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I want to wake up in the mountains,

Where the rhododendron grow.

Where the sun comes a-creepin' into where I'm
sleepin'

And the songbirds say 'Hello.'

I want to wander through the wildwood,

Where the fragrant breezes blow.

And drift back to the mountains

Where the rhododendrons grow.

 


—The Rhododendron Song
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Chapter One

 


This so-called covert op had disaster
written all over it.

No way could Saipele Tuitama execute this
Morpheus Squad mission with any chance of success. One man couldn’t
do it.

Not even one man like Pele.

The entire team couldn’t secure this Smoky
Mountain location. Forget identification of exits and risk
mitigation—everything was an exit, with multiple entry
opportunities. Too many cabins, too many windows, too many
constantly shuffling campers.

His brain struggled to process the numerous
human patterns forming in front of him.

What about Pele’s ability as a Morpheus
operative to blend into the background? Ti’o. Shit. He
couldn’t be more conspicuous if he broke into a loud Siva Tau war
dance.

He scanned the room, attempting to catalog
every face and assess whether it was friend or enemy—his go-to
calming technique when the mission went sideways or when the
violent Morpheus Virus urges threatened to crush him like a tidal
wave.

Target One: Approximately age eight, runny
nose and potential contagion risk, screaming a song about a Little
Bunny Foo Foo walking through a forest and bopping other animals on
the head. Anticipate violence.

Friend. Or enemy?

Target Two: Approximately age seven, crying
about a pet left at home. Given Target One’s tendencies for
violence, it was probably safer for Target Two’s pet to stay at
home.

Friend. Or enemy? His head swam, needing the
comfort of processing threats.

He sucked cool, campfire-tinged air in and
out of his tight lungs, willing the disorientation to recede. His
brain craved patterns to function.

No. The virus craved patterns.

Unfortunately, before him existed utterly
disorganized Brownian motion in the form of school-aged children.
He patted his thigh to ensure the knife remained secured beneath
his newly purchased hiking pants. A small breeze cooled his skin,
thanks to the hole he had to cut in a cargo pocket for access to
the hidden weapon. He shifted his arm, satisfied with the location
of a small Sig tucked away near his armpit, anchored by a
minimalist chest harness. One hiking boot hid a knife and the other
boot stored yet another gun.

He could be clothed in nothing but munitions
and it still wouldn’t be enough to secure this situation.

Pele couldn’t hear himself think over the
din of chattering, laughing children streaming around him in the
Camp Foxfire dining hall. He backed up until he bumped against a
plywood wall, hung with pictures of random forest creatures and
pithy descriptions beneath each one. He turned his head to examine
a frame. An opossum has scary, sharp teeth but likes to eat
ticks. Noted.

Tension lanced through his neck. A headache
grew. Did these kids not know how to talk at normal volumes? Would
it be too much to ask them to stand in one place so he could
complete his assessment?

His gaze swept the room, over and over,
seeking order.

Control.

His vision had tinged red. He needed control
of the location.

His fingertips sank into the plywood with a
dull creak of the wood’s surrender. He scanned again. No patterns
existed. His head throbbed. Sweat dampened his upper lip.

He ground his teeth. He needed to connect
with his surveillance target ASAP. The sooner he initiated the next
phase of this op, the sooner it would end. Ti’o.

How to secure this unfavorable location? He
could tranquilize each child. Not permanently. Just enough to slow
them down so he could do his job.

Monday morning. Where was Reagan McNeill?
Mission files stated that she was punctual.

He lifted his hand from the indentations on
the wall and glanced at his Luminox. 8:02. Late. So much for
reliable intel. What other information was incorrect?

He scanned the room again. The floor was
covered by linoleum, worn down by the scuffs of thousands of
constantly moving children over many years. He stomped a foot.
Hollow, thin plywood. Potential for ingress breach or for exfil.
Potential munitions placement. His shoulder blades twitched.

Between the pictures of educational forest
creatures hung useless Plexiglas windows. Without locks.
Unacceptable. Like this op.

A wooden screened door creaked on a hinge
and then slammed shut. He peered through the wire mesh.

Acres of unsecured woods waited out
there.

Damn it, this type of mission required
multiple team members. The lead operator could directly monitor
Reagan, and other teammates would patrol the camp and surrounding
mountains. But dangerous circumstances required that the team
cobble together protection duties ASAP. The team was spread too
thin. Deviating from a standard op risked failure. Pele didn’t
fail.

So, Pele would improvise.

During his covert recon yesterday, he should
have yanked Reagan out of here and kept her in a safe house until
the danger passed. That action would technically meet criteria for
felony kidnapping. Inconvenient detail. At a minimum, he should’ve
curtailed her activities at this large, unsecured camp.

But Morpheus Squad did not officially
exist.

If he operated conventionally, that meant
outing his brothers-in-arms.

Risking recapture by the government. Or
worse.

Ti’o. What a mess.

Pele was a glorified babysitter who still
took the assignment seriously. His CO had set this mission up as a
precaution, but Pele knew far too well that this job didn’t come
with guarantees. One lapse in his vigilance, and innocent people
could get hurt. Case in point: Four nights ago, Reagan’s sister,
Kiera, had almost died escaping her Atlanta house to get away from
an obsessed megalomaniac, Beaumont Lequire, the corrupt CFO of the
Fallen Comrades organization. That company, Fallen Comrades, acted
as a damned front, siphoning funds away from vets who needed help
the most. The political implications for Lequire’s senator father
added more pressure to the situation. Throw in a hint of the
Russian mob’s participation, and Beau Lequire had every reason to
silence any informant.

Even if it meant leveraging the informant’s
family members to secure cooperation.

Kiera was safe at the high-security Morpheus
Squad compound in the North Carolina mountains east of here near
Bryson City. If Lequire couldn’t reach her directly, he would hurt
her through her family.

The game had changed. If Pele lost focus,
someone could die.

“Are you Pele?”

He whipped his head up to home in on that
voice. The tone was bold and smooth like kava, with a hint of
sweetness that made him want to lick his lips.

Eyes, blue as the Pacific sky, pulled the
breath out of him. Tendrils of curly orange-blonde hair escaped
dual braids that fell over her shoulders. She tilted her head away
from him. Then a warm smile transformed Reagan McNeill from
pleasant-looking into beautiful. The cacophony of forty-some-odd
children faded into the background.

She was taller, like her sister, but unlike
Kiera, Reagan’s frame wasn’t delicate. She carried herself with
confident strength.

From her file, he knew that Reagan was
twenty-eight. Engaged to be married, but the wedding had been
called off in December, a little over three months ago. Merry
Christmas indeed. He rolled his hands into fists as the
ever-present Morpheus Virus rumbled to irritated life deep inside
of him. Ti’o. With effort, he regained control with the
go-to technique: friend or enemy? He knew the answer, but
the familiar exercise centered and calmed him.

He studied her open, honest face.
Lovely.

Friend.

Her fiancé was an idiot.

When she faced Pele straight-on, he could
see the maroon birthmark that covered the side of her neck and jaw
and continued up her right cheek. The pigmented skin stopped a few
inches below her eye.

She didn’t try to cover up the mark with
makeup or clothing.

Why should she? The woman was beautiful. Her
skin had created its own unique pattern, like many of his cousins
who were born with blue-gray birthmarks on their lower backs.

“Um.” She frowned, still holding out her
hand.

Stupid. “Sorry, loud in here,” he said. When
their palms met, the heat knocked him back, the heel of his hiking
boot bumping the wall with a crack. In a flash, he wanted to know
whether the rest of her skin would be as warm and soft. The virus
sent a wave of primal, possessive impulse that shot through Pele’s
core. What?

Stop. She is your mission. Nothing more.
Stick with the job.

“Nice to meet you, R—” He almost blurted out
her name. A rare mistake.

He withdrew his hand, needing to break
contact so he could think straight. Officially, he had never met
her before. Unofficially, he’d spent the last two days setting up
surveillance equipment and mapping out this camp, especially near
the cabin where she stayed. She had no idea about the tracking
device secured on the underside of her truck, the tiny camera
tucked in the crook of a tree near the craft shack, or any number
of other hidden imaging devices scattered throughout the premises.
After observing her from a series of blinds, he had noted her
activity patterns. Not only did he have to get in sync with her for
the mission objective, but he would use his virally enhanced
ability to detect variations in her behaviors and keep her
safe.

She flipped one of her long braids back over
a shoulder. “I’m Reagan. They say you’re the new guy.” Her fingers
drifted over her right cheek.

When a slight frown came and went across her
smooth brow, a wave of raw need crashed over him, urging him to
wrap his arms around her and shield her with every inch of his
body. What the hell? How had his virus activity ramped up? It
wasn’t time yet. With a rapid calculation, he counted back. The
last antidote shot had been six days ago. He typically went ten
days between shots.

Had the virus changed? Damn it. He couldn’t
have anything else unexpected occur on this improvised mission. He
might be dehydrated. He patted his back pocket with the small water
bottle. Wouldn’t hurt to drink some water.

He dragged his focus back to Reagan and the
way she studied him. “Um. Sure am. New guy. Yes, uh. Are you
training me?” If she only knew about his background in Special
Forces. All the tactical training he’d completed. Wrangling kids on
some hikes in the woods would be no problem at all. He glared at
the teeming masses out of the corner of his eye.

But he needed to remain close to Reagan. So
he would pretend to let her teach him about children’s educational
things.

“So, have you worked with kids before,
Pele?” The rise and fall of her voice reminded him of the southern
accent her brother, Brady, had. Except her brother’s voice never
hit Pele in the solar plexus.

“Oh, sure.”

No. Never. I was the youngest child in my
family. I did visit my nieces and nephews a few years ago and they
climbed all over me. Does that count?

“Done a lot of work with outdoor education
or forest crafts?”

“Absolutely.” If carrying out covert ops in
Afghanistan while mortars exploded nearby counted as a forest
craft, that was.

“Great.” She smiled again, somehow making
the entire room brighter. “Then working here will be a piece of
cake.”


Chapter Two

 


As Reagan stared up at the tall man,
something about Pele didn’t add up.

There was something familiar about him, but
the idea drifted away like campfire smoke on a breeze.

It wasn’t just that he was good-looking. He
wouldn’t be the first handsome man she’d met. By some miracle, she
had clamped down on the sudden urge to run her fingers through his
glossy, black hair to find out if it really was as thick as it
appeared. Nothing like an inappropriate gesture to say nice to
meet you.

But the whole picture with him didn’t add
up. Sure, he had all of the appropriate gear, like leather hiking
boots, but they were scuffed on the sides and not the toes. He wore
a dark-green flannel shirt over a black t-shirt and a black fleece
vest. His tech pants fell well within the bell curve of normal
outdoor attire. His golden-brown skin completed the perfect
outdoorsy picture.

Did he seem rugged? Hell, yes. In fact, the
guy’s entire demeanor from broad shoulders to confident posture
screamed capable outdoor dude.

So what gave?

“Did you have breakfast?” she asked, trying
to break her spinning thoughts.

“Yes. Never miss it.” The flash of his smile
turned up the lumens in the room. Wow.

Seriously. What was he hiding? What did he
want?

Not an opposition to breakfast. But
still.

Now she had become cynical and suspicious of
any man? According to the therapist who had helped her over the
past several months, oh, yes, cynical and suspicious
highlighted all of Reagan’s trust issues.

Trust issues. An understatement, considering
how badly her confidence had been shaken by her ex. Shaken. How
about broken? Now all she heard were lies in Pele’s straightforward
answers. Kept sensing danger in each small movement of his
arms.

How messed up was that?

Maybe she hadn’t been in the company of a
nice, kind, handsome—okay, hot—man in so long, that her brain cells
no longer knew how to process the sensory input. Maybe her ovaries
had finally ceased their boycott after last winter’s strike.

She touched her right cheek out of habit.
Covering the birthmark. Deflecting against criticism and rejection.
Damn it. She shoved her hand back down and concentrated on the man
standing quietly in front of her.

What about that flash of déjà vu? Something
about the determined set to his jaw, his wide, vigilant stance,
triggered a memory that was there one minute, gone the next. It
made no sense. There was a familiar feeling about Pele and that
grim press of his sensual mouth.

Great. Now she was thinking about his lips.
It was all she could do not to wet her own in response.

Uh-oh. She hadn’t said anything in what? A
minute? An hour? How long had she been staring?

Recover. Say something appropriate,
dammit.

“So, what do you say we round up our group
of kiddos for the morning and go for a hike?” she asked.

Yup. Way to show your sparkling personality
and completely professional demeanor.

His warm brown gaze flicked over the room
teeming full of kids and then back to her. “Sounds great.”

Judging by the tight lines around his mouth
and flash of—fear?—it didn’t sound at all great to him. What was
this guy’s deal?

Hey, maybe he needed the work. She couldn’t
fault anyone for taking a job to get by. Perhaps he had his own
issues. Not like she had the corner on that market.

Reagan shook her head. She’d lost several
years of her life trying to understand a guy. Trying to adapt to
fit his needs.

See where it got her?

Pain. She rubbed her lower back. One of the
places her ex had hit her where the bruises wouldn’t show.

She didn’t need to figure out a man. All she
needed to do was her job.


Chapter Three

 


The next day, Pele couldn’t hear anything in
the woods over the squeals and shouts of the kids playing in the
creek. Where had his surveillance target gone?

Someone flung a small fish net, and he
tensed at the sudden movement.

Ti’o, everything around him involved
sudden movement.

He peered downstream and shook his head. It
was only Tuesday. This would be the longest week of his life. Or
more.

He scanned the un-securable woods around him
for the hundredth time. Assessments. Exfil points. Weaknesses.
Defensibility. His head ached.

Steep hills rose from a rocky creek that
burbled loudly in competition with the chattering voices echoing
through the trees. Broadleaf green shrubs and short-needled
evergreens provided a backdrop for the early leaf buds of deciduous
plants sprouting up and down the small valley. The throb behind his
eyes worsened. There existed no pattern.

Within the patternless environment, nothing
seemed out of place. No flash of a scope, no dense shape of a human
stealing through the woods.

His mind churned as he created escape routes
to limit casualties for every new hike, every new venue, each new
activity. Then he’d had to start over. Re-count the noncombatants,
reassess the situation, account for variables, and formulate a
plan.

He tugged up the long sleeves of his flannel
shirt. One cuff was wet and frigid, thanks to retrieving the stream
ecology net that had floated away from one of the students. He
scowled up at the overcast sky filtering over the top of the
ridges. He was an ex-Special Forces, dammit. He could infiltrate
hostile territory and conduct dangerous missions.

Therefore, he could achieve competency in
babysitting.

Peering past the ever-moving mass of
splashing, net-wielding children, he caught sight of Reagan as she
disappeared around a bend in the creek, trailing two students and
the schoolteacher.

Leaving Pele with ten small children to
wrangle.

Bet Reagan didn’t have wet sleeves. The
woman somehow avoided hordes of splashing kids and moved over the
rocks as smoothly as the very water flowing in the stream.

His virus rumbled to life, fueled by Pele’s
irritation. Damn it. He clamped his jaw tightly closed.

Secrecy was everything. The Morpheus Squad
didn’t officially exist. If the government found them, the entire
team would be locked away for testing. Again.

Those scientists had pushed the limits of
what each of the virally-enhanced men could handle—heat, cold,
pain, sound, light—all while taking diligent notes. The brass
called it research. Pele called it torture.

He rubbed his thigh, checking for his knife.
Wanting to plunge it into the heart of any one of those so-called
researchers. The Morpheus Virus had been a great idea on paper:
turn gifted soldiers into inexhaustible military machines. Simple
enough. After their teammate Brady’s injuries, each man on the
squad had willingly volunteered for the experiment.

If the virus prevented soldiers like Brady
from sustaining traumatic brain injuries that affected them long
after combat ended, then it was worth the risk.

The experiment worked. At first.

Pele rolled his neck, assessing the virus’s
status. Yes, still contained by the temporary antidote shot.

After the team escaped from the stateside
testing facility, they regrouped in the mountains of North
Carolina. The only thing keeping Pele free here? Total secrecy as
to the team’s existence and his nature.

Where was here? Camp Foxfire was
located in the most unsecured location a solo operator could
imagine: tucked into the southwestern corner of the Smoky Mountains
National Park. He blew out a lungful of crisp mountain air, tainted
with sour frustration and the imperative to get closer to Reagan.
Closer for professional purposes, of course.

His concern had nothing to do with her hip
sway when she hiked up hills and flitted through creeks. Nothing to
do with the way her sky-blue eyes danced when she smiled.

If he was going to keep tabs on her, he
would have to bring the herd of creek-stomping children down to
where she was working.

“Come on, isumutu. Let’s go see what
Miss Reagan has found.” He tried to strike a balance between
friendly request and direct military order.

The children continued stomping and yelping.
He groaned. In the cloudy March weather, wan sunlight struggled to
make it to the ground.

Cold, wet fingers gripped his right hand. On
instinct, he slid his hand up, gripped sweatshirt fabric, and
dangled the child in front of him.

“Mister Pe—” the boy gasped.

Ti’o.

Friend. Enemy.

The virus rushed its fiery response through
his veins. Pele’s heart thundered.

He almost dropped the child but somehow
regained enough control to lower the boy to a flat rock and step
back. Pele yanked away the hand that had almost neutralized an
innocent noncombatant.

He’d. Almost…

“Are you a superhero?”

Like it was his first day ever speaking,
Pele shook his head and said, “What?”

“Like Thor?” The child made a whooshing
noise and reached for the heavens with his fish net.

“No. Of course not.”

“That was cool. Can you pick me up
again?”

Raw, nasty horror congealed in Pele’s gut.
“No. I didn’t—that’s not—no. Forget it, okay?” he whispered the
last part.

The boy attempted a wink that looked like a
lopsided grin. “Like a secret?”

“Um.”

“It’s okay. I know the drill.” He made a
zipping gesture over his mouth.

If the child hadn’t gotten close to the
truth, this entire conversation would be laughable. He glanced
around. Did anyone else see him? No curious stares or gaping
mouths.

The boy stood, staring up at Pele for
several long moments. Pele tilted his head and assessed the child.
What was wrong? Was this boy hypothermic? A mute? The boy blinked.
Had he injured the child? Did he require medical attention? Perhaps
he needed water. Dehydration, then.

He peered down the narrow creek bed but
couldn’t see or hear Reagan. Ti’o. Gone from sight
again.

He looked back down. The boy kept his lips
clamped together.

Pele scanned the creek ecology teaching
area, searching for something—anything—out of place. He quickly
focused again on the possibly injured child. Cold sweat broke out
on his forehead. With his attention split in too many directions,
his head spun.

“What’s isthmoot, Mr. Pele? Is it a
secret code word?” The boy twirled the long handle of his small
stream ecology net with his free hand. Flicka-flicka,
flicka-flicka. Tiny drops of ice-cold water spun off the
net-slash-fake Thor’s hammer.

Pele wiped droplets off his face and
suppressed an irritated growl. “What?” He blinked and concentrated.
“No. No codes. Isumutu is a Samoan word. It describes a
cheeky or naughty child.”

“Oh.” The child grinned. A tooth was
missing. “I like that. Isthmootoo. Where’s Samoa? Is that
where Thor comes from?”

“What? No. No Thor. No super—no. Look, the
proper name for where I was born is American Samoa. It’s as far
away from here as you can get and still be on the planet.”

“Really? Is it cold there? Are there
unicorns there?”

“Unicorns? No. There are brightly colored
fish in the ocean. It’s warm. It rains there. It’s very green with
beautiful beaches and a huge ocean around it.” What he’d give to be
walking on the white sands of Ofu Beach with the Pacific breeze
soothing his skin right now.

He crashed back to his not-beach reality
when the boy jumped with both feet into the creek, splattering Pele
with more ice-cold water.

“Can we go find more crawdads?” the boy
asked, tugging harder at Pele’s sleeve.

In spite of himself, he felt the corners of
his mouth rise. “Yes.” He projected his voice. “Let’s all of us go
find more crawdads. We can see what Miss Reagan is doing.” He
clapped his hands once. “Form a line, everyone.”

How the mighty had fallen. An ex-Special
Forces, enhanced super-soldier, herding children.

They couldn’t maintain formation. He gritted
his teeth. Somehow, he got the gaggle of laughing, squealing
children to follow him up out of the creek bed and hike along solid
ground.

What about the children’s safety? There
hadn’t been time to think through that aspect of this
thrown-together mission. Too many targets. Not enough
resources.

His instructions: protect Reagan. No
guidance on how to accomplish that task.

Lequire would use anyone as leverage if it
meant getting his hands on Reagan’s sister again. He was that
obsessed. That desperate.

With all the noise and constant chaos, this
mission had become a nightmare with little chance of success.
Failure could get Reagan or other innocent victims hurt. Or
worse.

Pele never failed, and thanks to the virus,
he didn’t experience fear. None of that could change now.

Releasing the children from loose drill
formation back to screaming and jumping at ease in the creek where
their teacher and classmates worked, Pele peered over the bank
seven feet down.

There, he got a front-row view of Reagan’s
rounded backside as she bent over, pointing out caddis fly larvae
or snails or something else ecological he couldn’t recall. He could
only learn so much background information on the mission within a
few days’ time.

Well. He had learned that Reagan’s
faded jeans hugged her firm thighs, which were toned from miles of
running in the mountains. He groaned to himself. Trail
running—another intolerable security risk here. One of her
hobbies.

Above the collar of her fleece pullover, her
smooth skin peeked out, begging to be touched. Escaping the braids,
pieces of coppery-blonde hair curled near her ears and
forehead.

Reagan stood up and pivoted, locking her
gaze on his. The flash of wariness that he’d noticed several times
was replaced with a quick, tight smile.

“Good, you’re back,” she said, voice
partially drowned out by the tumbling creek.

When he didn’t answer, she frowned and
turned back to the children, murmuring to them over their netfuls
of rocks and insects.

Her curly hair glinted gold even in the low
light.

His gut churned. She was everything he
wanted, and at the same time, nothing he needed. Palagi.
Foreigner. Non-Samoan.

What did he truly want? God only knew
anymore. His life was no longer his own. He could never return to
his real home. Never have a normal life.

He wanted to be done with his assignment and
get back to the squad where he belonged. There, he knew how he fit
in with his teammates, as close as a family as he could ever get
thanks to the experimental virus.

A tiny voice whispered in his head that he
didn’t belong with Morpheus Squad, either. He didn’t belong back in
Hawaii with his family who had moved there when Pele was five. He
didn’t belong back in American Samoa, the island of his birth.

Nowhere. He belonged nowhere. Certainly not
in this cold, damp mountain terrain.

Enough. He snapped back to his duty.

He surveyed the area once more. They were in
a small, narrow gorge, a half-mile or so from the main camp
buildings. To escape, they’d have to scramble up a hillside on one
side or a steep bank on the other and run through the woods and
then up a gravel road. This location was a kill box.

Although Pele had scattered trail cams all
over the property, the cameras wouldn’t defend against a bullet.
The technology would only buy him time to respond.

For now, the best he could do was stick
close to Reagan, which made his job both harder and easier. In
addition to the file he’d been given a few days ago before
beginning this mission, he did know a little about Reagan from the
time he spent in Special Forces with her brother, Brady.

Before Brady got hurt. Before he died.

Pele knelt down, planted a hand on the bank,
and dropped down to the streambed where Reagan and her class milled
around. As he landed, a large three-foot-wide boulder at the top of
the muddy bank got dislodged. With a soundless swing, he easily
caught and rotated the rock away from its trajectory toward
Reagan’s head.

“What?” she yelped and stared.

“What?” He froze, boulder held in both
hands.

“Wait. How are you doing that?”

Sweat dampened his back. He eased the rock
down to the ground and shrugged. Nothing to see here.

“That must weigh over four hundred pounds,
Pele, and you just … caught it?”

“It’s, um, lighter than it looks, and
adrenaline and all. Besides, I do kettle ball workouts, so. Yeah.
Muscle memory. Like a kettle ball. And muscles. Um.” He
grimaced.

Smooth move, elite soldier.

One strawberry-blonde eyebrow rose.
“Huh.”

How had he ever passed the most rigorous
training the Army had to offer? That training required subterfuge.
Some Special Forces he’d turned out to be.

Then Reagan rested her hand on his forearm.
Her touch should have steadied him. Grounded him. It should have
reassured him. Instead, the light pressure of her hand on his arm
branded Pele through the flannel fabric. The contact tilted his
equilibrium. Worst of all, he wanted more of her touch.

“So, are you getting the hang of the class
and handling the kids?” she asked. Her words reassured and soothed
him, like an ocean breeze flowing over hypersensitive skin.

Soothed? A battle-tested soldier like Pele
did not need to be soothed.

No. He couldn’t have anything more than
professional concern for the welfare of the woman he was entrusted
to protect. Finish this mission, get back to the team, and then
move on to the next mission.

“Love working with the class,” he said
between gritted teeth.

Her laugh blended with the sounds of the
nearby creek. “Hey, I get it.” She pointed a thumb. “They’re
exhausting. Especially if you’re not used to working with
kids.”

Exhausting. That wasn’t the problem. The
problem in this isolated Appalachian valley was that Pele had too
much time to think and no time to patrol. A terrible
combination.

“No, that’s not it—”

A glint of light on the hillside grabbed his
attention. His eyes locked on the flicker.

A loud crack echoed.

On instinct, he spun Reagan into his chest,
lifted, curved his shoulders around her with one hand cupped to
protect the back of her head, and pivoted her away from the sound.
He craned his neck to scan the area. His senses absorbed everything
going on around him. The kids. Damn it. He hesitated, torn between
duties.

One child jumped up and down, pointing at
the stream.

“That was the biggest rock I’ve ever
thrown!” the girl yelled, giving a triumphant fist-pump. “Wahoo! It
went boom! Did you hear that?”

Pele’s adrenaline seeped away. A damned rock
in a shallow stream. The narrow gorge had amplified the sound. He
re-scanned the area twice, three times. Nothing out of order. No
human pattern of sound or movement detected. No glint of metal or
glass. No shadows that didn’t make sense.

After a few seconds, awareness shifted to
Reagan’s warm lips pressed against his neck. He sucked oxygen into
his lungs to focus on his mission. Instead, the scent of fresh air,
clean water, and pine trees drifted around her. Her tall frame
curved perfectly against his body, her forehead coming right to
where he could taste her skin if he turned his head an inch. Where
her palms curled against his chest, he felt her touch all the way
into his bones.

He kept the arm that protected the hidden
gun clamped around her back. Hopefully, she wouldn’t feel the knife
in the leg holster or the chest strap under his shirt.

False alarm. No danger. He should let her
go. Couldn’t. Not yet. Even though she was a strong woman, her
softness tucked against him fired up a driving need to use his
entire body to protect her.

Which was ridiculous. It was a job. That was
all. He was committed to his job.

“Um.” She pressed harder against his chest.
“Jumpy much?” Her muffled voice drifted up to him.

It took another five seconds to figure out
how to remove his arms from around her head and back. When he
stepped back, she straightened her shirt with a hand that shook.
Her arms crossed in front of her chest.

“Still, uh, learning the new sounds out
here,” he mumbled.

“You sure?” Those light-blue eyes searched
him then slid away. “You seem rattled.” When she stepped back
again, cold seeped into his bones.

“Thought you might fall for a second.” Bad
cover. Very bad.

“Well, then.” Her cheeks colored a pretty
shade of pink. “No worries there.” She relaxed her arms and clasped
her hands, then let them dangle at her sides. Gold-tipped eyelashes
feathered her cheeks.

He checked the scene behind them. The
children’s elementary school teacher remained engrossed with the
kids thirty feet away in the stream, his back turned to them. The
kids collected minnows in buckets and stored them in the dams they
built in the stream. Everyone was busy.

No one had seen him lose his shit. Except
Reagan. And she thought he was simply a nervous guy.

Only he knew the danger that might be headed
her way.


Chapter Four

 


When Pele hauled her into his arms, Reagan
tried to play it off like no big deal.

But inside, her heart scampered like a
tractionless Chihuahua unsuccessfully cornering on a hardwood
floor. Her spark of pure feminine interest shifted gears right into
full-on panic as a wave of nasty fear smashed into her. For a
second, she fought the sensation of being held down and
trapped.

Air lodged in her throat, suffocating
her.

Not Clayton. This wasn’t Clayton.

Pele was not her ex. He didn’t deserve her
baggage. Neither did she. She repeated the therapist’s mantra:
Reagan didn’t deserve what Clayton had done. It wasn’t her fault.
Not her fault.

She was in Pele’s arms. Not Clayton’s.

With deliberate focus, she loosened up her
muscles and talked herself back down from the emotional ledge.
Adrenaline drained out of her body, leaving her muscles quivering
and weak. Catching her breath, she leaned back to take stock of the
situation and the man looking down at her like he held an irate
snapping turtle.

Not Clayton.

Not by a long shot. For the first time in
forever, she let herself be held. For the first time in forever,
she let herself enjoy an embrace without fear.

Her nose was still close to Pele’s thick
neck, and good grief—he smelled like strong male, clean soap, and
fresh creek water. Her body changed gears once again. Before she
could deactivate her quivering ovaries, she fought the urge to lick
his skin and see if he tasted as good as he smelled.

Her palms rested on top of his rock-solid
chest, the firmness of his body softened only by the warm flannel
shirt. His arms wrapped around her were thick bands of muscle hard
as ironwood. She couldn’t move if she wanted to. Her brain and her
hormones dueled: run or sink further into his warm frame?

Hormones won. Barely. For a few seconds, she
didn’t want to be tough or brave. She didn’t want to defend
herself. She didn’t want to worry that she’d be hurt. Good old
responsible Reagan wanted to simply enjoy the sensation of being
held.

The press of his warm torso against the area
between her ribs and pelvis caused some serious fluttering deep in
her belly.

All right, hormones, that’s enough. Out of
the pool. Swim time’s over.

She pushed her hands against his chest.
Nothing budged. Holy cow.

Moving her head back to look up at him, she
licked her lips. “Jumpy much?” she managed to say.

If he answered, she didn’t register the
words. She’d gotten lost in his liquid brown gaze for a second
there. When he set her away from him, stepped back, looked anywhere
but at her, and rubbed his palms on his tech pants, she registered
that clear action. Ah, yes. Rejection. Familiar territory.

“Uh, I thought you might fall for a second.”
Pele stood in front of her, his huge frame rigid. He searched her
face then darted glances up the hillside and down the creek, past
where the children tormented the aquatic life.

It wasn’t the first time he’d had that
scowl—grim, tight, like he expected disaster at any moment. Being
this close to so much vibrating tension set her own nerves on
edge.

Maybe she was edgy because of her younger
sister, Kiera. Reagan hadn’t heard from her in a few weeks, which
wasn’t exactly unusual, at least not over the past year. Kiera had
pulled away from the rest of the family after their brother, Brady,
had died early last summer. Time went by too fast.

If Kiera wanted to have her own life? No
rules against that. What didn’t jive was the abrupt way she left,
shortly after Brady’s friend, Mateo, had visited. Kiera and Mateo
were thicker than thieves, having quiet conversations that ceased
when Reagan got close. Coincidence? Probably.

The scant communications from Kiera over the
past many months had included some brief emails reassuring everyone
that she was busy with a new job and doing just fine.

Just fine.

The opposite of the sum total of Reagan’s
life after Brady died. Then, after Clayton had…

She caught herself rubbing her birthmark on
the right side of her neck. The instinct to cover it up was hard to
resist, even now. Quit it.

“Well, then,” she said. Pele’s quiet
scrutiny made her face heat again.

So much didn’t add up about the guy, like
the unclear circumstances of his hiring. It was obvious now that he
lacked even basic knowledge or training in outdoor education and
school-aged students. Well, except for when she and Pele took a
group up to the high ropes course earlier today as part of his
onboarding. Then he executed all the safety maneuvers and belay
techniques with expert precision, like he’d been born to it. Or had
previous experience.

Did that mean he deserved her distrust?

The way he occasionally called out commands
to the students made her pause. He was never mean, but every so
often, Pele transformed from Reagan’s mentee to something more like
a drill sergeant. Maybe he was ex-military with stuff like PTSD
going on. Brady had similar issues. The explanation tracked, for
the most part.

What about his age? This was no college
grad, working his first job. Pele had a few lines around his eyes
when he smiled which, dammit, made him even more handsome. She
pegged him at around thirty. A thirty-year-old signing up to work
at camp, sure. It wasn’t typical, but heck, she wasn’t too far away
from thirty herself.

What about his body? Based on the way he
carried himself, low-key and unassuming, it was obvious those
muscles weren’t for display. Every inch of his tall, solid frame
seemed purposeful, ready for action, not for vanity.

For what purpose, at a camp for kids in the
woods?

Nothing about Pele made sense.

She watched him until he dropped his gaze.
It wasn’t a show of weakness. More like he was hiding something.
Strange.

The guy sure had Linda, the camp director,
charmed. When he smiled with that dimple on one tanned cheek, Linda
responded like a cat lapping up fresh milk. A twinge shot through
Reagan’s chest that for sure was not jealousy. One day, she
might try for a meaningful relationship, but not any time soon.

Last Christmas had sucked twinkle
lights.

She blinked hard. Enough reliving bad
decisions. She should do her job. Time enough to deal with a Mr.
Enigma later.

Rubbing her arms, she shivered. Glancing at
her watch and then up at the overcast sky, she said, “Ready to call
it an afternoon?”

“Looks like the kids are done,” he said, the
slight accent thickening his voice. The way he pronounced certain
words, splitting vowels in that smooth tone, relaxed her.

Okay, seriously? Has your brain taken a
vacation?

She struggled to refocus. “There aren’t many
more creatures in the stream that haven’t been harassed today. We
should leave a few crawdads for the next group.”

Damn his dimple creasing that golden-brown
skin. “We need to save the ecosystem from this group of
second-graders?”

“That’s correct.” In spite of herself, she
smiled.

“Roger that.”

In record time, he had the kids out of the
stream and lined up
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