.”

      Four hours later, Ivy found herself sitting at a huge dining room table, surrounded by more Comptons than she could count. All of them couldn’t fit at the ginormous table, so the younger kids were relegated to the kitchen, while even more people were sitting in the living room with plates on their laps as they filled the couches and chairs.

      She and James had scored a spot at the big table. She’d spent the better part of two hours in the stables with his dad this afternoon, discussing the horses with Seth. James’s dad was one of the most fascinating men she’d ever met, and listening to him and James talk about their horses had been eye-opening. Once again, James’s comments didn’t seem to match reality. He’d mentioned not feeling as if he had a place here amongst the too-many Compton men. That didn’t ring true as she watched him and his dad together. While his dad ran the horse-breeding operation, it was apparent James knew pretty much everything about it, and more than that, his dad conferred with him on various aspects, asking for his opinions and advice in a way that bespoke of a genuine partnership between them.

      As far as horseflesh, the Comptons were breeding some of the most beautiful animals she’d ever seen. Seth had asked her about a couple of concerns he had—one about an older mare and another about a foal—and she’d had the opportunity to examine the horses briefly. Being around the large creatures again only solidified that she’d made the right decision in giving up her position at the pet clinic. Working on ranches like this was truly her calling. She’d never felt it more strongly than today, as she did the work.

      Seth had mentioned the job in Compton Pass at least three more times during the afternoon, and had promised to introduce her to Doc Reynolds, who would be attending Jake’s memorial service.

      She’d demurred and told him that wasn’t necessary, but it was apparent James’s stubbornness was an inherited gene. When a Compton wanted something, they tended to move heaven and earth to get it.

      “This is overwhelming, isn’t it?” Jade asked.

      Ivy was sitting between James and his cousin, Jade. She glanced at Jade and shrugged. “It is and it isn’t,” she said. “If that makes sense.”

      “Makes perfect sense. I’m glad you feel that way. You know, you’re the first woman James has ever brought home.” Jade gave her a look that proved she believed that truly meant something.

      Something that Ivy would be smart to nip in the bud. “I’m not sure this counts as bringing me home. I just offered him a ride.”

      “Mmm-hmm. A ride doesn’t require staying over.”

      “We’re friends, and it was a six-hour drive. He asked me to stay since the next couple of days are going to be rough. That’s all.”

      Jade laughed and pointed to a handsome man across the table from her. He was engaged in a conversation with James’s Uncle Sawyer, who was the local sheriff. “See that man there?”

      Ivy nodded.

      “That’s my best friend, Liam. He’s also my husband. The best relationships always start under that ‘just friends’ umbrella. God knows I tried to fight the idea of falling for Liam, but in the end, it was obvious that just being friends would never be enough. I’ve been watching my cocky-ass cousin all night, and I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He’s always had a wild streak a mile wide, but you seem to be taming it.”

      “I don’t want to do that,” Ivy said, uncertain how to reply. She’d told James she would never let him give up the smokejumping for her, and she’d meant it.

      “I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. I was a lot like James a decade ago. Reckless, floundering, searching for some sort of meaning in my life. I did a lot of stupid, dangerous shit, all in the name of looking for myself. Liam opened my eyes to a pretty amazing truth.”

      “What was that?” Ivy asked.

      “Happiness doesn’t have to be out there.” She waved her hand away at the great beyond. “Liam showed me that what made me the happiest in this world was right here.” She held her hands out, gesturing at the room. “When we’re young, we’re too stupid to realize that.”

      Ivy laughed. “You’re hardly old, Jade.”

      “Damn…” James turned toward them, his arm draped around the back of Ivy’s chair in a way that screamed possession. James hadn’t introduced her as anything more than “my friend, Ivy,” but his body language was doing very little to dispel his family’s suspicions about them. She should probably yell at him for that, but when it came to James Compton, Ivy never did the smart thing. “I turn my back for one second and you pounce. What are you saying to Ivy, Jade?”

      “Telling her all the horror stories about you when you were a little kid. Did I mention I used to babysit James?” Jade asked with a shit-eating grin. “I’m hoping there’s been some growth down there since the diaper stage, otherwise—”

      “Behave yourself, Jade,” Liam said from across the table. “Ignore my wife, Ivy. Her sense of humor always skirts the line between appropriate and raunchy.”

      “I blame Jake,” Sawyer said with a fond smile. “Damn old ranch hand was always telling you kids dirty jokes.”

      Jade laughed, and for the next several minutes, Ivy understood why the younger kids had been placed in the kitchen. Quite a few family members took a turn telling their favorite dirty joke, all of them courtesy of Jake.

      It was obvious everyone at the table had adored the man, and Ivy was sorry she’d never had the chance to meet him. Every now and then, she’d glance down the table toward Jake’s son, Viho, to make sure he was okay with the conversation. She was surprised to hear him laughing at the jokes and smiling.

      The Comptons handled death so much more differently than her family had. Jem’s death had been tragic, a shock to them. So much so, they’d shut down, all happy emotions squashed by their utter devastation.

      But Jake’s death had been a surprise too. Sure, the man was older, but it sounded to her like he’d been in pretty good health right up until the end. A strong, crusty cowboy who everyone had always believed would live forever.

      However, rather than shutting down and letting their sorrow cripple them, they were celebrating Jake’s life, remembering him with love and humor.

      “My brother always used to tell me dirty jokes,” Ivy said when there was a brief lull in the conversation.

      Everyone looked at her, clearly hoping she’d share one. James’s face looked different. She had shocked him with the comment. Hell, she’d shocked herself.

      “He was seven years older than me, but he never treated me like an annoying little sister, which was sometimes good and sometimes bad.”

      “He sounds great,” Jody said, then she paused. Ivy’s wording had apparently sunk in. “Was?”

      Suddenly, Ivy recalled why she never talked about her brother, why she wouldn’t let herself remember him.

      She cleared her throat, then softly said, “He died.”

      James’s arm left the back of her chair as he tucked it around her shoulders. It was comforting as well as stifling. God. It was as if she’d sucked all the air, all the life, from the room.

      She didn’t want to do that. She wanted to follow their example. Find a way to remember Jem with joy rather than loss.

      “He actually told me my favorite joke,” she started, her voice just a wee bit wobbly, “right after I got my first boyfriend, freshman year of high school. Mom must have mentioned to him that she’d given me ‘the talk’,” Ivy air-quoted the last two words, “which Jem took as open season to embarrass me with sex jokes.”

      “What was the joke?” Doug asked.

      Ivy felt her face grow hot, which only fed James’s brother’s enthusiasm.

      “Oh yeah,” Doug said, “I can tell it’s going to be a good one.”

      Ivy looked around. “I’m not sure—”

      “You heard mine about Santa Claus and his big sack,” Jade prompted. “You can’t stop now.”

      “Fine,” Ivy took a deep breath as she asked, “What’s the difference between a G-spot and a golf ball?”

      No one replied.

      “A guy will actually search for a golf ball.”

      Everyone laughed as Jade guffawed loudly. “Man, your brother sounds like a hoot.”

      James ruffled her hair as he laughed, then he leaned closer. “I like your joke. Like hearing about Jem.”

      “I shouldn’t have stopped talking about him, shouldn’t have tried to erase the good memories just because the bad ones were too painful.”

      “Maybe you can tell me some more about him later.”

      Her heart swelled. It honest-to-God grew like the freaking Grinch’s on Christmas Day.

      Every second she was with James, she fell deeper and deeper in love. And when they were here on the ranch, away from those damn planes and parachutes and forest fires, she could easily let herself forget her fears and all the reasons why she couldn’t be with him.

      “Jamie,” she whispered.

      “Can we just take this time away and pretend? Pretend the rest isn’t there?”

      She closed her eyes. It felt like he could read her mind. “I…”

      “No. Forget it. I’m sorry.”

      Ivy glanced up at him, startled by his about-face.

      “I understand your reasons, Ivy. I really do. And I’m trying to be the bigger man. To do what’s best for you. You’re a hard woman to resist.”

      “I’d say the same thing to you, but your cousins and brother have assured me that you’ve heard those words plenty in the past and they go to your head.”

      He winked at her. “Exaggeration.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      His face sobered. “I’m committed to the squad for the rest of this season.”

      “I know that.” Ivy understood that James would never walk away from the squad mid-season. It would leave them short-handed, which would add to the danger for the other guys. She respected that.

      Dammit.

      “After that—”

      It was her time to stop him. “I’m never going to ask you to give up smokejumping, Jamie. Ever. If that’s where you belong, where you need to be, then that’s what I want for you.”

      She didn’t have the right to tell him to give up something he loved, something that was a part of him. And she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of his anger when he realized he’d given up too much.

      He closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them again, the sadness was still there, more pronounced.

      “Listen,” she began. “The memorial is the day after tomorrow and we head back the following day. When we get to Yellowstone, you’ll go back to work and I’ll start pounding the pavement, looking for a job.”

      “Where are your interviews?”

      Ivy was hesitant to answer. She hadn’t let herself apply anywhere in Wyoming or near Yellowstone. “Montana, Nebraska, Colorado.”

      He grimaced. “So far away.”

      “It’s for the best. We just need some time and distance between us. After that…” She couldn’t finish the statement because it felt like a lie.

      James realized that too, if his sudden scowl was any indication. “Neither of those things is going to help me.” He rose from the table before she could answer, walking into the living room without looking back.

      Ivy considered going upstairs, her emotions wearing her down. She could plead a headache and escape, crawl under the covers and cry herself to sleep.

      Jade had other plans.

      “I had a brother too. We were twins. He died in childbirth.”

      Ivy turned to face James’s cousin. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know it sounds silly to say I miss him. We were babies who shared a womb. It’s probably more accurate to say I miss the idea of a brother. I’m so sorry to hear about yours.”

      Ivy smiled sadly. “Thanks.”

      “Wanna go back to my place and split a pitcher of margaritas? We can put on some music, dance around like idiots and tell all our darkest secrets.”

      Ivy hadn’t had many girlfriends in her life. She was always the tomboy who preferred the company of animals and guys. She liked to joke she preferred simple creatures. But Jade’s invitation sounded damn tempting.

      “Sure.”

      Three hours later, Ivy wasn’t just head over heels in love with James. She was crazy for his family too.

      The words glutton for punishment rolled through her tipsy head as she fell asleep. One more day. She’d give herself one more day with James and his family, and then…

      God…somehow…she’d find the strength to walk away for good.
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      Dinner the second night home was a quieter affair than the previous one. Each family chose to eat together in their own homes, however, the younger generation had made plans to meet at nightfall for a bonfire.

      “Ready,” Doug said, just before dusk, handing him a bottle of Jack.

      James nodded.

      He and all of his cousins, his sister, Ivy and Austin’s girl, Hayden, and a few ranch hands, headed for the fire pit, armed with booze.

      They relaxed for a while, sipping on beer or sharing a bottle of whiskey as they talked quietly. The Compass Girls were the first to call it a night, Sienna rubbing her sore back, thanks to the ever-growing baby inside her and the rest claiming tomorrow would be hard enough without a hangover. None of them was ready to say goodbye to Jake.

      James figured it was sound advice, but he still gave them shit for skipping out early, especially Sienna and Jade.

      “Jake always liked a good bonfire,” Doug said after they’d left, his ankles crossed as he looked into the fire.

      “Not as much as he liked his whiskey,” Austin said with a grin. “Bastard could drink any of us under the table.”

      “Remember that time in high school when we thought we could build our own still?” Bryant asked the other guys.

      “Like a moonshine still?” Ivy asked.

      James nodded, even as he chuckled. “Bryant was always into science, and I think that year he was taking chemistry. There was some show on TV about moonshiners and we got the bright idea to build our own still. Our folks had learned to lock up the liquor cabinets after my dad and Jake found my sister, Hope, Jade and Sterling wasted in the hayloft one night in high school. Kinda meant we were forced to find our own way.”

      “Did the still work?” Hayden leaned forward, clearly entertained by their exploits.

      Bryant shrugged. “I’m pretty sure it did, but Jake caught us before we could sample the goods. Read us the riot act for doing something so stupid. Made some comment about us going blind from drinking poison like that. Sent us back to our houses, muttering about getting an ax.”

      “If you never tasted it, how do you know it worked?” Ivy asked Bryant.

      “Because around three in the morning, I heard loud singing and laughing near the cabins where the ranch hands live. Snuck out and found Jake and a bunch of the guys passing a jug around this very fire pit, drunker than skunks. He stole our moonshine!”

      Ivy giggled. “Oh my God. That’s so mean. And funny.”

      “Would have liked at least one sip,” Bryant grumbled. “Put a hell of a lot of work into that.”

      Doug punched Bryant on the arm. “You know, I have this theory that Jake knew we were building the still all along. And he waited until it was finished before catching us.”

      A light appeared to go on in Bryant’s head. “Son of a bitch! I think you’re right. Damn, man. Now I’m really pissed.” The grin on his face belied the words, and they all laughed, lifting their cups to toast Jake’s cleverness.

      The night passed quickly, and a lot of the heavy feelings of the past couple of days started to ease. There was something about being back home, surrounded by these guys—his best friends as well as family—that grounded him.

      It was the same sort of brotherhood he felt with the other smokejumpers on the squad. However, for the first time ever, James’s view of his future changed. In the past, he’d always taken things one year at a time. Another season in Yellowstone, broken up by time at home.

      Suddenly, what he’d always considered his future felt more like year after year of sowing his wild oats until it was time to grow up and settle down. At least that’s what Jake always said. Said that one day he would open his eyes and start seeing a few things he’d always missed.

      James had thought it was just Jake being Jake whenever he said that, and he’d dismissed the comment. Tonight, it was starting to stick as he looked across the fire at his cousins, Austin and Bryant.

      Bryant was brooding, probably because of Vaughn’s brief appearance at the bonfire earlier. James was starting to think his younger cousin was in the same boat as him. Always looking around without seeing much.

      Austin, on the other hand, was seeing just fine. James liked Hayden, the battered woman who had stowed away on his cousin’s rig to escape her asshole boyfriend. She was a sweet little thing, and it was obvious Austin was completely besotted.

      James glanced at Ivy and chuckled to himself. Takes one to know one, he thought.

      “I love all these stories.” Ivy looked happier than he’d ever seen her. “You guys have some great memories of Jake.”

      Doug, the clueless wonder, piped up. “Sounds like you’ve got some great ones of your brother too.”

      James would have punched his baby brother if he could have reached him when Ivy’s smile faded a bit. But before he could figure out how to do damage control, she spoke.

      “I do actually. There was this one time my dad was out on a fire call. This was before Jem had joined the squad. He was twenty to my thirteen, and Dad had foolishly left him in charge of me.”

      “Where was your mom?” James asked, desperate to keep the story going. This was the first time—aside from the shared dirty joke at dinner last night—that Ivy had opened up about her brother. James was curious about the man.

      “She was in North Carolina. My aunt had just had a baby and Mom flew out to help her with my two older cousins, who are total hellions.”

      “Sounds like you’re kin to the Comptons,” Austin said.

      They laughed, and then Ivy continued the story. “Jem was in a bit of a badass stage at twenty. Still living at home, but champing at the bit to get out. Kept telling Dad he was an adult, and they were butting heads all the time.”

      “Oh my God,” Doug interrupted. “You just described James and our dad. Epic battles. Epic.”

      Ivy smiled at him. “I didn’t really put it together until this minute, but you do remind me of my brother in some ways.”

      “I hope that’s a good thing,” James said jokingly.

      Ivy tilted her head. “It’s actually a great thing. Jem was funny, the life of every party, and wild as an unbroken stallion.”

      Doug laughed at the description, but James soaked it in, deciding it was the best compliment he’d ever received.

      “What did your brother do?” Bryant asked, clearly getting into the story as well.

      “Jem was savvy to judging the fires and how long Dad would be away. This blaze was a nasty one, nearly three hundred miles away. We both knew Dad would be gone four or five days minimum, and Mom was only one week into her two-week trip to Aunt Helen’s. So, he did what any twenty-year-old boy would do.”

      “He threw a party,” all four of the Compass Boys said in unison.

      Ivy and Hayden started laughing and then struggled to stop.

      Finally, Ivy was able to continue her story. “He made oobie doobie, a whole trash can full of it.”

      “Oobie doobie?” Hayden asked.

      “Fruit punch and grain alcohol with fruit slices floating in it.”

      “Oh, I always called that jungle juice.”

      Ivy nodded. “I’ve heard that name too. Anyway, Jem tried to tell me that I had to stay in my room during the party, which failed, of course. I wasn’t about to take orders from my brother, and at that point, I had a crazy crush on one of his friends.”

      “Unrequited, I hope,” James said, realizing he sounded like an overprotective, jealous boyfriend.

      Ivy looked scandalized. “Of course. It would have been seriously illegal. Not to mention the fact I was thirteen with a really awkward haircut and braces. Totally one-sided, even though I was wholly devoted.”

      Doug, ever the flirt, said, “Bet you were hot even with the metal mouth.”

      James gave his brother a warning look, while Ivy preened at the compliment. He’d never felt jealousy over a woman before, and certainly not over his brother’s innocent comments, but damn if a spark of it didn’t flare now.

      Ivy continued her story. “I told Jem the only way to buy my silence about the party was to let me be there. He agreed, but said he’d hurt me if he caught me drinking. In truth, I didn’t really want to drink. I’d smelled the grain alcohol when he poured it in, and it wasn’t anything I wanted to try.”

      James shook his head. “Something tells me that changed.”

      “It didn’t really. A few of Jem’s female friends started dragging me through the party with them. I think they thought their kindness to the kid sister might catch Jem’s attention. My brother was a total hottie.”

      James loved seeing the way Ivy’s face lit up as she talked about Jem. He hoped to God Sienna told stories about him and Doug this way. This sisterly adoration was probably one of the best things he’d ever seen.

      “I told them Jem said I couldn’t drink when they offered me sips of their punch, then one of the girls said, ‘Hey, no problem. Just eat the fruit.’”

      There was a collective groan from around the bonfire.

      Ivy laughed. “Yeah. These girls obviously weren’t the brightest, and I’m going to use the ‘I was only thirteen’ excuse. I got shit-faced. Super drunk.”

      “What happened?” Doug asked, clearly enthralled.

      “It was the ultimate worst-case scenario. Jem found me a half hour after the party ended in Mom and Dad’s bathroom. He said it was like a scene from The Exorcist. Only I wasn’t decorating the place in pea soup. Every surface—even the ceiling—was painted with fruit punch. I swear to God, to this day, I still don’t know how I managed to get sick on the ceiling.”

      Everyone was laughing as she continued.

      “Anyway, Jem was pretty toasted himself, so he put me in bed with a trash can by my head and he crawled into his bed, thinking we’d just clean it all up in the morning.”

      James figured out the ending before she could get there. “Your dad got home before you got up, didn’t he?”

      “Of course he did. They were able to contain the fire a lot faster than they thought, thanks to some unexpected storms. He came in while both of us were still asleep—”

      “Passed out,” Bryant interjected.

      “So passed out,” Ivy agreed. “The house was destroyed. Cups, beer cans, food, trash everywhere. He was pissed enough when he saw that and his bathroom, but when he opened the door to his baby girl’s bedroom door and spotted the trash can…”

      “Oh man. How did Jem get out of that?”

      Ivy grimaced. “I’d like to say it was only Jem who got in trouble. When Dad found out I was the one who’d blackmailed Jem so I could go to the party, and then redecorated the bathroom, we went down together, hard. Spent the better part of the next day—hungover—cleaning the house from top to bottom. I swear it had never, ever been that clean. My mom raved when she got home, expecting to find the place a wreck.”

      “Did your dad tell her about the party?” Hayden asked.

      Ivy shook her head once, then stopped. “You know…I don’t know. She never said anything about it, so if he did, she didn’t let on that she knew.”

      “Probably figured you’d already suffered your punishment,” Austin said.

      “We did. Jeez. That was one of the worst days of my life. Until—”
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* * *

      Ivy stopped mid-sentence, the sudden pause not lost on any of them. She felt her face flush.

      “I think we need more wood for the fire,” James said, trying to save her from the awkward silence. Austin stood up with him and the two walked away, disappearing into the dark night to the woodpile.

      Doug came over, claiming the spot next to her.

      “Must’ve been tough losing your brother at such a young age.” Doug reached out to pour another beer in Ivy’s cup. “James drives me crazy, but I wouldn’t want to live without him.”

      “It’s been a long time,” Ivy said. “Ten years of mourning. I think the way you all do it is better.”

      “What do you mean?” Doug asked.

      “My family just shut down after we lost Jem. Locked every memory away, every picture, everything.” She looked around the circle slowly. “Tonight is the first time I’ve really talked about him. And…it doesn’t hurt. Telling you that story actually made me feel better.”

      “I’m glad you told us.” Doug reached over and placed a comforting hand on her arm. There was something very charming and utterly irresistible about these Compton men. Their mamas had certainly raised them right.

      “My brother is crazy about you, you know.”

      “He’d probably be annoyed with you for saying that.”

      Doug shrugged good-naturedly. “Probably, but he’s kicked my ass before. And I’ve kicked his. I’m not scared.”

      “Seriously?”

      Doug chuckled. “We’re brothers. Ass kicking is in the Terms of Service thing we signed at birth.”

      She laughed. “I didn’t realize.”

      “I think you might be crazy about him too. So what gives?”

      “Are you always this straightforward?”

      “Yup.”

      Ivy couldn’t find it in her to be annoyed by Doug’s questions. “He’s a smokejumper.”

      “So I’ve heard. About seven million times. From him. When he’s trying to impress the ladies.”

      “You know, your flirting measures pretty high on the Richter Scale too.”

      “Ooo!” Doug leaned closer. “I like the idea of making the earth shake for a pretty gal. Might have to steal you away from my brother.”

      She rolled her eyes at his joke. “Yeah. I can assure you I wouldn’t date a storm chaser any more than I would a smokejumper. Not sure what you guys have against taking safe jobs that increase your chances of growing old and dying in your sleep at a hundred years old.”

      “Well, it’s not like either one of us is going to do these jobs forever. It’s a young man’s game, chasing adventures and thrills.”

      “Maybe so, but those adventures come with consequences sometimes.”

      Doug’s expression sobered, and it was obvious he’d put two and two together. “He’d quit for you.”

      “I’d never ask him to. And if he did…” She sighed as she paused.

      “You’d feel guilty for making him give up something he loved.”

      She nodded.

      Doug leaned back and blew out a long breath. “Guess that explains the problem.”

      “Yeah,” she whispered sadly. “Why do you do it? Chase tornadoes?”

      He shrugged. “It was Jake who suggested it.”

      “Seriously?” Ivy was starting to revise her previous fond feelings for the old ranch hand, as she recalled James telling her it was Jake who’d steered him toward smokejumping.

      “You’ve been around the family for a bit now. You have to admit the Compton men have an excess of energy.”

      Ivy giggled as her cheeks flushed. She’d experienced some of that energy firsthand with James.

      Doug snorted. “Wasn’t talking about that kind of energy, but yeah, it’s comes out in the bedroom too. Jake told me once there’s a contradiction in every single Compton he’s ever met. We’re creatures of wanderlust with a serious commitment to—no, I think he said love for home. Said those two things battle each other for a bit, but in the end, Compass Ranch always wins.”

      “Always?”

      Doug didn’t answer right away, and Ivy got a sense this conversation wasn’t solely about James anymore. “Austin got there quicker than the rest of us. He went away, tried college, and then came back and chiseled out his own path on the ranch. Driving that big rig all over the countryside gives him the freedom he needs, while making sure he’s still a part of this place. I don’t think there’s any question that James is going to come back here one day for good too. He’ll stand next to my dad in those stables day after day, working with the horses, and he’ll feel happy, complete.”

      Ivy agreed. She’d seen James with his dad, watched them work. However, she knew that outcome wasn’t going to appear anytime soon. James was young, and she didn’t think his energy was burned out yet. He could continue to smokejump for another decade or more, and when he decided it was enough, he’d have his place here secured, waiting for him. The only problem with that scenario was that she couldn’t wait the same way Compass Ranch would. Even now, the thought of him jumping into another fire left her fighting to suck in a breath of air. She would die a million deaths every single time he took off in that plane.

      Which left them at an impasse. In order to be together, one of them had to give up something vital, something important. For James, it would be the job he loved. For her, it would be her peace of mind. Hell, it would more likely be her sanity.

      James and Austin returned before she and Doug could say anything more. They loaded the fire up and the stories kept coming as they moved away from Jake stories to exploits of the Compass Boys.

      Even Bryant lost most of the mopey edge that had lingered after his tattoo-cowboy-eye-candy had moseyed through their gathering, leveling steamy stares in James’ cousin’s direction. She knew how he felt, frustrated and ultimately lonely, the guy he craved so close but, for some reason she wished she could ask him about, still out of reach. Working together to keep the darkness just outside their ring of light at bay, they all took turns, constantly interrupting each other to embellish, exaggerate and entertain.

      Ivy finally put her hand up. “You guys have got to stop. I’ve had too much to drink and my stomach hurts from laughing.”

      James and the others rose, saying their good nights after he offered to douse the embers. Ivy stayed behind with him. Once the fire was out, he reached for her hand. “I’ll walk you back to the house.”

      She accepted his help, needing it after one too many beers. Neither of them spoke as he walked her back to the house, then upstairs. They turned to look at each other in the hallway outside their rooms.

      “Good night,” she whispered.

      James bent forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek. He wanted more. Wanted lots more, but now wasn’t the time or the place. “I’ll see you in the morning,” he murmured, watching as she walked into Sienna’s old bedroom and closed the door.

      Then he went to his room and lay down. Sleep eluded him as he thought about Jake and Jem and Ivy and his broken heart.
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      James sat between Ivy and his brother, Doug, as family, friends, and fellow ranch hands took turns saying a few words as they paid tribute to Jake. It occurred to him that Jake’s death still hadn’t really sunk in.

      Twice, he’d caught himself looking around for the crusty old guy, expecting to see him rolling his eyes as everyone spoke. The man was too humble to go for stuff like this. If he’d been there, he would have told them to simply lift a glass, take a big long swig, and then get the hell back to work.

      James had reached over to hold Ivy’s hand when his dad got up to say a few words. It didn’t matter how many times he promised to put some distance between them. He couldn’t. James needed her right now, and sadly, he was discovering he was too damn selfish to do the right thing.

      She didn’t seem to mind. She gave his hand a quick squeeze, offering him a comforting smile. James was surprised to see the tears wetting her lashes. Her compassion and empathy for him and his family as they dealt with this loss warmed him, made him want to draw her even closer, soaking in every bit of consolation he could.

      Yep. Selfish bastard.

      He saw Doug swipe away a few tears, and he felt hard-pressed to keep from shedding a few of his own. As the service wound up, everyone heading to the big house for a meal, James remained in his seat.

      “This fucking sucks.”

      Doug and Ivy stayed with him as the others cleared out.

      “You can say that again,” Doug murmured. “Sort of thought that grumpy bastard would outlive us all. Seemed too ornery to die.”

      Ivy grinned. “I wish I could have met Jake.”

      Doug snickered. “He would have liked you. Probably would have made a comment about your cute ass or how you’re too good for my brother, just to jerk James’s chain. He got a kick out of shit like that.”

      They laughed, and then James took a deep breath. “Guess we should get back to the house.”

      For the next few hours, James accepted hugs from the women in town, spoke briefly with Viho, Jake’s son, tried to choke down some of the homemade potato salad, chicken and pie that neighbors had brought over. Through it all, Ivy stayed by his side, bolstering him, only leaving him for half an hour when his dad dragged her away to meet Doc Reynolds.

      When his throat started to clog up with tears, listening to Viho talk about Jake, about how his life had been changed for the better the day he met his dad, it was Ivy who picked up and carried the conversation until James had time to get his shit back together.

      He suspected Austin and Hayden were still reeling from seeing her as a missing person on TV. There was no question his cousin had his work cut out for him with the scared, scarred young woman.

      God. Maybe no one had an easy time when it came to falling in love. Or maybe it used to be simpler. After all, his parents, aunts, uncles and even the Compass Girls had found their way. It was starting to feel like his generation wasn’t going to be as lucky as the ones who came before.

      After dinner, the older people began to clean up, as the younger ones drifted back to their own homes to put kids to bed.

      Ivy looked at James. “It’s a pretty night. Feel like a walk?”

      He nodded gratefully, needing an escape from people and memories for a little while.

      They meandered across the yard toward the stable. James noticed that they both gravitated toward the horses. He also spotted Vaughn, leaning up against Bryant’s truck. His feet were planted, arms crossed, as if he’d stand there all night if he had to, waiting for James’ cousin to emerge from the safety of the big house. It would be for the best if Bryant would go with the man and blow off some steam already. Sometimes his cousin could be book smart and common sense stupid, as far as he was concerned.

      If James hadn’t had Ivy here with him, the past few days would have been even more hellish than they had already been. He hoped, for Bryant’s sake, that he had the same kind of support right now. He nodded in Vaughn’s direction and the other guy lifted his chin in acknowledgement, though his grimace remained firmly in place.

      Good luck with that, buddy, James thought before ducking into the barn.

      He turned on the overhead lights and together they stopped at each stall, offering the horses some cooing and pets. Ivy, ever the vet, walked into the stall to check on the pregnant mare.

      “You’re good with animals,” he said.

      She smiled. “That’s kind of the pot calling the kettle black. I’ve watched you work with these horses. You have a real affinity for them. Is there anything you aren’t great at?”

      James tilted his head, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you’re great with the horses, and my dad says you’re one of the best smokejumpers he’s ever worked with. It seems like you’re successful at everything you try.”

      “Damn,” he replied with a wink. “I sort of thought that question was geared toward my killer skills in bed.”

      “Cocky bastard.”

      “Not cocky if it’s true. And Jesus. Did you have to say cocky?” He stressed the first syllable of the word, then wrapped his arm around her shoulders, tugging her close to mess up her hair playfully.

      She pushed away, laughing.

      He let her go, but it was hard. Today would have been a million times worse if she hadn’t been there with him, holding his hand, hell, holding him up.

      His life felt easier, brighter with Ivy around.

      He forced the thought away. Tomorrow was going to suck. Big time.

      They left the stables and meandered around the ranch with no real goal in mind. As they walked, they talked…about Jake’s memorial, about Doc Anderson’s job offer out on the front porch—she’d turned it down, dammit—and the weather.

      When they reached the creek, James bent down to pick up some rocks, and they both took a few turns at skipping them in the shallow water.

      At one point, he turned to look at her and felt his breath catch. The moonlight shimmered in her dark hair, and he recognized that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. Inside and out.

      “Where did you get your dark hair? Your dad’s is light brown. Your mom?”

      She shook her head. “No, my mom is a blonde—L’Oréal created,” she added with a laugh. “The dark hair came from my grandmother on my dad’s side,” she replied. “She died a few years ago, heart attack, but before that, when I was still in school and living at home, I spent a couple weeks with her every summer. She lived in Omaha.”

      “My Grandma Vicky died when I was seventeen. She was a total firecracker, a strong woman with the biggest heart of anybody I’ve ever known. Toward the end, she got dementia.”

      Ivy’s face sobered up. “Oh no, I’m sorry. I know that’s a hard thing to go through. For the person suffering from it as well as the family.”

      “It was tough. I think it was harder on my sister and Jade and Hope and Sterling. They were older and they’d always been really close to Grandma.”

      She reached over and squeezed his hand.

      “You were lucky you got to know her. That you have such fond memories of her.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I was lucky. I tell you, the past few days have taught me one thing.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “We need to appreciate the time we have with the people we love. We need to make every day count.”

      “You’re right. We do.”
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* * *

      James fell silent and the two of them turned back to look at the creek. There was peace in watching the moonlight reflect off the surface of the brown water as it skipped over the rocks.

      She considered James’s comment and decided to make a conscious effort to take them to heart. As soon as she got back home, she was going to mend some fences with her dad and call her mom—just to talk.

      “Should we head back?” Ivy asked after a few quiet minutes.

      James nodded and held her hand as they picked their way back down the path that brought them to the creek. Then they walked across the yard. He’d respected her wishes, keeping their touches merely friendly since their arrival in Compton Pass. While he’d held her hand and placed a supportive arm around her from time to time, he hadn’t tried to steal any more kisses or draw her into his bed.

      “Guess we should plan on getting an early start back to Yellowstone tomorrow,” he said as they climbed the porch steps. The house was quiet, and she realized it was later than she’d thought. All the company was gone and, given the darkness in the house, it appeared his parents had retired for the night.

      “Yeah.” Ivy didn’t want to think about that. They’d stolen these few days, taken more than they were supposed to, and she’d pay for it. But not yet. She glanced over at the porch swing.

      “Wanna sit a while?” James guided her toward the swing without waiting for her response. Not that she was going to say no. There was something very relaxing and soothing about gently swaying with him in the cool night air.

      “Austin has a ton of tattoos,” she said, searching for some safe subject to talk about. It was either chitchat or throw herself at him, straddle his lap and beg for one more night.

      Jesus. This was all so fucked-up.

      “Yeah, he does. Vaughn’s a great tattoo artist. Takes after his dad, Snake, who did the ink on my dad and uncles.”

      “They have tattoos too?”

      James nodded. “Big ones on their backs. Really cool compasses.”

      “You don’t have any tats. Don’t like them?”

      He placed his arm along the back of the swing, his fingers finding her hair the same way they had at the dinner table their first night here. It was an innocent touch that sparked too many desires.

      “I love them. And I definitely plan to get one. Just never found anything I wanted to make permanent on my skin. But lately, I’ve been getting some ideas. Sort of got something in mind.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. What about you? Pro tats?”

      “On other people, love them. On me, no. I have a serious fear of needles that I don’t feel the need to overcome anytime soon.”

      He grinned. “Fair enough.”

      “I hope Bryant isn’t letting something trivial keep him apart from Vaughn tonight.” She sighed. “Maybe he has good reasons for running from the guy, but I felt bad for Vaught earlier, standing out in the cold. I know how shitty it feels to what something you can’t have.”

      James winced. He did too. “I didn’t think you saw him out there.”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      They fell silent once more, rocking slowly back and forth. She felt more at peace than she had in years, which was strange, considering tomorrow was going to offer up the mother of all heartbreaks.

      “I love this place,” she whispered after a few minutes.

      Her words had James looking around the yard. “I do too.”

      She tried to read the strange tone in his voice…then realized it was amazement. She recalled Doug’s words by the bonfire the night before. Wanderlust mixed with a love of home. The foolish part of her wanted to believe the wanderlust was fading. However, the pragmatist pushed the hope away.

      Ivy looked over at him. “I guess we should head up.”

      James nodded slowly, and she could tell that was the last thing he wanted to do.

      “Back to the real world.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “Back to the real world.”
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      The ride back to West Yellowstone was less eventful and a hell of a lot quieter than the one to Compton Pass. The truck made the journey without issue, much to James’s chagrin.

      It appeared that Ivy had turned a corner he wasn’t able to look around just yet. She was determined to move on—no, move away—and while he understood her reasons why, he couldn’t force himself to face a future that didn’t include her.

      As they took the back road that led to camp, he felt a bone-deep desperation taking root. However, before he could say anything, they came into the clearing and James knew it was over.

      The camp was in full swing, jumpers carrying their chutes as they rushed toward the trucks that would take them to the airstrip.

      Roscoe was standing outside the office building with a clipboard, yelling orders, when he and Ivy pulled into the parking lot.

      “Thank God you’re back, Jamie. Grab your gear. Major wildfire in Idaho. Been burning five days. Covering over thirty thousand acres and they’ve only got about seven percent of it contained. This one is a beast. Heading toward a populated area and they’ve got evacuation notices out. Going to be an all-hands-on-deck detail. Probably be out a few weeks if we’re lucky. Doesn’t help that there’s not a drop of rain in the fucking forecast.”

      James nodded as he listened to the details. Roscoe was texting someone else even as he spoke to them. The man was a master at multitasking.

      When neither he nor Ivy replied, Roscoe glanced up, only just then appearing to notice the horror on both of their faces.

      “Fuck,” Roscoe muttered. “I can give you a minute, Jamie, but no more than that. Transport is taking off in twenty.”

      Roscoe walked over to one of the storage sheds to talk with another jumper.

      “Ivy…”

      “It’s okay, Jamie. This is your job, where you’re meant to be.”

      “I wanted to talk to you before…” He was suddenly regretting the wasted time on the drive, but he hadn’t known what to say. Now, it felt pretty goddamn obvious.

      “We’ve said it all.”

      He shook his head. “No. We haven’t. But we will. When I get back—”

      “I won’t be here,” she said, cutting him off.

      His heart shattered, but he’d known. Known the second he’d seen the chaos at camp. He had to go. And she couldn’t stay.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “Jamie,” she whispered, and he hated the tears those words put in her eyes. But he couldn’t not say them.

      Leaning forward, he kissed her. “I will always love you.”

      Before she could respond, he took off at a jog toward the barracks to gather his things. It took every ounce of strength in his body not to look back.

      When he returned to the office, she was gone, but Roscoe was there.

      “You okay?” the older man asked.

      James nodded. “Yeah.” Then he shook his head. “No. But I don’t have any other choice right now.”

      Roscoe looked like he wanted to say more, but there was no time. James hopped into the last truck headed for the airstrip.
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* * *

      Ivy put the truck in park and stared at the camp office. Her dad wasn’t expecting her. Five days had passed since she’d said goodbye to James, but it felt like longer. She had driven away from him and straight back to her apartment, where she had given in to the soul-shattering pain that had stung her when James had told her he loved her. Funny how those three words could be the best and worst thing she’d ever heard, all at the same time.

      She had allowed herself one night for self-pity, for misery. Then she’d tucked it away, placed some phone calls, fielded a few offers, then accepted a job and packed up her apartment. Her truck was loaded down with everything she needed to start the next phase of her life, the rest had been donated to charity.

      This was her last stop before she headed out of West Yellowstone. Ivy climbed out of the truck and walked inside. Her dad waved at her and gestured to the seat across from his desk as he spoke on the phone.

      Ivy wouldn’t let herself listen to what he was saying, too afraid of what she might hear. Despite her best efforts, she had picked up a newspaper and read an article about the wildfire James was fighting. Her dad hadn’t lied. It really was a beast, burning a nasty swath through the forest while blanketing a large part of the state of Idaho in foggy smoke.

      The drought continued, so James would likely be gone for weeks yet. Not that it mattered. She would be out of town today.

      She bypassed the chair her dad pointed to and walked to the back wall.

      Ivy was surprised to discover Jem’s picture hanging there. A large part of her had expected to discover he’d tucked it back in his drawer after she’d left that day.

      She started when Dad spoke, his voice just a few feet behind her. She hadn’t heard him end the phone call. “I’m sorry it took me so long to hang that up.”

      Ivy turned around and gave him a weak smile. “I don’t think either one of us has done this right.”

      “There’s a right way to grieve?”

      She shook her head. “No. But if there’s a wrong way, we found it. Packing him away, erasing him from our lives was a mistake. Instead of making peace with what happened, we’ve just let it all fester in silence.”

      Dad rubbed his jaw wearily. While he wasn’t out there physically fighting the fire, she knew exactly how hard he was working here, hundreds of miles away and behind the scenes to make sure his men were safe, and that they had what they needed.

      “I’m sorry about that. After he…” Dad swallowed heavily. They both struggled with the words. They always had. “After he died, I was so consumed with guilt. I just didn’t think I deserved comfort or, God…anything.”

      “His death wasn’t your fault, Dad. Mom was hurt when she said that. She didn’t mean it.” Ivy swiped at her tears. “I should never have said…never wished that you—”

      “Shhh.” Dad pulled her into his arms. “I know you didn’t.”

      “I’m so sorry. I’d take it back if I could.”

      “Scout, there’s nothing to forgive. We’ve both let our guilt eat away at us. We let it destroy what we had. I don’t want to do that anymore.”

      She tightened her arms around his middle, her cheek pressed hard against his chest. “Me either.”

      They held the embrace, finding a decade’s worth of comfort and forgiveness in each other’s grips. When they parted, Dad looked toward the parking lot.

      “All packed up?”

      She nodded.

      “You sure you made the right choice?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all.”

      Dad chuckled, the sound rusty. “You’re young. If it’s wrong, you’ll fix it, find something else. Hell, I figure no one ever gets it right the first twenty times or so. The trick is to find what makes you happy, then reach out, grab it with both hands and hold on for dear life.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Dad turned toward his desk, walking away from her. “I’ve got something for you.”

      “You didn’t have to get me a gift.” She followed him, watching as he reached beneath his desk and pulled out a box.

      “Not sure if this counts as a gift. I went to the storage unit and dug out some stuff of Jem’s that I thought you might like.”

      Ivy stepped closer to the desk to peer into the box, surprised that instead of pain, she was excited, touched.

      Dad pulled out Jem’s football jersey and Ivy reached for it, pulling the slick material toward her. “I used to love to watch his games.”

      Dad smiled. “He was the best goddamn quarterback West Yellowstone has ever seen. Pretty sure he could’ve gotten a scholarship if he’d wanted to go to college.”

      Her father had made that bold claim for years before Jem passed away. She laughed to hear him boasting about his son’s mad skills on the gridiron once again. This was what she’d missed.

      “And then there’s this.”

      Ivy took a small photo album from her dad.

      “I found a big box of pictures. Grabbed out the ones I thought you’d like.”

      Ivy swallowed the lump growing in her throat as she flipped through the pictures. There was one of the two of them at Halloween. She was a three-year-old fairy princess, while Jem, at ten, was decked out as Luke Skywalker, belted tunic with a lightsaber in his hands. In another, he must have been about twelve, carrying her around piggyback in their backyard as she squealed with laughter. Dad had even found one she didn’t realize existed—evidence of the oobie doobie party.

      “Where on earth?” she mused.

      “Found a pack of photos under Jem’s bed when I cleaned out his room. Didn’t have the heart to look at them at the time, so I just threw them in a box. Looks like it was one hell of a party,” Dad said, his eyes narrowed in fake anger.

      Ivy laughed. “Yeah. It was. Until it wasn’t.” In the photo, she was sitting between her brother and the boy she had a crush on—funny how she couldn’t even remember his name now—as the guys chugged the spiked punch from red Solo cups. In the photo, she wasn’t looking at the boy. Instead, she was grinning from ear to ear as she stared at her brother, the adoration she felt for him almost tangible. It instantly became her favorite picture ever.

      The rest of the album contained pictures of Jem at graduation, one of him in his fire helmet and boots, and the last one was of him standing in a field with his arms full of his parachute after his very first jump ever. His eyes were alight with joy and life.

      “He died doing what he loved.” She’d never really considered it that way, always viewing Jem’s death as tragic, as a waste.

      “He was a great jumper. Better than I ever was. Never saw anyone else with that passion and skill, until…”

      Dad let his words fade, but Ivy knew who he was talking about.

      “Jamie,” she finished.

      “Yeah. You know, Jem was a great jumper, but that wasn’t all there was to him. He and I used to talk sometimes when we were on call, killing time over a cup of coffee. He wanted to get married, to have a family like ours. There’s not a person on the planet who doesn’t want lots of different things, Scout. I imagine humans would be damn boring if they went through life with a single-minded purpose.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Nobody ever gets it all. Best we can do is pick what really matters.”

      She nodded, not sure how to reply. Ivy glanced down at the photo album.

      “Thank you. For this,” she said, lifting the album. “And the jersey. And for being my dad.”

      They hugged once more, and then Ivy said her goodbyes.

      “Call me when you get there,” Dad said as she climbed into her truck and slammed the door. It was a cool day, so the windows were already down.

      “I will.”

      He stepped away from her vehicle, waving as she pulled out. He was still waving when she glanced in the rearview mirror.

      She honked the horn twice, then looked over at the photo album on the seat next to her.

      “Ready for the next adventure, Jem?” she asked aloud.

      Then she smiled as she imagined him riding along beside her, tapping his hand on the dashboard in time with a song on the radio.

      Her copilot.

      She wasn’t alone anymore.
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      James climbed out of the shower and marveled at the difference twenty minutes under steaming-hot water could make in a man. He’d stepped into the shower, weary, filthy, wearing at least three layers of soot and sweat, and his muscles had ached.

      All of that was gone now. And while he was still tired and looking forward to his bed, the exhaustion was less intense, now he was drowsier instead of utterly fatigued.

      He’d arrived at the base a few hours earlier. However, they’d had to unpack their gear, and then he’d grabbed a sandwich from the cafeteria when his stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten since the day before.

      He was looking forward to climbing beneath the clean sheets on an honest-to-God mattress and sleeping for the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours. Five weeks of roughing it in a tent, trying to rest on the hard ground, surrounded by the sickly-sweet smell of burning wood, hadn’t afforded him more than a few hours’ rest at a time. And even that had been restless when he thought about Ivy’s face as they’d said goodbye, despite his complete physical weariness. He wondered where she was now.

      He was ready to make up for the lack of sleep. Dropping down on his bed, he saw a small stack of mail sitting on his nightstand. One of the other guys must have picked it up for him. He reached for it, absentmindedly flipping through the bills and junk mail.

      He stopped when he recognized familiar handwriting on a postcard. His heart started to race.

      It couldn’t be.

      A quick glance at the postmark confirmed it had been posted the day before Jake died. James hadn’t been at camp for more than a few hours since then.

      The only good thing about the wildfire was that it had kept James too busy to think about how much he missed Jake. Now, all those feelings crashed back in on him. Losing the man who’d been his mentor his entire life and Ivy all in the same week was going to take him some time to recover from. Time he hadn’t even started the clock on, because he’d emptied it all out, turned himself into a vacant shell as he’d fought the wildfire.

      Looked like it was time to pay the piper.

      He took a deep breath and read the postcard. It wasn’t the first one he’d gotten from the man. It had actually been James who’d started exchanging them. When he had first arrived in Yellowstone, he’d stopped at a gas station and there had been touristy postcards on the counter. They were three for a dollar, so he had grabbed them, sending one to his parents, another to Sienna and her husband, Daniel, and the last to Jake.

      He’d done it as a joke really, using the corny Wish you were here line on all of them. Everyone had gotten a kick out of them, but only Jake had responded, sending him an old Calgary Stampede postcard he admitted to having bought years earlier at the rodeo for someone else, but had never sent. On it, Jake had written a very touching missive that simply said, I’m proud of you.

      After that, he’d gotten one postcard each season he was away. James still had all of them. There were only a handful tucked away in his duffel, and none of them packed a punch the way this one did.

      I thought about our phone call, and I know what I would have chosen if the choice had been mine. There are a million jobs in the world, son. There was only one Haiwee.

      James thought back to the last time he’d spoken to Jake. He had asked for advice about Ivy, about what he should do.

      As always, Jake had known the right answer, found a way to put him on the path.

      He was going home.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dad was standing on the front porch when James pulled up in front of the house on his motorcycle. He stood there watching as James tugged off his helmet and approached him.

      “Not September yet.”

      The smokejumping season typically lasted from March until September. James was home a month early.

      Once he’d made his decision to leave Yellowstone, he’d given in to a good fourteen hours of sleep. Then he’d walked to Roscoe’s office and resigned. He had stayed on until Roscoe was able to secure and train his replacement, something that had taken longer than he’d anticipated. Two months later and James had packed his duffel and climbed on his bike.

      He hadn’t called his parents to tell them about his decision, though he wasn’t exactly sure why. Part of him was worried his dad would try to talk him out of it, would tell him he’d made a commitment and he needed to stick it out. God knew that was how James had felt until he’d gone to talk to Roscoe about leaving.

      His boss had told him to go, convinced him that staying would offer less help than leaving would. Roscoe could see his mind was made up, and that his heart now resided somewhere else.

      Then, Roscoe had blown his mind and told him exactly where Ivy was, and assured him that sticking it out for one more month or even one more jump was like spitting in fate’s face. He’d helped train his replacement, but he hadn’t gone on another call. Fortunately, there hadn’t been any major wildfires during that time.

      James had texted Ivy just once, right after he returned from the fire to tell her he was okay, but he hadn’t contacted her since. It wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted to. His finger had hovered over her name in his contacts at least twenty times a day, but he’d never dialed. She’d forbid him to quit his job for her, insisting he would resent her for it somewhere down the road.

      She was wrong.

      The only thing he would ever regret was letting her go.

      “I quit,” James said.

      Dad nodded. “Yeah. Figured that much from the full duffel strapped to the back of your bike. Why?”

      “Ivy.”

      Dad smiled. “Glad to hear it.”

      “I’m glad you are, because I’m not sure she will be. She said even if I gave up the job, she wouldn’t go out with me again because I’d come to hate her for that decision.”

      “Will you?”

      “Hell no. I’m in love with her, but I don’t know how to convince her of that. I’m not sure I’ll be able to persuade her to stick around long enough to listen to me, to know that I’m sincere. I’m afraid she’ll hear what I’ve done and still reject me.”

      His father gestured toward the stable. “Walk with me for a minute.”

      James fell into step with his dad.

      “You’re a lot like me, James. I guess you’ve figured that out by now.”

      James grinned. He used to hate it when his mom said that, took it as an insult, though he couldn’t for the life of him figure out why now. His father might have been a strict man, but the rebukes for bad behavior never outweighed the compliments for a job well done. It wasn’t even close.

      Jake used to say it was because James was as headstrong as Seth, determined to be his own man, rather than live in his father’s shadow.

      “Jake pointed that out to me a time or two. Said I’d shove my head up my own ass just to avoid noticing.”

      Dad chuckled. “Sounds like something he’d say. I did the same. My dad was pretty damn close to the greatest man to ever walk on this earth. And I couldn’t wait to get away from him when I was teenager. Wanted to prove that I could make it on my own, and I did. For quite a few years, I worked my ass off in Texas, on your grandpa Tom’s ranch.”

      “What made you come home?”

      “My father got cancer. He was dying. I’d spent years trying to live my own life away from him, thinking that was what I needed to be free.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      Dad pulled off his cowboy hat, then grabbed a hankie from his back pocket and used it to wipe away the sweat on his brow. “No. It was. I had to leave this place for a time in order to be able to appreciate it and the people who lived here when I came back.”

      James glanced over the training pens to the fields beyond. He’d stood in this very spot a million times before, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever really seen how beautiful it was.

      “Compass Ranch is my home.”

      Dad nodded. “It is. Always will be. But you don’t have to live here for that to be true.”

      “I’m done jumping fires.”

      “You sure? From what I hear, you’re damn good at it.”

      James didn’t respond for a moment or two. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      “You’re good with the horses too, son. Never seen anyone better in that pen when it comes to training them.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s not the first time I’ve said so.”

      James realized it wasn’t. His dad had called him a horse whisperer since the time he was sixteen, telling him he was a natural, that if he didn’t know better, he’d think he had the spirit of a wild horse rather than a man.

      But this was the first time James had ever really listened, really let those words sink in. “I love working with them. It makes me happy too. Maybe even happier than fighting the fires.”

      “Then that’s what you should do.”

      “How can I convince Ivy that I’ve made this decision for me? That this is where I want to be? With her. By my side. How can I make her see that I don’t need the smokejumping to be happy?”

      “Way I see it, there are a lot of different fires, son. And believe me, they’re all gonna burn you. Your mom set me on fire the first time I ever met her. Not sure if you put it together yet, but I fell for the boss’s daughter too.”

      James laughed. “Forgot about that.”

      “I’ve been ablaze ever since. Took one look at that haughty little thing and knew she was trouble. Resisted her until I couldn’t anymore.”

      “She was engaged to someone else,” James reminded him.

      Dad rolled his eyes. “So she says. That was just Jody’s way of getting my attention, waking me up.”

      James knew the story well, though he’d only ever heard it from Jake, and once from his mom. Dad had never admitted to kidnapping Mom to keep her from marrying another man. “And that was when you stole her away from her bachelorette party?”

      His father looked across the ranch with a slight smile that confirmed James’s suspicions. “Your mom tried to get my attention for years and I pushed her away. I think you and I both know that while she’ll forgive and forget, she’ll make you pay first.”

      And now they were getting to the good part of the story. Even if his dad’s wooing of Mom was different from where he stood with Ivy.

      “She put up a fight, insisted on marrying a man she didn’t love, so I did what any industrious cowboy with some extra rope would do.”

      James laughed. “Still can’t believe you did that. Or that Mom let you get away with it. But that doesn’t really help me with Ivy.”

      Dad tilted his head, considering that. “You sure?”

      James thought for a moment he’d misunderstood his father. “You saying I should kidnap her?”

      “Seems to me all you need is some time to get the woman to listen. You don’t have to tie her up, but in my experience, if you do it well, your woman won’t complain.”

      James shook his head. “This feels like the kind of conversation I’d be having with Doug or Austin, not my dad!”

      Dad laughed. “Me and Silas and Sawyer and Sam were all young once too, son. Not much you boys have done over the years that’s surprised any of us. I’m just glad Jake was there to give you the advice you needed, that you would listen to.”

      “You knew everything?”

      “Every bit of it. Jake stepped up. Gave you the guidance you didn’t want to hear from me. From what I can see, he did one hell of a job. You’re a good man.” His father’s voice broke a bit.

      “I miss him,” James said, his chest suddenly tight. So much had happened since Jake’s death, he was still struggling to process it. Life would go nuts and he’d manage to forget for a few seconds. Then it would creep back in and punch him in the gut.

      “I do too, James. More than I can say. Felt like losing JD all over again.”

      James had been so wrapped up in his feelings about Jake’s death, he hadn’t considered how his dad might feel. He reached out and put his hand on Dad’s shoulder, noticing the wrinkles around his dad’s eyes, the gray at his temples. “I’m glad I’m home, Dad.”

      Dad reached out and pulled him in for a rough man hug that James felt deep in his soul. “I’m glad you’re here too, James. I hear Ivy took a job in Casper.”

      James nodded, surprised his dad knew what he’d only just learned from her dad before he’d left base. “How did you—”

      “Doc Reynolds told me. He’s friends with the vet she’s working with. Austin drives the rig up there a few times a year, and I’m pretty sure he’s got some connections. Think maybe we should pull a few strings, call in a few favors.”

      “Are we still talking about kidnapping?” James asked, more than ready to put whatever plan his dad had into action. He missed Ivy, wanted her, needed her.

      His father didn’t answer. Instead, he walked to the barn door. “Let’s get you some rope. Because, son, something tells me life with your Ivy is a fire worth jumping into.”
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      Ivy checked the GPS on her phone once more and sighed, reminding herself that she had wanted this job desperately as she took another turn onto another unpaved road, her third in a row. She was seriously in no-man’s country, and if Dr. Phillips hadn’t assured her that Thomas Jameson and his goat were regulars when it came to needing veterinary care, she would have turned her truck around ten winding miles ago.

      “Where the fuck am I?” she muttered yet again as the trees closed in even closer to a road that looked more like a walking path than something she should actually be driving a vehicle on. “And who the hell calls a vet for a damn goat?”

      The goat was her last patient of the day after a fairly grueling morning schedule. Ivy was amazed that Dr. Phillips had been able to keep up with his workload before she’d come on to work with him. Of course, when she made that comment, he’d assured her this sudden rash of so-called sick farm animals had more to do with the pretty new vet, and that things would settle back down once everyone in Casper had gotten a look at her.

      She’d been amused by his joke. Ivy kept waiting for Casper to feel like home, but so far, she hadn’t managed to warm up to the place much. And that was all her fault. She kept comparing the town and the people to Compton Pass. It wasn’t measuring up.

      Finally, after three more hairpin turns, she broke through to a clearing and found what appeared to be a rundown hunting cabin. She had grown up in the West, so she’d met more than her fair share of backwoods people who preferred a life of solitude, living in houses well off the beaten path, but Jesus. This was pushing that concept to the limit.

      She parked her truck, then reached for her bag. According to Dr. Phillips, this call had just come in this afternoon. Mr. Jameson’s goat had eaten something he shouldn’t have and now he was sick.

      Climbing out of her truck, she shouted out, “Hello?”

      The place was deathly quiet, and as she walked around the cabin, she started to worry about hearing banjos playing. The place was like something out of Deliverance. It belatedly occurred to her that there weren’t any vehicles here. Jesus. Mr. Jameson lived too far up in the mountains to walk. Was he away from home? If he was, she was going to get pissed. It had been a hell of a drive and she’d—

      That was her last thought as someone grabbed her from behind, a large hand covering her mouth.

      Ivy reacted on instinct, kicking back in an attempt to shake herself loose.

      “Shhh, Ivy. It’s me.”

      She stilled instantly as the hand disappeared and she was suddenly free. Ivy whirled around in a state of fury. “What the fuck are you doing? You scared the shit out of me!”

      James looked at her with an unrepentant scowl on his face. “Do you seriously walk up to places that look like this alone?”

      “I’m here on a call. Dr. Phillips assured me that Mr. Jameso—” She stopped short on the name. “Thomas Jameson. James Thomas Compton! A call you obviously made.”

      James nodded, clearly considering that, but he still didn’t calm down. “Yeah. I know, dammit. But I didn’t realize until just now that this is what you do for a living—drive up to random houses. Do you have that pepper spray with you?”

      She did. But it was in her car. “This is my job, Jamie.” And even as she said it, she had to admit he had a point. She hadn’t felt safe, and yet, she’d still gotten out of the truck. It was a stupid thing to do.

      “Promise me the next time you get a call that’s in the middle of nowhere, you’ll grab me first.”

      She frowned as she shook her head. “That is so,” she sighed, “not happening.”

      “Ivy, I’m serious—”

      She cut him off. “Do you really need me to explain why? Number one, because we’re not dating, and number two, because you live two hundred miles from here. This is my job. I’m going to do it. And number three, how freaking hypocritical are you, Mr. Smokejumper?”

      “Don’t know what the hell was wrong with the clinic,” he muttered.

      Fine. He didn’t like her answer. It didn’t matter because she wasn’t going to keep debating it, mainly because this was the first time she’d ever felt scared at work. “I’ve been here a month or so, and all my calls have been in well-populated areas, big ranches with lots of people around. And if there had been any concerns about this appointment, Dr. Phillips would have made the run out here. But he knew it was you, right?”

      James nodded, his face finally clearing a bit. “Yeah, he knew it was me. Doc Reynolds helped me set this meeting up.”

      “You could have just stopped by the clinic.”

      He didn’t reply to that, and some of the unease that had vanished when she’d realized it was him started to reappear.

      “Why are you here? Fire season doesn’t end for a couple more weeks.”

      “I’ve actually been home a couple weeks. Left early.”

      She tilted her head, concerned. “Is everything okay at home?”

      She’d taken this job even though Doc Anderson’s offer at the memorial service had been more tempting—financially and in the long term. In Casper, she was merely one of four associates at the practice, and Dr. Phillips’s son was lined up to take over the business when his father retired. Doc Anderson had offered to make her a full-fledged partner and, upon his retirement, the practice would have been hers.

      However, saying yes to a job in Compton Pass would have been the height of stupidity, so she’d turned it down and pointed her truck toward Casper.

      “Everything is fine at home. You know, I meant to ask you before, when we were at Compass Ranch together, why did you turn down Doc Anderson’s job offer?”

      Ivy tilted her head, shooting him an incredulous look. “Shouldn’t that be obvious? I kind of thought Casper would be far enough away, but now…”

      “Two hundred miles is too far away.”

      She lifted her hand and gestured to him standing in front of her, making it abundantly clear that didn’t appear to be true.

      “Look. We’re both adults, Jamie, and before we added sex to the mix, we were really good friends. I’m not going to lie. I keep hoping that maybe after some time, after our feelings settle down, you and I could be—”

      “Wait,” James cut her off. “Are you giving me the ‘we can just be friends’ speech?”

      Ivy blew out a long, hard breath. “Yeah. Too soon, right?”

      James chuckled. “Ivy, darlin’, it’s always going to be too soon for that line of bullshit.”

      She was tired, and her heart was still beating just a little too fast—from her fright and his sudden appearance. All she wanted to do was go home and nurse her broken heart.

      “You can’t just show up here, Jamie. I purposely took a job for less pay and with fewer prospects for the future so that you and I wouldn’t run into each other. All of that is for shit if you keep popping up to Casper. Can you just please promise me that you’ll stay away from now on?”

      “No.” James shook his head. “I won’t.”

      She dug deep, trying to find a way that would convince him to give up on them. “It’s over between us. My feelings for you…aren’t there anymore.” Her attempt was lame at best.

      “Wow. You’re zero for two, sweetheart. We’re not going to be friends and you’re not over me. Want to take another stab at it?”

      Ivy knew she had hurt him with her continued refusal, but she’d thought he had understood her reasons. It appeared she was wrong. “I don’t get it. You want me to quit this job? Go somewhere farther away? Is this still too close?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Three strikes, you’re out. Come on.” He took her hand, leading her back around to the front of the cabin and up the three steps to the front door. James gently pushed her inside before he stepped in behind her and closed the door.

      She hadn’t managed to see much of anything before she heard the lock snick into place. Ivy twirled to look at him. “What is this place?”

      “Hunting cabin owned by one of the families in the area. Austin makes the occasional run to their place with cattle. He called in a favor. Borrowed it for me.”

      “Why?”

      He didn’t answer.

      She took a different approach. “You still haven’t told me why you left Yellowstone early.”

      He grinned, but damn if it wasn’t a wolfish look that made her feel very much like prey. She wished that scared her. Instead, she was tempted to offer the sexy hound her throat.

      “I figured that was obvious, Doc.”

      Ivy frowned. Nothing was obvious to her at the moment, but she wasn’t surprised by that. Standing with James always managed to short-circuit her brain waves.

      “Explain it to me.”

      James closed the distance between them. Or at least he attempted to. For every step he took toward her, she took one back. His eyes narrowed as he continued the chase. It ended about halfway across the room when the back of her legs hit a table. With half the room in front of her now, she snuck a quick glance around. To the left was a tiny kitchen. To the right, a small seating area with a short couch and two other chairs that had seen better days, all surrounding a battered coffee table.

      She didn’t dare turn her head too far around as she tried to keep James in her peripheral vision.

      “Why are you here?” she repeated.

      “For you.”

      Ivy shook her head. She’d expected the answer, but it didn’t make it any easier to hear. He’d done the one damn thing she’d told him not to do.

      “Go back to the squad.” She’d meant the words to be forceful, but they’d come out more whisper than sound.

      “No.”

      “I told you—” she began.

      “I know what you told me. You don’t need to repeat it.”

      “Jamie—”

      “I quit, Ivy. I’m not going back. Not this season or next. Or any of them. I’m moving home to stay, taking my place on Compass Ranch. And you’re going to be there with me.”

      She should be used to his heavy-handedness by now, should have put him in his place for it right from the start. “No. I won’t.”

      “Take the job in Compton Pass. Work with Doc Reynolds. I know the people who live there. I know you’ll be safe. I can’t believe you really drove up to this godforsaken cabin alone and then got out of the truck.”

      “If I hadn’t, what would you have done?”

      “Gone to your apartment and driven you here.”

      She closed her eyes, rubbing them wearily. “I’m leaving.”

      “No. You’re not.”

      Ivy’s temper spiked. “There’s nothing more to say, Jamie! Nothing that we haven’t said a million times before.”

      “Then we won’t talk.”

      Her eyes opened slowly, her body responding to his tone. That tone.

      James reached out, gripping her waist and lifting her until she was sitting on the table. She started to get right back down, but strong hands on her knees pushed them apart, and then he was there, between her legs. He lowered his head to kiss her.

      Ivy pressed against his shoulders, a weak, token effort at shoving him back. She tried to twist her head away from him, but James was a firefighting cowboy, made of pure muscle. He wasn’t letting her go. Not anytime soon, anyway.

      “Jamie,” she said, the sound muffled by his lips on hers.

      Her mouth opened and he ran his tongue over her lower lip, seeking a taste. James growled when her tongue stretched out to meet his, deepening the kiss. He stroked her tongue with his, nipping it and her lips with his teeth.

      Ivy was lost.

      James pulled away and looked at her.

      “I can’t be smart with you,” she admitted.

      He lifted her from the table. “I know you don’t believe me right now, but this, today, right now, is the smartest thing we’ll ever do.”

      James started carrying her toward a doorway she assumed led to the bedroom.

      “I should leave,” she said, though there was precious little conviction to the words.

      “Darlin’, I’m going to absolve you of all guilt there. You couldn’t leave if you wanted to.” He dropped her down on a large bed covered by a beautiful handmade quilt.

      “Why do you say that?” Ivy glanced around as she asked the question, her gaze landing on the long pieces of rope secured to the center of the headboard and trailing over the pillows.

      “Because I’ve kidnapped you.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, right. Funny joke.”

      When she glanced at him again, she noticed he wasn’t smiling.

      “I didn’t laugh when I said it.”

      Ivy narrowed her eyes. “You can’t kidnap me.”

      He lifted her a little easier than she cared to acknowledge, moving her to the center of the bed before climbing over top of her. He had her wrists in his hands before she even realized his intent.

      She fought back as he tied the first hand, and then the other together, above her head, leaving her in a pose of complete surrender. Ivy tried to tug herself loose.

      “I’m a cowboy, remember?” he teased, when the knots held tight.

      She remembered. This wasn’t their first foray into bondage, and while she was annoyed at how easily he’d managed to subdue her, there was a part of her that hoped to God this wasn’t the last time James Compton tied her to a bed.

      Horniness was a huge deterrent when it came to intelligence.

      “So I’m your captive?” Her voice came out too sultry to convince him she was anywhere other than exactly where she wanted to be.

      “Yep. You’re gonna stay tied to this bed until you agree to be my girlfriend. No,” he said, frowning. “Fuck that. I’m not letting you go until you agree to marry me.”

      She laughed, but once again, the seriousness in his eyes told her this was no joke. Ivy studied his face more closely, looked deeper into those chocolate-brown eyes, and recognized his solemnity for what it was.

      Fear.

      He was afraid she was going to reject him.

      “Jamie. Smokejumping—”

      “Was a big part of my past. I don’t regret my time on the West Yellowstone squad, and I’m happy for the experience. But that’s done now.”

      She started to shake her head, but he cupped her face in his large, calloused palms, forcing her to hold his gaze.

      “All this time, I’ve been looking for my place in the world. I’ve found it, Ivy. It’s with you. Wherever that is. We can stay here in Casper or go home to Compton Pass. Hell, I’ll move to the damn East Coast if you decide that’s what you want. I’m completely in love with you, and the idea of living anywhere you don’t isn’t something I can do.”

      She couldn’t have stemmed the tears if she tried. She didn’t even want to.

      “I love you so much,” she said, tired of holding back the truth and pretending it would fade in time.

      “You believe me when I say I have no regrets?”

      She lifted one shoulder. While she wanted to believe it, she wasn’t quite there yet. “I’m just afraid th—”

      “I’m scared too, Doc. But it’s a good fear. We’re heading into uncharted waters. I’ve never really been in love. Expended a lot of time and effort on lust, but love? Believe me, what I’m feeling right now is a hell of a lot scarier than jumping out of a plane into flames. But I’m still going to do it. Because I can’t not do it. Come with me?”

      She smiled. “Leap into the fire? Is there a parachute at least?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Just my hand and a promise that I’ll make sure the fall feels very, very good.”

      “It’s not the fall I’m worried about. It’s the crash.”

      He ran his fingers through her hair, grabbing a handful of it before tightening his grip. She sucked in an excited breath of air.

      “We’re going to crash into each other. And, darlin’, I’m going to make sure it hurts real good.”

      “Kiss me, Cowboy.”

      James didn’t resist. The time for talking had passed. At this point, she was giving in and going where her heart led her, trusting that James was telling her the truth. That he was happy with his decision.

      He kissed her long and deep, taking her mouth the way she hoped he’d take her body.

      While she missed the use of her hands, she couldn’t deny the impact of being helpless to the strong, sexy man who was doing incredible things to her libido.

      James slowly unbuttoned her blouse, sucking one of her nipples into his mouth, not bothering to remove her bra. The wet silk between her skin and his mouth added yet another dimension to her arousal.

      Everything he did pushed a button. The right button.

      Glancing at her bra, and then at the rope binding her hands, he grinned. “I was in such a hurry to get you tied up, I might have forgotten to think through a couple of things.”

      She shot him a sultry look. “You can take a chance and untie me if you want. But I don’t promise to make it easy on you.”

      “Is that right? As tempted as I am…” James tugged her bra down until it was bunched up beneath her breasts. He clearly liked the effect, and took advantage of the way it pushed her breasts up. The bra was tight, and it added another layer of feeling bound, captured.

      “Oh yeah,” he murmured, sucking one of her turgid nipples into his mouth. “Total nudity might be overrated. Because, darlin’, you look sexy as hell right now.”

      He moved from breast to breast, treating her to every kind of delicious torment he could cook up. The temperature in the cabin grew hotter as Ivy struggled to take a deep breath.

      She was too excited, too ready for the next part. If she weren’t tied up, she would have pushed the sexy cowboy to his back ages ago and hopped on board for a ride.

      As it was…all she could do was take every sensuous suck, kiss and nip.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      James lifted her head and studied her face. His usual affable grin was gone. Replaced with something almost feral.

      Fuck. Her arousal was off the charts.

      “Please, Jamie,” she said again.

      He shook his head just once, then bent to continue playing with her breasts some more. She arched her back, twisted, wiggled like a kid in church, but he wouldn’t be dislodged or dissuaded.

      “Not rushing this, Ivy,” he said after a few minutes. “So behave.”

      His last two words were laced with just enough warning that they triggered another desire. Something she’d never wanted prior to meeting him, but she remembered that night in the motel. Recalled his hand on her ass.

      She wanted to be punished, spanked. Badly.

      She upped her game, twisting and turning even more. Every time he took one of her nipples into his mouth, she jerked to the side quickly, making him lose his grip. The third time it happened, he rose to his knees, looming large and threatening and beautiful.

      “I warned you.”

      Ivy grinned. “I told you I wouldn’t be a good captive.”

      He moved to one side and, with strong hands, managed to flip her to her stomach. While he might not have considered disrobing her with the rope in the way, he’d obviously thought through the positions he wanted to be able to achieve with her bound. He’d left just enough slack in the rope that he could take her from the front or behind.

      James pushed her shirt up and over her head, so that it was out of his way.

      She shivered when he ran one finger along her spine. All the way down and then halfway up again. He snapped the clasp on her bra, baring her back. She hadn’t realized how tight the constriction was until she was free from it. She drew in a deep breath.

      James straddled her thighs once more, placing his elbows on the bed next to her head. His lips touched the shell of her ear, his breath hot.

      “Bad girls get spanked.”

      She closed her eyes and groaned, the sound giving her away.

      “But you knew that, right? You like it. Like my hand coming down on your naughty ass.”

      Ivy didn’t dare respond. James was definitely in a playful mood, determined to draw out the foreplay until she couldn’t take it anymore. She wanted the spanking, but she was afraid to let him see that. Afraid he’d tease her some more before giving in.

      “Lift your ass, pretty girl.”

      He shifted off her, but made no attempt to put her in the position he wanted. He waited for her to follow his command. Not that he had long to wait. She heard him chuckle when she quickly raised her ass. It took all the strength she had not to wiggle the damn thing at him in invitation.

      He reached around her and unbuttoned her jeans, sliding down the zipper. She lurched toward his hands a couple of times, hoping to find some sort of glancing stimulation, but James knew her plan and made sure to touch only her clothes.

      He tugged her jeans and panties off with skill, adding her shoes to the pile on the floor. Then he returned to his previous place next to her, his hand gently caressing the globes of her ass. Over and over, he simply stroked the skin, softly, like he would pet a kitten.

      It was maddening. Infuriating.

      “Do it!” she demanded after too many minutes of anticipation.

      James continued his gentle touches, acting as if he hadn’t heard her at all.

      She parted her lips again to blast him, but the sound was cut short when he lifted his hand and smacked her. It was harder than she’d expected, but holy mother of God, it was exactly what she needed.

      She cried out—at the sting, and at the way her empty pussy clenched.

      “Yes,” she hissed, when he placed five more firm smacks on her ass. A couple hit dead center on the fleshiest part, two more landed on her upper thighs. The fifth landed right along her slit and ended with his fingers curving inward, the tips flicking her clit in a way that had her seeing stars.

      Ivy jerked roughly at the shock of it. He’d managed to hit—literally—so many hot spots at once. She bit the pillow, but he gripped her hair, pulling her head up.

      “Don’t hold back anything, Ivy. I want to hear you scream.”

      He repeated the same soul-stealing smack, his fingers finding her clit again. This time, they lingered, played.

      Ivy’s body seemed to move of its own volition, her hips rising and falling. Her inner muscles tightening, seeking something. Anything.

      “I need,” she gasped. “Need…”

      “Shhh.”

      If James was trying to soothe her, he was falling really fucking short. His fingers pressed harder, moved quicker over her clit. Twice, he pinched the sensitive bud, but he still didn’t give her what she really needed.

      “Fingers,” she said. “Jesus… Dick. Something. Inside me.”

      Ivy was a fool to waste her breath. James had his own agenda and there obviously wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. She fought harder against the rope binding her until he placed his hand over her wrists.

      “Stop, Ivy. You’ll hurt yourself.”

      “I don’t care!” God, she could hear the whine in her tone, but she didn’t care about that, either. “I already hurt. Please.”

      He kissed her cheek. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are right now? Your hair all tangled around your pretty face, your sweet little ass glowing pink from my hand. I’ve never seen anything hotter.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      James chuckled again, and she scowled.

      “You’re always in a hurry, always trying to rush to the next part. I’m not doing that tonight. Tonight, I’m going to worship every single inch of you. Make sure you know, all the way to your bones, that I love you.”

      She already felt that way. “I know that.”

      “Oh yeah? You know it enough that it will wipe out the damn worry I’ve given up something I can’t live without?”

      She didn’t reply. That fear was holding tight. “I just…”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought. There’s only one thing I can’t live without, Ivy, and she’s tied to this bed. Until you understand that, until that damn anxiety of yours is gone, I’m going to keep doing whatever I can to convince you.”

      His fingers returned to her clit—only her clit—and he played with her once more.

      Ivy moaned, turning her face to the pillow as she moved in time with his too-soft strokes.

      “I can’t…” she cried when the minutes continued to tick by. “Please!”

      Finally, James gave in, pressed two fingers inside her, slowly but oh so deep—and she gave him what he wanted too.

      She screamed as she came, her body convulsing roughly as the orgasm shook her. James didn’t still, didn’t stop thrusting. His motions were steady, lethal. He curved his fingers and found her G-spot, firing off a second orgasm.

      “Sorry,” he murmured. “I was just looking for my golf ball.”

      She laughed even as her body trembled from the intense pleasure.

      Ivy collapsed facedown on the bed, replete, exhausted, only one thought penetrating her sex-fogged satiation.

      He hadn’t even made love to her yet.
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      James grinned as he watched Ivy. Her eyes were closed, but her breathing was still heavy and labored. She looked as if she’d just run a damn marathon. Meanwhile, he was fully dressed, a state his throbbing dick was not happy about.

      Standing, he drew his T-shirt over his head, then went to work tugging off his jeans. The relief he felt being free from the denim was almost enough to have him coming right then and there.

      Reaching above her head, James untied the knots. Ivy stirred and gave a little mewl that told him she knew she was free, but she didn’t open her eyes or lower her hands.

      Once he was naked, he gently pulled off the last few pieces of her clothing, sliding the blouse and bra along her arms. Ivy remained motionless through it all.

      He lay down next to her and finally, his dead-to-the-world girl stirred, rolling toward him. She placed her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest.

      “I love you.”

      She spoke the words softly. James smiled. Nothing had ever sounded sweeter.

      “I love you too, darlin’.”

      He placed a kiss on her forehead.

      “I know you haven’t come yet,” she said, not lifting her head, “but I think you might have killed me.”

      James chuckled. “I keep telling you. There’s no rush. Take a minute. Catch your breath. We have all night.”

      “We have forever.”

      Tired or not, James needed to see her eyes when she said that. He twisted until they were laying face-to-face. “Open those pretty blue eyes and say that again.”

      Her lids were heavy, but when her gaze found his, he saw what he’d been waiting for. Conviction. Confidence.

      “We have forever, Jamie.”

      “You’re right. We do.”

      He pressed her to her back, and if Ivy was still worn out, she didn’t let on. Her hands wrapped around his neck, tugging him down for a kiss as her legs parted, welcoming him between.

      He slid into her as they kissed, both of them sighing when he reached the hilt.

      James didn’t move for a minute or so. Instead, he soaked up the wet heat, let her singe him with her fire.

      Then he lifted his hips, pounding deep and hard, taking her with everything he had.

      Ivy’s back arched as her pussy constricted so tight on his dick, it almost hurt. This was going to end too fast. He’d stretched out the foreplay too far.

      “Darlin’, I can’t hold—”

      “Shhh,” she whispered. “I’m there too.”

      He thrust three more times and gave in to his climax. A lifetime with this woman wouldn’t be enough.

      But he didn’t have to worry. Ivy was right there with him, scoring his shoulders with her nails as her orgasm slammed through her.

      When the climax passed, he dropped down to her side, and his fierce lady curled back into his arms. She was asleep in an instant, and James figured he wouldn’t be too far behind her.

      He glanced at the rope and grinned. Jake would have loved this story, would have gotten a kick out of calling him a chip off the old block.

      James looked toward the ceiling, toward the heavens above, and mouthed the word, “Thanks,” to his beloved old friend.

      Then he closed his eyes and drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep. After all, dreams weren’t necessary when you were living the perfect one.

      [image: ]
* * *

      James sat up slowly, wincing slightly. He was accustomed to hard work, both on the ranch and while beating down flames, but last night he’d used muscles he didn’t even know he had.

      He was about to limp to the bathroom, intent on drawing a hot bath for the two of them, when he heard Ivy gasp.

      Looking over his shoulder, he realized what had caught her eye.

      “Like it?”

      She hadn’t seen his back last night, but given her wide-eyed expression, it was obvious she’d discovered his new tattoo.

      He turned away from her when she sat up, kneeling directly behind him on the bed.

      “Wow,” she whispered.

      Vaughn had warned him before he’d put down the first drop of ink, suggesting James shouldn’t etch something on his back that was enveloped more in hope than reality. To prove his point, he’d tugged aside the collar of this own torn black T-shirt and jabbed a finger at Bryant’s name, which sat high on the left side of his chest, over his heart.

      James hadn’t listened to the man’s wisdom, insisting that Vaughn give him the design he’d requested while mentally swearing he was going to have one hell of a talk with his cousin when he completed this mission. Austin would probably help out with that now that he and Hayden had seemed to work their shit out too. James had planned to show off his ink to Austin the night he got it, but he’d walked into their place—and right back out again—as his cousin and Hayden were celebrating her permanent homecoming to Compass Ranch. It was a fairly large tat that mimicked the one his dad and uncles sported. He’d had Vaughn recreate the compass, but James had put his own spin on the concept.

      Within the center circle of the compass were his parents’ initials, as well as Jake’s. He’d wanted to include the beloved ranch hand who’d been such an important part of his life. James had gotten the idea from one Austin already had. Then he’d recalled his cousin mentioning wanting to get a tat that paid tribute to Jake.

      James had asked Vaughn to fill in two of the four quadrants created by the compass. In the quarter between west and north, Vaughn had inked in a horse, using James’s beloved quarter, Spitfire, as the model. Between north and east, he added a bright flash of flames in reds and oranges to represent his years spent jumping the fires. The bottom two quarters were still empty, though James knew what he hoped to include there someday—the family and life he and Ivy would build together.

      “It’s incredible,” Ivy said. Though his back was turned, he imagined her eyes taking in each detail. He’d gotten it his first week back in Compton Pass, so some of the healing had already happened, the initial soreness gone.

      “Oh! Jamie!”

      She’d noticed.

      James had been waiting for the moment when she’d finally spot it.

      “Ivy,” she breathed.

      The entire Compass was encapsulated in a circle of ivy. Her.

      “James…”

      Words were clearly failing her, but it didn’t matter. James still had plenty. A lifetime’s worth of things to say to her, to tell her.

      “I’ve been a man with a foot in two worlds. I thought those two halves made a whole man. They didn’t. I was just biding my time, waiting for…something. And I never knew what that was. Until you. My parents and Jake gave me a strong foundation, but I never managed to build a damn thing. I want to build something with you, darlin’. Want to make a future, a life.”

      He turned toward her, pushing her to her back on the bed.

      He was surprised when she placed a hard hand to his chest and said, “No.”

      James frowned…until she shifted their positions, slowly rolling until he was beneath her.

      “My turn,” she said with the sexiest grin James had ever had flashed at him.

      She straddled his hips, her hands reaching for him.

      He was ready. Jesus. He figured at this rate, he’d have to spend the next fifty years or so trying to learn how to live with a goddamn hard-on. No matter how many times they came together, he only wanted her more the next time.

      Ivy rose up on her knees, just enough to tuck the head of his dick inside her before she slowly slid down his hard length.

      They both groaned.

      “I think I could live here forever, with you inside me, and never want to leave, Cowboy.”

      He grinned. “Ditto, Doc.”

      James placed his hands on her hips, but he didn’t seek to take control. Ivy had a game plan and it was obvious she wouldn’t be deterred.

      She started slow, rising and falling in a manner that had him praying for patience as well as strength. If he had his way, he’d flip her over and fuck them both with reckless abandon.

      One of these days, he’d find a way to make love to her without wanting rough, hard, fast…fuck…kinky.

      Ivy bent lower, sucking his nipple into her mouth briefly before she used her teeth on him, biting his pec hard.

      She got it. Got him.

      Felt the same need to claim and possess.

      He reached for her hair, but she was quicker. She pressed back up to a kneeling position and waggled her finger at him. “Careful, or I may use that rope on you.”

      James tightened his grip on her waist, her words prompting the response. He’d never played the submissive and didn’t intend to. Wasn’t something he needed. Problem was, he was afraid his desire to please Ivy was stronger. Which meant there was a chance he’d succumb if he thought it would make her happy.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he growled. Mercifully, Ivy recognized and responded to his tone.

      Rather than reach for the dangling rope still anchored to the headboard, she ran her fingernails along his chest, scratching him, but damn if it didn’t have his cock thickening even more.

      “Fuck me, Ivy. Ride me hard, darlin’.” James could hear the slight tinge of pleading in his tone, but he didn’t give a shit.

      Ivy bent down quickly, kissing him hard before she began to rock on his dick, lifting up and pounding back down with a speed and force he was certain must be hurting her.

      James loved it hard, and until that moment, he thought he’d been giving her what she wanted. Now, he could see just how much he’d been holding back. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      He added his own strength to the thrusting, using his hands on her hips to pull her down roughly as he lifted his hips, driving his cock even deeper.

      Ivy’s head fell forward, then back as her cries drove him insane.

      “Fuck,” he said loudly, when he couldn’t take it anymore.

      He needed more. And he could tell she did too.

      James shoved her off him on one of her upthrusts.

      Ivy cursed even as she tried to reclaim her spot on top.

      “No.” It was all he said. All he needed to say. She stilled, waiting as he shifted their positions. He placed her facedown on the mattress at the same time he lifted her ass into the air. Within seconds, he had his dick buried deep inside her pussy again, and he pounded in and out like a man with only minutes left to live.

      Ivy tried to raise her head, but he held it down. She trembled, her entire body quaking at his rough use. While her body cried submission, her brain—her words—told him she wasn’t finished making a few demands of her own.

      “Goddammit,” she screamed through gritted teeth. “Pull my hair.”

      He complied, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Harder!” she yelled, as if he were merely appeasing her. Something he wasn’t doing.

      He tightened his grip and gave her exactly what she asked for.

      Her orgasm exploded like a bullet from a gun. She jerked roughly, but didn’t stop driving herself back, impaling herself deeper on his erection.

      She might be small and slight, but his woman was a fucking warrior. And she wanted it all.

      James maintained his grip in her hair as he lifted his other hand to slap her thigh.

      Her back arched after the third slap and—sweet Jesus—she started coming again.

      “More, more, more,” she chanted, breathlessly.

      He thrusted, pounded and spanked as the second climax morphed into the third.

      James recalled his aching muscles. Shit. He’d be lucky to be able to walk after this, but damn if it wouldn’t be worth it.

      His balls clenched and, somewhere in the midst of her third—or maybe fourth—orgasm, he came with the power and speed of a runaway train.

      Spurt after spurt of come filled her, and he hoped to convince her to give up the birth control. He wanted to be a dad. Wanted to be the father of her babies.

      Ivy collapsed as the last vestiges of her orgasm waned. She simply fell forward, eyes closed, completely shattered, exhausted.

      James felt the same as he pushed off her, mimicking her exact position.

      He had no idea how long they lay there, sleeping like the dead.

      Ivy was the first to rouse, and she woke him, her fingers gently tracing the outline of his new tattoo.

      His eyelids opened slowly, but it was still several minutes before she realized he was awake and watching her.

      “The tattoo isn’t finished,” she said.

      He grinned, pleased that she’d noticed. “Saved those last two spots for us. For what we’ll create together. God willing, it’ll be our babies and a long life. I want to change dirty diapers with you. Want to go on family vacations to the beach to see your mom, and to rodeos, and to ride horses with our kids and build a home on Compass Ranch.”

      “I want to spend Christmas with your family. Do you think my dad could come?”

      “Of course he could.” James didn’t bother to hide his smile. The idea of spending holidays with her, the fact that she already seemed to love his family as much as he did, only solidified the fact that what they were talking about, what they were building, was right.

      “So you’re really happy?” she asked.

      The tiny bit of self-doubt had snuck back in. He didn’t blame her for that. This thing between them was way too new for everything they were talking about. But he didn’t care. If it took a year or five, he’d make sure she knew, that he told her every single day how much he loved her.

      “Happier than I ever knew I could be. I swear it. I want to show you something.”

      He took her hand and the two of them walked back to the living room. James loved that any shyness she might have about her body vanished with him. They were both unabashedly naked. It felt natural. And right.

      James reached into the bag of clothes he’d packed for his stay. He hadn’t been sure how long it would take him to convince Ivy that his feelings were sincere, so he’d come prepared.

      At the last minute, he’d thrown in the postcard from Jake. “I came back from the jump in Idaho to find this.”

      Ivy’s eyes softened as she read the words, and she sniffled. “Haiwee was Viho’s mother?”

      He nodded. She’d met Viho, and heard the story of how Jake and his true love had been separated by her insistence that she would never change him, never ask him to give up what he truly loved—ranching.

      “There are a million jobs,” he whispered as he leaned down, placing a soft kiss on her cheek.

      Ivy turned her face toward him, stealing her own quick kiss.

      “But there’s only one Ivy,” he said, gripping her waist and pulling her closer, letting her feel his erection. His desire and his love were tightly entwined, and he couldn’t imagine a day where he wouldn’t feel both for her—passionately. Unending.

      He kissed her again, deeper this time as her hands wrapped around his neck, her breasts pressed to his chest.

      “And she’s mine.”
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      If you haven’t already read the rest of the Compass saga, be sure to go back and read all the original Compass Brothers (Silas, Seth, Sam, and Sawyer) and their daughters, the Compass Girls (Sienna, Hope, Jade, and Sterling).
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