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      ASPEN

      

      “Whose idea was it to sleep in a tent again?” Dakota asks after I nail the final stake into place.

      “You don’t come to Three Rivers and stay in a lodge. It ruins the experience.” Though it’s been several years since I’ve been to this charming Alaskan town for a visit, this is Dakota’s first time. I peer out across the water, to the beautiful mountains and point toward the beauty. “We get to wake up to this view all week.”

      “We camp enough in the Army.”

      I toss Dakota’s sleeping bag not so gently at her. “Suck it up, buttercup.” She catches it without stumbling back more than a step. She might be a bit of a spoiled city girl, but she’s tough as nails where it counts. It’s why we get along so well. She’s not only my favorite copilot, she’s one of my closest friends.

      She still gives me a bit of attitude. “Bitch!” But I don’t miss the smile as she turns to toss her bag inside. It’s still there when she looks back at me. “You’re sure no one’s going to bother our stuff?”

      “Well, don’t leave the family jewels inside. But otherwise, yes, our tent will be fine.”

      We inflate the air mattresses, carry the rest of our things inside, and set everything up so it’s ready for a drunken stumble down Main Street later. I learned the hard way; it’s unwise to set up a tent after you’ve spent a few hours in the beer garden of The Three Rivers Roadhouse.

      “Hungry?”

      “Starving.”

      “Good. Some of the guys are going to meet us at The East Fork for dinner.”

      “Will I know any of them?”

      “Not sure.” I know many of the Army veterans who’ve settled in Three Rivers from various duty stations or tours overseas. I’m looking forward to catching up with them before I out-process from the Army next week and head back to Indiana. Twenty years in the Army have gone by in the blink of an eye.

      “I thought you said we weren’t allowed to frown on this trip,” Dakota teases as we leave behind our tent and follow a dirt trail toward Main Street.

      “You’re right. Nothing but smiles and good times. My apologies for the slip-up.” I slide my sunglasses from the top of my head down to cover my eyes. I can fake a smile easily enough, but my eyes don’t lie so well.

      I’m thirty-eight, never married, and no kids.

      Though I’ve loved every minute of being in the military, especially those minutes flying a Blackhawk, it’s really hitting me, now more than ever, what I gave up to serve my time. Am I destined to be one of those old cat ladies? Nah, you’d get dogs. Lots and lots of dogs.

      “All the side roads are dirt,” Dakota says in awe. “How big is this town again?”

      I shrug. “Less than a thousand, I think? Except it’s summer so it tends to triple in size with all the tourists. Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Don’t suppose there’s a Starbucks?”

      Draping my arm around Dakota, I reassure her “The world operates on coffee. You’ll be able to get a delicious cup to nurse your hangover tomorrow morning. I promise.”

      Two short blocks later, we step into the eccentric old building that serves as both a general store and a restaurant. I’ve been dreaming about their burgers for weeks, and my stomach rumbles the second that delicious aroma drifts to me.

      But my mouth waters for an entirely different reason.

      I have two seconds before we’re noticed to drink him in.

      Storm.

      Holy shit that boy grew up into a sexy beast of a man. He’s no longer the lanky crew chief with a goofy grin. Oh no. He’s all ripped muscles and dangerously seductive grins.

      “Aspen, you made it!” Theron pushes up from his chair and wraps me in a brotherly bear hug. I met him in my first duty station. There was never anything romantic between us, but he took me under his wing and looked out for me like I was family. “Meet my wife, Isla.”

      Isla envelopes me in a hug next—the first of many from half the patio diners. Most of the guys here are married with families. They’ve all settled in Three Rivers since getting out of the military. It’s overwhelmingly wonderful. I try my best to soak it all in and introduce Dakota in the process. But all the while, my awareness is drawn to the one man who’s still lackadaisically sitting in his seat: Storm.

      “Storm, get your ass up here. You remember Aspen,” Jett calls to him. “You followed her around like a lost puppy at Fort Carson.”

      My heart shouldn’t race like it’s going to burst out of my damn chest. Storm’s five or six years younger than me. He’s supposed to be a kid. But as he slowly stands up, my greedy gaze rakes over him from behind the safety of my dark lens, confirming he’s nothing but delicious man now.

      “Chief.”

      Something about his tone vibrates in my core. I’ve been called chief for nearly two decades, but never in a way that caused my nipples to harden instantly. “Do you eat crew chiefs for breakfast now?” The joke is awkward and shaky. I’m very rarely off my game, but Storm’s very presence is scrambling my brain.

      At least he gives a half smile in response.

      I blame the drought as of late—and the whole contemplating my life’s choices these past several weeks—for my desire to climb this man like a tree.

      Storm takes me into his arms as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. It should be. It should be like every other hug since I stepped onto the patio. But my traitorous body responds in wicked ways that imply anything but sisterly affection. “Didn’t know you were coming,” he says low against my ear. Sending shivers to all the best and worst places.

      “Last minute trip.” I pull back, still off balance from the intensity of the physical contact. I try to say something like it’s good to see you or how have you been, but the words are tangled in my throat.

      “Someone get these ladies a couple beers,” Theron calls out, effectively diffusing the swirling sexual tension between Storm and me. Or maybe I was the only one experiencing that intense urge to pounce.
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      STORM

      
      When Theron sent out a group text for us all to meet at The East Fork tonight for dinner, I considered ignoring it. I wasn’t in the mood for a gathering. But I was in the mood for a beer, and my fridge was completely empty.

      And now the woman I used to fantasize about for years is sitting across the table looking more stunning than ever. What a strange turn of events.

      “Your face was green when we landed,” Aspen says to Theron, laughing hard at the story they’re sharing. Fuck, I’ve always loved her smile. Throughout the years and different duty stations, that dazzling smile has traveled in my memory like a favorite song that always lightens the load. How many lonely nights has the image of it pulled me through?

      “I still hate auto rotations,” Theron says with a headshake. He turns to his wife and explains the helicopter procedure that includes climbing to ten thousand feet and shutting off one of the two main engines to make sure the other can compensate. I used to be the first crew chief to volunteer for those test flights if I knew Aspen was the copilot, even though I always hated the sudden drop out of the air. I’d do anything to be near Aspen back then, which often included facing my worst fears.

      “You’re a test pilot, then?” I ask Aspen, fully aware how the rest of the crowd seems to turn blurry and muted when my gaze lifts to meet hers. I’m certain it’s nostalgia and nothing more that draws me to her so strongly. It’s been well over a decade since we last saw one another. My gaze drops to the hand circling her beer. No ring.

      “For the last three years.”

      “Good for you.” My heart races at the intensity of those sky blue eyes. Years ago, when I was just a fucking kid, I yearned for the look she’s giving me now. My dick twitches against my zipper as past fantasies reignite. Would it be insane to pursue her while she’s in town? We’re both adults now… “You stationed at Richardson or Wainwright?”

      She takes a leisurely pull of her beer, making me jealous of the fucking bottle. I’ve yearned for the feel of her lips on many of my body parts. “Wainwright for another week.”

      “Where to next?”

      “Home.”

      It occurs to me how much time has passed. “You’re retiring.”

      She nods, meeting my gaze for two seconds before looking away. Do I make her nervous? It’s such an odd feeling for the tables to be turned. Aspen was always friendly to me, but she never gave me the impression there could be more. Hell, because she was a warrant officer and I was enlisted, she was against the rules. Completely off limits.

      But those rules don’t apply any more.

      “It’s been twenty years. Thought it was time.”

      The curvaceous woman doesn’t look a day over twenty-nine. She’s every bit as beautiful to me now as she was years ago. More so. My desire for Aspen is increasing by the second. If I’m not careful, an animal will emerge. I’ve come a long way since I was the young buck who looked forward to being her crew chief. I go after what I want these days. Well, except for the flying part, you coward. “What’ll you do in Indiana?”

      She’s spared from answering the question when Blaine stands up and announces the party is moving across the street to the bar. “Out back in the beer garden.”

      I could just go home.

      I should go home before I embarrass myself.

      Going home was my plan when I decided to head into town for a burger. Hang out an hour. Pick up some beer. Spend the evening at my cabin contemplating life. Scrolling my phone looking for a dog to adopt while I drain a six-pack and eventually pass out on the couch. Trying like hell to ignore the covered plane sitting in my hangar.

      Ever since the accident…

      “You coming?” Aspen’s silky voice does things to me that should be illegal. The effect is so instant and powerful it unsettles me. But I don’t have the good sense to run.

      It’d be easier to dip out now before she finds out the truth. Before she learns that
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