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Dedication

To Kotka, who persevered against all odds. I’m glad we had a bit more time with you.


Chapter One

Fort America National Park, June 2018

Perched on a rocky promontory, Kace Jaager surveyed the deeply carved river valley below. He removed his broad-brimmed hat and wiped the sweat off his brow before drinking deeply from his water canteen, ice still clanking inside the steel canister despite the heat.

The hike to the top of the eponymous feature at Fort America National Park was only five miles—if one clambered straight up. The incline was steep and the footholds treacherous, but the only other route was treading along narrow switchbacks where shale and dust crumbled under every step.

Either way, the journey took endurance, strength, and determination. Casual tourists never bothered. Which meant the trail and the plateau at the top were usually deserted.

The peace of isolation gave Kace a moment to breathe and reflect on his place in the universe. Well, okay, maybe not in a mystical sense. More like, the majestic vista of cliffs striated red and gold, the green-blue river winding through the canyon below, and the white cloud-dotted pale blue sky framing the panorama gave one perspective when the minutiae of day-to-day existence got annoying.

Shuffling papers and managing staff were the price to pay for being the National Park Service superintendent in charge of all of this.

He closed his eyes and inhaled the pure air, enjoying the stillness.

Until an all too familiar buzz resonated in the distance.

His lids flew open as alarm took hold, a rhythmic whop-whop-whop piercing the silence.

Panic battled with stupefaction leaving him momentarily rooted before blowback from a helicopter rising from the canyon slammed him to the ground. He shielded his face with his hat as the helicopter landed only thirty-five feet away.

What. The. Fuck.

A burly suit, like some Secret Service agent, jumped out of the chopper, his head bowed as he helped another passenger down.

A leggy blonde in a clingy white dress and stupidly high heels.

Kace scrambled to a crouching position and brushed dust and rocks off his uniform.

The blonde waved at the pilot. The helicopter lifted off.

With a casual elegance the blonde smoothed down the front of her dress then took a couple of steps toward the cliff’s edge. The suit followed her, fawning like a sycophant. She quickly scanned the view, pointing and speaking while the suit nodded with far too much bobbing.

Kace stood and settled his hat back on his head.

She noticed. And walked toward him.

Like leggy blondes generally are, she was model gorgeous. Maybe early thirties.

She stopped before him and gave him the once over. “And you are?”

Make that late thirties. Possibly even forty. And somehow familiar.

“I should be asking you that very question, ma’am.” Kace put a little more emphasis on the last word. “You’re in my territory.”

“Your territory?” Her blue eyes flashed. “This is America, right? This National Park belongs to all of us, right?”

“Yeah. But I’m the guy who runs the place.”

“Oh.” Her pert nose crinkled just a little. “Hence the drab uniform. Do you always dress like that?”

“Every National Park Service employee is proud to wear the green and gray. It’s an honor to serve our country, ma’am.” Emphasis with snark this time.

“How quaint. An army defending our parks.”

“Protecting America’s natural beauty—” it was not lost on him that this patronizing interloper was heavily made up “—and keeping visitors safe. May I see your helicopter permit?”

A faint blush dusted her cheeks before her cherry-red stained lips pursed. “I don’t have one. I don’t need one. I’m here on official government business.”

“Oh? And may I ask what precisely that official government business might be?”

Her lips curled upward with a sinister quality. “I’m here scouting the location on behalf of Danergy Mining and Hydraulics. For our future fracturing project.”

*****

A little flicker of fear stabbed Madison Danes’ heart as Mr. Handsome Park Ranger’s chiseled features twisted. His color heightened briefly to an ominous shade of crimson contrasting sharply with the shock of gray hair peeking out from under his hat.

“You are here to do what?” His deep voice measured every word as his bulk loomed over her.

She squared her shoulders. “I am the CEO of Danergy. I’m here scouting for our new endeavor in partnership with the federal government of the United States.”

“The project has not been approved.”

His certainty was disquieting. And, much to her chagrin, alluring. Plus, he was technically correct.

She raised a brow, hoping it conveyed a cool confidence she was not so sure she actually felt. “We have every assurance that the project will be approved.”

“Jesus H. Christ.” He gripped the brim of his hat, biceps and forearm muscles flexing beneath short sleeves. “You come here, without the proper permits, to flaunt a project that is still a pipe dream in some politician’s mind?” He shoved his hat more tightly on his head. “Wait, sorry, I meant some political donor’s mind.”

Her heart banged against her rib cage, pumping blood to fog her brain. “That political donor happens to be my father.”

Mr. Handsome Park Ranger stared, his gray-green eyes growing dark. “I thought I knew you from somewhere.”

“You watch the news?”

An arrogant smirk. “Of course.”

“Then that’s where you know me.”

“Because you’re the socialite daughter of Duke Danes?”

She hated that word. Socialite. Hobnobbing with people was her job, not a decadent pastime. “I am the daughter of Duke Danes, yes.” She met the fierceness in his gaze, almost unable to hold it. “Let’s start over, shall we? I am Madison Danes, CEO of Danergy, and the daughter of the energy entrepreneur Duke Danes.” She stuck out her hand.

He glanced at her outstretched arm, then speared his focus at her eyes, the icy intensity sending a chill to sear her scalp.

“And you are?” she prompted. She looked at his name tag. “Ah. Mr. Kace Jaager. And apparently the superintendent of Fort America National Park.” She offered a smile.

Silence hung oppressively between them before he grabbed her hand and shook with an almost painful strength.

“I am indeed Kace Jaager—” he emphasized the pronunciation as Jay-ger not Jagger as she’d said it “—superintendent of Fort America National Park.” He released her. “And I will be in my office when you are prepared to share the project plans—” he surveyed her figure then flung a glance at Max, her personal assistant who, thankfully, during times like these, doubled as her bodyguard “—and not just play games by flaunting your wealth and privilege.”

He turned and headed down the hill, maneuvering along what seemed to be spectacularly treacherous paths.

Her breath hitched at how amazingly his ass filled out his khakis.


Chapter Two

Kace had never hiked down Fort America’s hill with such speed in his life.

Allowing fracking at America’s National Parks had become a growing threat since a new administration had taken over the executive branch. However, the senators and representatives from his state and those surrounding had assured Kace such a move wouldn’t happen for years, if it happened at all.

But every day offered a new political surprise. It was getting difficult to keep up. And now it looked like the mining threats were real.

Protecting America’s heritage and celebrated natural beauty was no longer just his job. It was his mission.

The Fort America visitor center was buzzing with a dozen tourists browsing maps and displays, an impressive number for the summer at a relatively unknown park.

Kace hurried past the visitors to escape behind a hollow door to his private office.

Except privacy was not a concept among all his staff. About five minutes in, inexorably park ranger Paris Anderson would bounder inside to ask what was bothering him, then try to fix it.

“What’s up, Kace?”

It took less than a minute before Paris was leaning her wiry frame against his door jamb, arms crossed, lips thinned.

“Close the door.” He tossed his hat on the coat rack.

She raised an eyebrow and did as directed.

Kace shook his head. “You won’t believe it.”

“Try me.”

“Remember the fracking operation across the river they’ve been threatening to put in since the damn election?”

Paris’s eyes narrowed. “Yeeaah…”

“Looks like it’s a go.”

“No fucking way.” Paris slicked her hand through her dark, cropped hair.

“I just met Madison Danes at the fort. Her father owns Danergy. She’s the CEO. She flew in via helicopter.”

“Wow. Ballsy.”

“She was there to survey the area.”

Paris whistled.

Kace slumped over his desk.

“Wait a minute.” Grunts and the click of finger nails indicated Paris was searching her phone for something. “Holy shit, Kace. She’s hot.”

Yes, yes, she was. “Who?” he feigned.

“You know damn well who, you ass. Madison Danes.”

Kace glanced up. “She was wearing a tight dress and heels, for chrissakes. On top of Fort fucking America. High fucking heels.”

Paris laughed.

“And I should reprimand you for using such vulgar language on the job, Ms. Anderson.”

She laughed harder, then plopped down in the guest chair on the other side of the desk. Her forehead crinkled as she sobered. “So it’s happening then.”

“Not if I can stop it.”

“I’ll build buzz.” She furiously tapped on her smart phone. “Get environmental organizations to take this seriously.”

“No, Paris. Stop,” he said emphatically.

She stared at him, her hazel eyes still glazed from staring at the screen. “Sir?”

He chuckled. You could take the soldier out of the army, but you couldn’t take the army out of the soldier.

And you could never drag a smart phone out of the hands of a social media maven.

“We don’t have any third party evidence yet. The only people who know Madison Danes was here scouting are me and Madison Danes. And some Secret Service boy-toy she dragged along.”

The sounds of a strident female voice in the visitor center filtered through the door.

One corner of Paris’s mouth ticked upward. “You sure about that?”

“Fuck.” He let out a heavy sigh.

“Kace, I’ll slip out the back. I’ll check out the scene in the center and parking lot. If there are enough people to throw suspicion off me, I’ll post.”

“Yeah, okay. Go.” He trusted her. Paris knew what she was doing. She knew these were dangerous times. Not anywhere near as dangerous as her tour in Iraq. But increasingly worrisome.

A knock on his office door resounded the instant Paris left.

“Yes?”

“Kace?” Dennis Garcia, one of the park volunteers, hissed in a low whisper. “Can I come in?”

Kace stood, opened the door, and practically dragged Dennis inside. “What’s up?”

“There’s a woman in the center. Nothing like our usual visitor fare.” He scratched his head under his hat. “She’s all dressed up for a shopping spree on Rodeo Drive, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah. And I know who she is.”

“She’s asking for you, or, rather, she’s demanding to see you.”

Kace rolled his eyes. “Can you hold her off for a few? I gotta clear my desk. She’s not to be trusted.”

“I got that sense about her, you know? But don’t worry, you have a few minutes. Becky’s got her attention for the time being, gushing over her earrings and bracelet and stuff. And you know how Becky is, she’ll start telling stories and asking questions.”

Dennis and his wife Becky were spending their retirement traveling the country working for the Volunteers-In-Parks program. They were as protective of their National Parks as any full-time employee. Perhaps more so. Volunteering at National Parks was their passion.

“Give me five minutes, Dennis.”

The second the door was closed, Kace gathered up all paperwork on his desk then slipped it inside the bottom drawer of his standard-issue metal four-drawer filing cabinet.

He arranged the items on his desk, surveying each with regards to its utility in revealing him as a patriot, or its potential as a political liability.

And possibly an object’s usefulness as an attraction—

Jeez, did he really just think that?

Yeah, he did.

He studied the framed photo in his hand, a gift from a reporter friend. A casual action shot of him in Iraq dressed in camouflage—shirt unbuttoned, sleeves rolled up—examining an artifact, his hair—back when it was brown—windswept, desert sandstone hills and army jeeps in the background. He looked a bit like a romantic archaeological adventurer in an action flick.

The kind of guy chicks would swoon over.

He placed the photo prominently on his desk. All was fair in love and war, and this was going to be an all-out war. If he had to use a sexual stratagem, so be it. At the very least, an image of him in his army days might soften the heart of a conservative businesswoman.

A quick rap on the door precipitated Becky’s entering. “Kace—”

Ms. Danes pushed passed, her exotic perfume flaring his nostrils. He swept his reading glasses into the top drawer of his desk.

“I’m here on official business. Mr. Jaager is expecting me.”

Kace waved at Becky. “It’s all right.” He nodded when Becky motioned as to whether to close the door.

Ms. Danes plopped her purse on an empty sliver of desk and rummaged in its depths. She produced a thumb drive. “Everything’s here. Just plug and play.”

He grabbed it, his fingers sliding along her slick lacquered nails, a frisson of interest nagging his crotch. He shoved the drive into his USB port and right-clicked, then clicked on “scan for viruses”.

“What the hell are you doing?” Her indignant tone was matched by the deep crease between her eyes.

“Virus scan.”

“Why?”

“Standard procedure for all government computers.”

“But I’m working with the…” expletive suppressed by a beat “…government.” The indignation was now a tad higher in pitch.

“You are working with a few politicians who have an agenda for political gain. Unfortunately, this drive is not government issue. It’s from a private company. I have protocol to follow.”

She sat with a huff.

“And I’d really hate to have all those cat memes I downloaded from the Internet wiped out by a virus.”

She stared at him.

“That was a joke, Ms. Danes.”

“Not much of one. Is that scan finished yet?”

Why was she so damned impatient? “You have somewhere to go?” Rodeo Drive, perhaps?

“I’m just used to a quicker pace in business transactions.”

“You’re working with the government now. Get used to it.”

She shook her head with a grunt. Her gaze wandered over his desk. His very well-curated desk.

She picked up the photo and perused it. She looked up at him then back at the photo.

The thankfully slow anti-virus program was at sixty percent.

“Is that you?” She pointed to the photo.

“Yep.”

“You look like Indiana Jones.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Are you an archaeologist or something?”

“The ‘or something’ bit. I was an archaeological field commander in Iraq during Operation Desert Storm.”

The shocked silence was palpable.

“What’s that you’re holding?”

“A cuneiform tablet.”

More silence. Afraid to admit ignorance?

He answered the unasked question. “A clay tablet inscribed with an ancient system of writing.”

“You’re holding it like it’s a precious object.”

“Well, they generally date from the third millennium BCE.”

Doubt flickered across her face.

“I think the one I’m holding dates from about 2500 BCE.”

“BCE?”

“Before the Common Era. Formerly known as Before Christ.”

She put the photo down.

“You’d probably find cuneiform texts interesting,” he continued as the virus scan leaped to ninety-seven percent. “They’re all about business transactions and accounting.”

“From twenty-five hundred years ago.” Disdain weighed heavily on her words.

“It’s your history.”

“My history?”

“Such tablets are how the wealthy kept business records.”

She grunted then stared at the computer. “No threats found. You can open it now.”

Kace returned his attention to the thumb drive. He opened a new window to display the files.

“That folder.” She reached over his desk to point, her salmony pink nail almost scratching the screen.

He instinctively swatted her hand away. “Just tell me the name and I’ll open it.”

“You don’t have to be so rude.”

He stared at her. “And you don’t have to be so demanding.”

She slumped back in her chair and crossed her arms just under her breasts, plumping them.

He returned his attention to the far less arousing computer files.

“I’ve opened the folder.” Ominously called Fracturing America and containing several files.

“Open the pdf called Fort America Project.”

Kace’s gut churned as he double-clicked the document. His head spun as he read the full title: A Preliminary Proposal for Managing Untapped Resources in the Fort America Basin.

“Untapped resources?” Yes, he did just exclaim that out loud.

He shot her a withering look before he resumed his examination of the document, the text too blurry for comfortable reading. Kace wrenched open his desk drawer and grabbed his reading glasses, vanity be damned.

And there it was, laid out in black and white, in maps and diagrams, footnoted and indexed, the plan to violate the pristine landscape right across the river.

There was even an elevation depicting the vast scale of the endeavor. Where were they going to get the water for the hydraulic mining operation? Why by trucking it over from the rushing Refugian River along a road cutting through previously undeveloped land, using docks marring unsullied river banks.

He slid his fingers through his hair and gripped, the pulling sensation tethering him to reality, reminding him it was definitely not a dream.

Because it was, rather, a nightmare.

*****

Watching Mr. Vigorous Park Ranger’s handsome features fade to a ghastly pallor should have spiked a sense of victory in Madison’s heart.

Instead, she had to snuff out the welling disquietude before it affected her resolve.

She had one chance to prove to her father that she was every bit as badass as all the men he hired straight out of business school. And she had more to prove. She had to prove to all those men she was not accorded special privileges just because she was the daughter of Duke Danes.

Plus she was a woman. And over forty. There was so much riding on this. Too much.

Madison cleared her throat. “Do you have any questions, Mr. Jaager?”

He turned his full attention to her, shooting daggers in her direction over his reading glasses. “Questions, Ms. Danes? There are no questions, because this scheme will not be approved.”

She narrowed her gaze. “And why is that?” It better not be because she was a woman, or over forty, or her father’s daughter…

“Because this is a defilement of a national treasure.” He stood, tore off his glasses, and began to pace behind his desk.

“Defilement? That’s a strong word, Mr. Jaager.” She stood, undaunted. No man was going to lord his height and strength over her.

She held the upper hand here.

“I was being polite and holding my tongue on using the other, more apt, descriptor.” His words were pointed.

A chill riffled the hairs on the back of her neck. “Which is?”

His glare sliced into her. “Rape.”

The chill frosted her entire body. “That sort of language is not necessary, Mr. Jaager.”

He stopped and leaned across his desk. “And tearing apart America’s natural beauty so you can glean a few barrels of oil and a tidy profit is necessary?”

“Profit is not our motivator. And it is certainly not the government’s motivator.”

“Ha!” His exclamation was derisive. “Oh, please do tell, what is Danergy’s motivation in this venture?” He resumed his pacing, this time covering more ground.

“Our national security is at stake.”

He stood before her, arms tense at his sides, fists curled, his expansive chest rising and falling in an agitated rhythm, dark gray buttons straining in their holes. “Our national security?” he scoffed.

Anger sparked, overwhelming her sense of decorum. “Didn’t you say you fought in the Middle East?”

The green in his eyes flashed beneath silvering eyebrows. He took a step forward. “Yes, I served in Iraq.”

His closeness was disconcerting, but she held her ground. “Then you know better than most that we need to reduce our dependency on foreign oil for our national security. We cannot rely on so volatile a region to provide so necessary a commodity.”

He lurched as if he were going to strike her. Instead, his biceps flexed under his tight short sleeves. “You do not get to tell me why I served my country.”

Behind the intensity of emotion ticking his face something faraway lurked in his eyes. Sorrow? Regret?

“I’m not,” she said quietly. “I’m telling you why your country fought a war.”

A long exhalation seemed to calm him. “I apologize. I saw war up close and personal. I would not wish such a fate on anyone.” He went back to the chair behind his desk and sat. “The Gulf War was fought in part to protect a major source of jet fuel for the American military in Kuwait. I understand that completely. Not many Americans do.”

“I’ve heard that,” she said noncommittally.

“You work in—sorry, you run a company in the energy industry, I would be surprised if you did not know that.”

His
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