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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaron polished off his beer before glancing over the latest version of his letter to Caitlin. “I think it’s okay, but I can’t tell anymore. My brain cells are still fried from your bachelor party.” He handed it to Badger. “Take a look.”

      Badger scanned the paper and slid it back across the kitchen table. “You nailed it. Just needs a closin’ and a signature.”

      “What kind of closing?”

      Tilting back his chair and steepling his fingers, Badger maintained his balance with the same coordination that had made him a skilled fighter pilot. He’d been as toasted as anybody the night before, but he’d kept this Sunday evening appointment to create the letter. “Just use Respectfully yours. Sets the tone we’re goin’ for.”

      “Sounds old-fashioned.”

      “Nothin’ wrong with that.”

      “If you say so.” He scribbled the words.

      “Now sign it and we’re finished with that part.”

      “Thank God.” He put his signature on the letter. Since he didn’t have Badger’s iron constitution, he could use some sleep. “Now we can—”

      “I hate to tell you, good buddy, but you just signed your name right there.”

      Damn it. Sure enough, he’d automatically scribbled Aaron Donahue. Heaving a sigh, he reached for a blank piece of paper.

      “Patience, grasshopper.”

      Aaron looked up and caught Badger grinning at him. “Not funny.”

      “Is too. Everythin’ about this caper is hilarious.” He paused. “You need to stay loose.”

      “Now you tell me.”

      “It’s just a little play-actin’, like when we dressed in drag for the squadron talent show that time.”

      “But we weren’t trying to fool anybody with those wigs and makeup. Convincing Caitlin I’m someone else is gonna be damn near impossible.”

      “Me givin’ her a letter from my old buddy Raven will be a good start.”

      “And that’s the other thing. I’m not Raven anymore. That was in my other life. I haven’t used that name since I was discharged. Ryker doesn’t answer to Cowboy, either, except when he’s with us.”

      “Every boy and man in Eagles Nest answers to cowboy. I wager this town has the highest percentage of cowboys in the—”

      “Nevertheless, Ryker and I didn’t hang onto our call signs like you did.”

      “’Cause y’all didn’t get saddled with Thaddeus Livingston Calhoun the Third. And I can’t help pointin’ out that if you’d stuck with yours, you wouldn’t be in this pickle.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t.”

      “Which is the reason we’re goin’ to deploy it now. I doubt Caitlin’s ever heard us call you Raven. She’ll think she’s talkin’ to a whole different person.”

      “That letter sure makes me sound like somebody else. I don’t recognize that guy.”

      “Because you’re not used to thinkin’ of yourself as a hero.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Wounded in action and decorated for valor. Doesn’t get much more heroic unless you’d made the ultimate sacrifice. I’m personally delighted that you didn’t.”

      “But I’m not used to talking about any of this.”

      “You’re not talkin’ about it. That’s the beauty of a letter. That’s how an admirer who’s hesitant to lay his cards on the table in person handles this kind of situation.”

      “I’m only hesitant because I’ve got the same name as her scumbag ex.”

      “Exactly, and we’re goin’ to fix that unfortunate situation by presenting her with a genuine war hero she won’t be able to resist. I get that you didn’t want to put in that you were awarded a medal, but I plan to tell her.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Do you want to impress this woman or not?”

      He sighed. “Yes, but—”

      “Then go with the narrative. It’s all true. Shot down behind enemy lines, fought off the enemy and escaped despite a broken leg.”

      “Only because of Ryker. I told him to leave me.”

      “Yes, and he’s a legend in his own time, but we’re focusin’ on—”

      “We’re still not telling him?”

      Badger shook his head. “Can’t afford to. I’ll have my hands full not tellin’ Hayley. Which reminds me, we need code words.”

      “For what?”

      “We can’t talk about this on the phone if Hayley’s around. Or Ryker. Or anybody, come to think of it. You can text me a code word if all’s well or a different one if it’s effed up. Use Mach 3 if things are good and tailspin if you’re scrappin’ the mission.”

      “Okay, but I don’t see how you can keep this from Hayley. Or how we’ll keep Ryker from finding out. We should tell them.”

      “Can’t. The more who know, the more likely we’ll have a leak. Hayley’s not a problem. Believe it or not, we go days at a time without mentionin’ you.”

      “Yeah, okay, but we see Ryker all the time. He—”

      “I don’t want to burden him with a secret he can’t tell April. And there’s the chance he’ll try to talk us out of it.”

      “Aha! There’s the real reason you don’t want to tell him.”

      “Because I’ve had experience with Cowboy in that regard. When I pretended to be Hayley’s fiancée Christmas before last, he was not happy that I was foolin’ her parents. He told me not to.” He spread his hands. “See how wrong he was?”

      “Yeah, but this is different.”

      “Not really. Strictly speakin’, I was much less truthful durin’ that episode than you’ll be durin’ this one. You’re a genuine hero.”

      Aaron smiled at the way his Southern buddy dragged out the word genuine. “Compared to Ryker, I’m not—”

      “Don’t tell me that you didn’t go through hell durin’ all those operations on your leg because I know better. That’s hero stuff right there.”

      “So it wasn’t a picnic, but—”

      “Let’s not forget the nightmares.”

      He shrugged. “Most returning vets have ’em. Nothing unique about that.”

      “And the freak sandstorm that scratched the corneas in both eyes didn’t help, either. They’re still sensitive.”

      “Not that sensitive. I was cleared to fly.”

      “With tinted goggles. Anyway, we have to exaggerate that bit so you can keep the lights low and your ball cap on.”

      “Badger, this isn’t gonna work. She’s sharp. She’ll figure it out in two minutes.”

      “You’re discountin’ the sales job I’ll do prior to her showin’ up at your house. Southerners are natural storytellers. And charmin’ on top of it.”

      Aaron rolled his eyes.

      “If I do my job and turn you into a romantic hero, she’ll want to believe. She won’t be lookin’ for reasons to doubt the setup. A couple of heartfelt conversations in your dimly lit livin’ room and she’ll start likin’ you more’n a bear likes a honeycomb.”

      “If it gets that far, and I’m not convinced it will, she’ll start liking Raven, Aaron’s new roommate. How will she take it when she finds out it’s been me all along?”

      “She might be discombobulated at first, but by then you’ll have your foot in the door. She’ll realize you two get along like grits and gravy.”

      “I hope you’re right.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Damn it, why does her ex have to have my exact name, first and last?”

      “I reckon his momma liked the sound of it, just like yours did.”

      “Guess so.”

      “Look at it this way. What have you got to lose?”

      “My dignity.”

      “Tell that to someone who hasn’t seen water balloons fallin’ out of your dress.”
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        * * *

      

      Aaron brought the Cessna in for a three-point landing at Eagles Nest Airfield a little past noon the following day. He taxied over to the tie-down area reserved for Badger Air and parked next to a Piper Mohave which bore the same logo as the Cessna, a badger wearing a World War I flight helmet. Ryker had taken his beloved twin-engine Beechcraft on a run to Boise. Badger had the day off.

      Working for a small commuter airline owned by his two best buddies from the Air Force was a dream job. His passengers were mostly like the couple this morning, chatty and excited about heading to Kalispell and Glacier National Park. The ride home in an empty plane had been way too quiet, though, giving him time to obsess about the letter. If Badger had followed through, Caitlin would have it by now.

      She’d scheduled a morning appointment with Badger and Hayley, his fiancée, to discuss a strategy for their wedding photos. Hayley’s brother Luke and his fiancée Abigail would be there, too. Logically, a double wedding required extra planning.

      Somehow, despite all the folks gathering at Caitlin’s studio, Badger had labeled it a perfect opportunity to give her the letter. Privately. That was Badger, always bucking the odds.

      He’d promised not to reveal their scheme to anyone until after the wedding, which was in six short days. By then their identity switch would have succeeded brilliantly or failed miserably. Either way, it would be out in the open. Secrets didn’t last long in a small town.

      As Aaron walked into the terminal, Badger pushed open the glass front door. His quick smile and thumbs up signaled he’d launched the mission. Aaron’s stomach bottomed out.

      “Figured you’d have landed by now.” Badger nudged back the brim of his Stetson. He’d retained his Georgia accent, but he’d adopted the clothes and mannerisms of a Montana cowboy.

      He glanced around. “Good deal. Nobody’s here. I have excellent news. She was moved by your letter and she’s willin’ to meet with you. Eager to meet you, in fact. I did a damned good job, if I do say so.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight. At your house, like we discussed.”

      “Yikes.”

      “That’s what you and I agreed on.”

      “I know. I’m just…” Not ready. “If she’s coming to the house to meet Raven, where am I supposed to be?”

      “You’re flyin’ to Casper tonight and won’t be back until tomorrow so Raven has the house to himself. If all goes well, we’ll send you off somewhere the next night, too.” Badger peered at him. “You look a little green around the gills.”

      “I honestly didn’t think you’d have a chance to give her the letter.”

      “Turned out to be easy. Hayley rushed off for a girls-only lunch with her mom. Delilah had a run-in with a skunk early this mornin’ so Luke and Abigail headed back home to give her another bath. I hung back, claiming I had a few more questions for Caitlin. Mission accomplished.”

      Aaron gulped. He’d flown with Badger in combat without breaking a sweat. He was sweating, now. “You know what? This is crazy. Let’s forget it.”

      “Forget it? What are you talkin’ ’bout?”

      “Look, you put a lot of effort into this and I appreciate it more than I can say, but—”

      “All righty, then.” Badger shrugged. “I’ll text her and say Raven chickened out.”

      “Fine with me.”

      “Kinda funny, though, a raven chickening out.” He grinned. “Caw-caw-caw.” Then he flapped his elbows. “Cluck-cluck-cluck.”

      “Yeah, yeah, go ahead. I deserve it. I should have nixed this wacko plan from the get-go. Don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “You were thinkin’ it’s the only way around your problem. Which it is.”

      “Or I could just accept the fact that she won’t date me.”

      “Are you goin’ to?”

      Aaron met his gaze. “Probably not.”

      “That’s what I thought you said the first time we explored this option.”

      “I know, but now that it’s actually—”

      “You’ll be fine. The run-through last night was impressive.”

      “So you said.”

      “When you put on a ball cap instead of your Stetson, you look like Raven, my old wingman. You act more like him, too. The guy I flew with was bold. Inventive. Always doin’ the unexpected. A raven.”

      Aaron took a deep breath.

      “The scruff helps the disguise, too. Makes you look edgy. I’d forgotten you shave twice a day. It’s only noon and you already have some bristle goin’ on.”

      “And cold feet.”

      “Then bail out, compadre. There’s always the Internet for findin’ women.”

      “Doesn’t appeal to me.”

      “But Caitlin does?”

      “Yes, damn it.”

      “Then you’d better unleash your inner jet jockey, good buddy. It’s show time.”
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      Twilight settled gently over Eagles Nest, triggering dusk-to-dawn porch lights in the cozy neighborhood where Aaron lived. A bracing wave of cold air scented with the aroma of a juniper fire greeted Caitlin as she stepped out of her trusty old Cherokee.

      The number on the rural mailbox by the curb matched the one Badger had given her, and the dark green Craftsman-style house fit his description. Lights in the window were muted, but she’d been told to expect that.

      Anticipation jacked up her pulse. Who could resist getting to know a shy war hero who’d admired her from afar? Although Raven’s letter hadn’t said so, Badger had confided that the guy had been decorated for bravery. She had a soft spot for vets.

      Taking the walkway to the porch, she reached for her phone to record the mosaic of fall leaves on the dry grass. Then she tucked it back in her jacket pocket. Much as she loved autumn colors, she wasn’t here to take pictures.

      She climbed the porch steps as a breeze caught red and yellow leaves and sent them skittering across the white floorboards to gather under a couple of rattan chairs. She rang the doorbell.

      A broad-shouldered man who was likely six-two or three opened the door. He’d tugged his ball cap down so it shaded his eyes. Badger had said his buddy had been caught in a sandstorm that had scratched the corneas in both eyes.

      “Raven?” She held out her hand.

      “Yes.” His voice was husky as he clasped her hand in a firm grip. Maybe the sandstorm had affected his throat, too. He released her hand and stepped back. “Please come in. Thanks for doing this.”

      “I’m happy to meet with you. I’m glad you sent word through Badger. You must be keeping a low profile because I didn’t know another member of Ryker and Badger’s squadron was in town.”

      “A very low profile.” He sounded slightly amused. “Can I take your jacket?”

      “Sure.” She slipped out of it and handed it over.

      When he walked the short distance to the coat tree by the door, he favored his right leg.

      “Do you still have pain from your injury?”

      “Not too much anymore. We can talk over there, if that’s okay.” He gestured toward a pair of easy chairs that faced the fireplace. Two bottles of beer sat on a table between the chairs and the soft glow of a fire struck a welcoming note in the dim room.

      “Looks perfect. I love the built-in bookshelves by the fireplace. And all the books. Aaron must be quite a reader.”

      “Yep.”

      She wandered over to the shelf on the left. “Ooo, he has some Dick Francis I haven’t read.”

      “I’m sure he’d loan ’em to you.”

      “I’ll ask next time I see him.”

      “Take a couple now. He won’t mind.”

      She ran a finger over the spines of the books. Dust jackets still on. Chronological order. “Maybe not, but I’ll ask, first. This could be the complete set. Clearly he treasures his books.” She gestured to the chairs. “Does it matter where I sit?”

      “Nope.” He cleared his throat. “I didn’t drink from either bottle.”

      Clearing his throat hadn’t changed the gravelly texture of his voice. If anything, it was more pronounced. He could be self-conscious about that, too. She chose the nearest chair. “McGavin’s Pale Ale. My new favorite.”

      “Mine, too.”

      “I only mentioned your injury because April is a terrific massage therapist. I go to her all the time.” Picking up her beer, she took a sip. “Then again, maybe Ryker’s already set you up with her.”

      “No, he…uh…doesn’t know I’m here.”

      “He doesn’t?” She stared at him. “Why not?”

      “I need to work on some things. Badger and Aaron get that, but Ryker…”

      “I think he’d get it, too.”

      “Maybe. But he might not go along with… my methods.” A ripple in his voice sounded like he might have swallowed laughter.

      But that made no sense. “What methods?”

      “They’re…unconventional.” He ducked his head, but didn’t move fast enough. Firelight picked up the quick flash of a smile.

      She was encouraged by that smile. Despite what he’d been through, he’d held onto his sense of humor. The contrast of white teeth against his dark bristle was attractive. Rakish, even. “I guess I shouldn’t mention this meeting to anyone.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      “Then I won’t.” The plot thickened. And she was a sucker for intrigue. “But I’m curious about what you’re doing that Ryker wouldn’t go along with.”

      “Psychological experiment.” He took a swallow of his beer. “May not work.”

      “Hey, I’m from SoCal, the land of experimental psychology. Maybe I can help.”

      “Explaining would ruin it.”

      “Is my being here part of it?”

      “In a way.”

      “Wow. This is more complicated than I thought. I’m fascinated, though.”

      He nodded. “That’s good news.”

      “Will you explain it to me when the experiment’s over?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Can you tell me when that will be?”

      “Friday.”

      “That’s not very much time.”

      “No.”

      “If it helps the cause, I have some time the next three evenings.”

      “It would help.”

      The experiment will be over by Friday. She gazed at him. “I’ll bet I’ve figured it out. Badger wants you to attend his wedding on Saturday and he thinks a few conversations with me beforehand will help you gear up for it.”

      He glanced away.

      “Did I guess it?”

      “Well…”

      “Never mind. If that’s the plan, it’s fine. But even if talking with me is helpful, I can’t be your support person during the wedding. I’ll be very busy.”

      “No problem.”

      “Well, good.” She took another swallow of her beer. “So here we are. What would you like to talk about?”

      “You.”

      “Could you be more specific?”

      “Your work. How you got started.”

      “That’s an easy one. I had a toy camera when I was a toddler. By the time I was three, I was driving my parents nuts begging for one that took real pictures. They tell me I was relentless, but I like to think I was sweet about it.”

      That cute little smile reappeared. “Nothing wrong with asking for what you want.”

      “Absolutely.” Right now, she wanted to see his whole face instead of only the bottom half. But in addition to protecting his eyes, the hat might give him a sense of security. She didn’t want to threaten that. “What else would you like to know?”

      Instead of looking at her, he stared at the beer bottle he cradled in both hands. He had a scar on the back of one. “So you grew up in California?”

      “All over.” She took another drink. “My brother and I were Navy brats.”

      “Yeah?”

      “My dad was career military. My brother only served four years, said that was enough excitement to last him.”

      “I get that.”

      “I’m sure you do. Anyway, my parents ended up in San Diego, the last place Dad was stationed before he retired. Now Dennis is there, too.”

      “Why not you?”

      “Competition is stiff in SoCal and I was tired of fighting for my place in that environment. The beach is awesome, but the traffic isn’t. I longed for fewer people and four distinct seasons. Fall is a special favorite of mine.”

      “I like it, too.”

      “Especially when the leaves turn.”

      “Yeah. That’s nice.”

      “You have some awesome leaves in your yard and on your porch. I almost stopped to take pictures.”

      “You should do that tomorrow night.”

      “Okay, I will. Maybe I’ll bring a real camera.”

      “Excellent.” He gave her a quick glance before looking away again. “So that’s why you’re here? Leaves and less people?”

      She laughed. “Partly. The main reason is—I love cowboys.”

      “Oh?”

      “As photographic subjects, I mean. The American cowboy as a symbol of chivalry is one worth preserving. Living here, I have plenty of opportunities to shoot cowboys. But I’m not…it’s not as if I have a thing for...”

      “Not attracted to the Stetson?”

      “I’m more interested in what’s in a guy’s head than what’s on it. Although you hardly see anybody around here, male or female, who isn’t wearing a cowboy hat.”

      “True.”

      “I would be surprised if Aaron hasn’t already bought you one.”

      “He has.”

      “But you’re clinging to your ball cap, instead?”

      “I’m used to it.” He tugged on the curved bill.

      “It does a good job of shading your eyes, better than a Stetson would, I think, so you’re probably wise to stick with it until your eyes heal.”

      “Right.” He took a mouthful of beer.

      “I’m curious about your name.”

      “Oh?”

      “Is it your real one?”
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      He choked on his beer and almost spewed it everywhere. Setting the bottle on the small table between them, he leaned forward and coughed several times before straightening and taking a deep breath.

      “Better?”

      “Yes. Sorry.”

      “Was that the wrong thing to ask?”

      Yes. “No.” Choking had roughened his voice, which was a big help. Keeping that rasp going had turned into a major challenge. “It’s the name my squadron gave me.”

      “Like Badger?”

      “Exactly.”

      “So you use it in place of your given name?”

      “For now.” Except for the choking episode, responses were sliding off his tongue and he hadn’t lied yet. Badger would be proud of him.

      “You must like it.”

      “I do.”

      “Does it have significance? Or is it just because you have black hair?”

      How did she know that? Oh, yeah, his beard. And his hair below the back of the cap. “Partly the hair. And I can…repair things using…random stuff.” He’d have a sore throat for real if he kept this up much longer. “Ravens are inventive.”

      She studied him. “It’s a useful trait.”

      “It’s handy.” Like now. She was looking too closely, though, examining him with her perceptive blue gaze. “I’d better tend the fire.” Leaving the chair, he exaggerated his limp slightly as he moved over to the hearth. “What does your name mean?”

      She chuckled. “Pure. I looked it up when I was about sixteen. I asked my mom if my name meant I was supposed to be a virgin the rest of my life.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “She thought it meant pure of heart, not celibate. I was incredibly relieved, especially since I’d just seen a movie where Brad Pitt was shirtless.”

      He smiled and continued rearranging the logs on the fire. “Angelina Jolie was my wake-up call.”

      “I kind of hated that they couldn’t make a go of it.”

      “Celebrity’s tough duty.” Adjusting the brim of his hat for maximum shadow, he returned to his chair.

      “It sure is. I’d much rather be behind the camera than in front of it.”

      “Is that why I didn’t see any pictures of you on the town’s website?”

      “I know it’s crazy, but I don’t like having my picture taken. I’ve been told I should have a head shot, at least, on my website.”

      “You should.”

      “I suppose I will, eventually. It’s not a priority.”

      He’d love to try capturing the essence of her in a picture. He’d take it while she was working, when her light brown hair was coming out of her braids and her blue eyes were shining with the challenge of getting the perfect shot.

      He couldn’t believe she was here, sitting beside him. She’d dressed up for this meeting, a sweet gesture. He’d never seen that soft blue sweater before, or her hair down and curling over her shoulders. She’d worn light pink lipstick and a little eye makeup. For him. No, for Raven.

      She was much quieter tonight. Usually she was in constant motion, chatting with everyone as she dashed around, alternating between her video and her still cameras.

      Not tonight. He had her all to himself and he liked her more with every minute they spent together. She’d refused to borrow any of his prized set of Dick Francis books without asking. Not that she needed extra points since he was already hooked, but she’d impressed him with that decision.

      Too bad they couldn’t compare notes on those books. At least not yet. In the meantime, he had so much else he wanted to know about her. “What kind of movies do you like?”

      “Ones with happy endings. I’m not into the tragic stories where they all die in the end.”

      Right answer. “Me, either. When I watch, that is.” Don’t forget your eye problems, doofus.

      “I guess you would have to take a break from movies. I’ll bet you can’t read any of these fabulous books Aaron has, either.” She gazed at him. “Was it all worth it?”

      He’d asked himself the question many times. Now that he was back and more-or-less in one piece, he could finally answer. “Yes. Good cause, made lifelong friends. And…nothing like flying faster than sound.” Then again, he’d never held Caitlin in his arms. That might beat the thrill of streaking across the sky at Mach 3.

      “I can’t imagine being in combat.”

      “I thought I knew what I was getting into, but…” He took another drink and cleared his throat.

      “Intense?”

      “It’s not a video game.”

      “But you made it home.”

      “Yeah.” A familiar pain tightened his chest. “Took a toll on my mom.”

      “Any siblings?”

      “No. She’s alone. She went through hell while I was gone. Never let on.” He didn’t have to fake the catch in his throat. Talking about his mom choked him up. She was far braver than he’d ever been.

      “Does she live near Eagles Nest?”

      “Not yet.” He took a breath. “I’m working on it. She’s owned her house a long time.”

      “Where?”

      “Ohio. It’s nice. Familiar. But Ryker showed me pictures of Eagles Nest and I loved it on sight. Mom’s coming out next month to visit.”

      “It’s a friendly town. You may not have had much chance to—”

      “Very friendly.” He cut her off before she said something he’d have to confirm or deny. “Whoever sees your Fourth of July video gets that.”

      “I like how it turned out. Has your mom seen it?”

      “It convinced her to come.”

      “Aww. I’m gratified to hear that.”

      “Aleck’s bagpipes helped, too. She loves bagpipes.”

      “Hey, that reminds me. Have you heard Badger play?”

      “Not yet.” He and Ryker figured they deserved to hear a few notes since they’d been listening to Badger rave about his lessons for weeks. But the guy was going for a big reveal on Saturday. He’d found a secret practice location that even Hayley didn’t know about.

      “Aleck claims he’s getting good, but I guess he won’t go public until the wedding.”

      “That’s what he says.”

      “Another reason why you need to be there. He’s getting married and making his musical debut on the bagpipes.” She finished off her beer.

      “Oh, I’ll be there.”

      “Whether your experiment works or not?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for anything.” Not even the total humiliation he’d face if she shot him down when she learned the truth.

      “That’s nice, Raven. I’m glad you feel that way.”

      “He’s my friend.” He glanced at her empty bottle. “Can I get you another beer?”

      “Better not. The senior portraits I shot over the weekend need retouching and I promised to have them ready tomorrow.”

      “I took you away from your work.”

      “Not a problem.” She stood. “I’ve enjoyed this.”

      Yes! He got out of his chair. “So have I. I’ll fetch your jacket.” He averted his face and started toward the coat tree because the big ol’ grin threatening to break through might give him away.

      She followed him over. “Easing back into civilian life might seem like a challenge at first, but you picked the right town. And a good roommate. Aaron seems like a very nice guy.”

      “He’s awesome.” Not easy to say with a straight face. Fortunately, the area by the door was darker than over by the fire. He unhooked her jacket from the coat tree.

      “I’m sure he is. I get the impression he’d like to hang out with me, which is why I told him the thing about my ex-boyfriend’s name right away. Did he mention that?”

      The intel had carved permanent grooves in his brain, but Raven wouldn’t be nearly as dialed in. “You’d better refresh my memory.” He held her jacket for her.

      “I was serious about a guy in San Diego until he cheated on me.”

      He’d winced the first time she’d told him and he did it again. How could anyone cheat on Caitlin? The guy had to be terminally dumb. “I’m sorry.”

      “I won’t lie. It was painful. Didn’t see it coming.” Slipping her arms into her jacket sleeves caused her hair to sway gently, releasing a sweet fragrance.

      The scent drew him closer. With great effort, he took a step back. “It’s no fun to be blindsided.”

      “No fun at all.” She flipped her hair over the jacket collar and turned to face him. “But here’s the part that’s kind of weird, but also sad. My ex’s name is Aaron Donahue.”

      “Ah. That rings a bell.” More like a large Chinese gong. “Aaron did mention it.”

      She began buttoning her jacket. “Naturally, when I met the Eagles Nest Aaron, I had a visceral negative reaction.”

      “Naturally.”

      “I even said something stupid like I could never trust you. Then I caught myself and apologized. I told him the problem. He said he understood, but he looked unhappy. As well he would be. It’s not his fault that a total jerk has his name.”

      “Nope.”

      “Then tonight I find out he has an entire collection of Dick Francis, an author I love. My ex only read fitness magazines.” She shoved her hands in her pockets. “He was proud of his muscles. Bragged about how much he could bench-press. Loser.”

      “Aaron never brags about his muscles.”

      “Of course not. He’s a decent human being.” She gazed at him. “So are you, Raven. I guess you’d have to be or Aaron wouldn’t have invited you to room with him and Badger wouldn’t be asking me to help acclimate you before the ceremony this weekend. I’m sure it’ll be wild.”

      “Well, it’s Badger’s wedding, after all.”

      She laughed. “Yes, there’s that. The guy can’t do anything without making a production of it. The bagpipes are an interesting twist, but the event was always going to be epic.” She took a breath. “I’d better head home.”

      “Thanks for coming.”

      “My pleasure. So, same time tomorrow night?”

      “Works for me if it works for you.”

      “It does. Will Aaron be here?”

      “Uh, no, he’s flying to Casper.”

      “Again?”

      Damn. “No, you’re right. That’s where he is tonight. He’ll be in Kalispell tomorrow night.”

      “Okay. I thought if he was here, I could ask about the books. But I could call him.” She pulled out her phone. “What’s his number?”

      Aaron reeled it off.

      “Wow, you knew it without looking at your phone.”

      Uh-oh. “For some reason his stuck in my head.”

      “That’s amazing. I don’t know anybody’s number anymore now that they’re all in my list of contacts. Would you mind giving me your number, too?”

      Oh, geez. “Um, I would, but…I think it’s smart to switch from the Ohio area code to the Montana one, so I’m—”

      “In transition. That’s okay. I can get it later. You have mine, right?”

      “I do.” His heartbeat gradually returned to normal.

      Reaching over, she gave his forearm a squeeze. “See you tomorrow night.”

      “See you then.”

      He stayed very still until she started her Jeep and drove away. Then he let out a whoop and busted some moves. He’d messed up a little at the end, but he’d avoided total disaster. Bottom line—he’d done it.

      He texted Badger. Mach 3.

      Badger called him back. “You actually pulled it off?”

      “You didn’t think I would?”

      “I gave you a forty-percent chance, but I didn’t want to say it and destroy what little confidence you had in the mission.”

      “Glad I beat the odds, then. Why did you call me back? Where’s Hayley?”

      “In the shower. So are you saying Caitlin bought the whole setup?”

      “Evidently.”

      “Damn, I’m good.”

      “I almost screwed up at the end. She asked for Aaron’s phone number and was surprised that I knew it without looking it up.”

      “No kiddin’. I barely know my own, let alone yours. Why’d she want it?”

      “She’s a Dick Francis fan and wants to ask me about borrowing some books.”

      “See there? Already you have Dick Francis in common. I predict you’ll keep uncoverin’ gems like that.”

      “Then she asked for my number, meaning Raven’s.”

      “How’d you wiggle out of that?”

      “I told her it made sense to switch from an Ohio area code to a Montana one and I implied that chore was on my to-do list.”

      “Quick thinkin’.”

      “Appreciate the compliment. Oh, and she’s coming back tomorrow night, same time. I said Aaron will be in Kalispell. She’s mentioned that she’s free the next two nights after that, so we’ll have to figure out where Aaron’s off to so it makes sense.”

      “No problemo.”

      “I’m thinking maybe I’ll shave for the next—”

      “Hold the phone, Einstein.”

      “I feel like a derelict when I don’t shave.”

      “Have you got grits for brains?”

      “The scruff is not my style.”

      “It’s Raven’s style. Stick with it.”

      “It’s only the bottom half of my face. Batman shows the bottom half of his face and nobody recognizes Bruce Wayne.”

      “I hate to break it to you, hotshot, but that’s a movie. It’s not real. And Caitlin’s a photographer. She notices details. Don’t shave.”

      “But I hate feeling like—”

      “Hayley’s out of the shower. Gotta go. Don’t shave.” Badger disconnected.

      Aaron rubbed his prickly jaw. Maybe if he turned off one of the lamps...
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      The following afternoon, Caitlin kept an eye on the time as she finished up a Wild Creek photo shoot with two ENHS seniors. A year ago, she’d struck a deal with Kendra to use the ranch for outdoor portrait work, the bulk of which would be senior portraits.

      The concept was insanely successful, providing a great opportunity for Caitlin and another revenue stream for Kendra, plus extra exposure for her stable. The high school kids had been overjoyed with the concept.

      Foreman Jim Underwood seemed to get a kick out of the teenagers and always made sure he was on hand to help. The two girls for today’s shoot had chosen Winston, a flashy butterscotch Paint, and Strawberry, a gentle roan, to step into the limelight with them. The horses had lapped up the extra attention, especially Winston, the most extroverted horse Caitlin had ever met.

      Senior portraits created a rush of business this month because the weather was perfect for outdoor shots. She was determined to stay ahead of the game because the wedding would suck up so much of her weekend.

      Technically she didn’t have the bandwidth to spend time with Raven right now. But she wanted to. He was at a critical juncture in his life and she wanted to help.

      Besides, he was sweet and…yeah, attractive. His understated sexiness came through, despite the ball cap and the dim lights. Or maybe because of them. A man of mystery. Sharing a beer and conversation with him wasn’t a chore.

      After the girls left, she thanked Jim for his part in the photo shoot and walked up to the main house to let Kendra know she’d finished. The girls hadn’t chosen to use the long front porch of the massive log house, but Caitlin loved working with its rustic appeal, too.

      She’d posed other teen clients in the rockers or on the steps. The sturdy railing was a multipurpose prop for casual leaning. Some kids had opted to climb up and stand on it.

      Tapping on the carved wooden door, she opened it a crack. “Kendra? You in there?”

      “Sure am. Talking to Ryker. Come join us.”

      So that was who’d arrived in the familiar-looking truck parked beside hers. After last night, she’d just as soon not interact with him and risk letting something slip. It still seemed odd that Badger and Aaron had kept him in the dark about Raven.

      Yes, Ryker’s military bearing intimidated a lot of people, but Aaron and Badger were his squadron buddies. Strange that they’d left him out of the loop this week.

      He was sitting at the table drinking coffee with his mom when Caitlin walked in. He got to his feet. “Hey, Caitlin. Good to see you. Can I get you a cup?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t stay long.” She walked over and slid into the chair he pulled out for her. “Thanks. How are you?”

      “Good. Lots of last-minute wedding stuff, but that’s typical.”

      She smiled. “Always.” She turned to Kendra. “Three ENHS boys would like to come out tomorrow afternoon, same time frame. Will that work?”

      “Absolutely. I meant to tell you that Faith and I shifted weekday riding lessons to morning and early afternoon to give you the run of the place after school lets out. We’ll keep that schedule until the weather changes.”

      “Thanks. Good to know.”

      “I was watching out the window,” Ryker said. “Those girls had a blast.”

      “So did I. They were a little self-conscious at first, but once I coaxed them into having fun with it, we had a great time.”

      “April and I were looking at our album last night and everyone’s relaxed and happy, even in the posed shots. You’re great at putting people at ease.”

      “That’s nice to hear. And Saturday we get to do it all again.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Should be…interesting.”

      “You mean because of Badger on the bagpipes?”

      “I’m not worried about Badger. If he commits to something he does it and does it right. It’s Delilah I’m concerned about.”

      “I heard about the skunk incident when Luke and Abigail met with me yesterday, but they had some special stuff and said the stink would be gone by this weekend.”

      “I don’t care how she smells. Well, I do, but you’re right. They’re on top of it. I just don’t like putting her in charge of four valuable rings. It has me spooked.”

      Kendra laughed. “Pot, meet kettle. Your wedding was a disaster waiting to happen. Wrangling one cute little doggie pales in comparison to what you put us through, my darling son.”

      “I can’t argue with that, but those meteorite wedding rings Badger bought cost a fortune and—”

      “He likely has them insured.”

      “But they’re unique, one-of-a-kind.” He heaved a sigh. “I wish they’d let me and Wes take charge of the rings. I understand they want Delilah in the wedding, but she could be the flower dog.”

      “The ring-bearer is a more significant role,” Caitlin said. “They’ll be tied to her collar. Easier to do that than decorate her with flowers.”

      “Virginia’s determined to get some kind of outfit on her, though. Last I heard it was a doggie tux. Delilah won’t like that.”

      “You never know. She might.” Kendra regarded him with fondness. “Just because you hate them doesn’t mean everybody does.”

      “I’m betting Delilah will be fine.” Caitlin pushed back her chair.

      “I hope you’re right. Anyway, I’d better head out, too.” He stood and plucked his hat from the table.

      “I’m right behind you.” Caitlin got up.

      “Thanks for the coffee, Mom.” Ryker settled his hat on his head as he walked to the front door, opened it and waited for Caitlin. “I’ll walk you out.”

      “Okay.” She gave him a smile. Kendra’s boys had such lovely manners.

      After he closed the door, he followed her down the steps. “I’d like to ask you about something.”

      “Sure.”

      “This has been on my mind for some time. I told myself not to get involved, but Aaron’s my friend, so I’d like to say my piece.”

      Uh-oh. “About what?”

      “He admires you.”

      “I’m aware of that, but—”

      “I know he has the same name as your ex, which is unfortunate because my buddy’s a great guy. Good pilot, good soldier, good friend.”

      “I believe you.”

      “He’d hate that I’m speaking up for him, but…is there any chance you can overlook the name thing?”

      She took a deep breath. “I wish I could. Tell me, have you ever had a bad reaction to someone because their name had a lousy association?”

      He paused beside her Jeep and nudged back his hat. “I have, in fact. If April and I have kids, she’s lobbied for a girl’s name she loves, but it’s the same as a former commanding officer who is the meanest, most vindictive woman I’ve ever known. Our daughter can’t have that name.”

      “There’s my problem in a nutshell.”

      “But you’re over this guy, right?”

      “I’m so over him.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Almost two years.”

      “That’s a decent amount of time. Maybe, in another few months, you’ll be able to—”

      “When was the last time you dealt with your mean and vindictive commanding officer?”

      “She was transferred while I was still over there, so it’s been about…five years.”

      “Five years since you laid eyes on this woman, and you still associate her name with negative emotions?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grimaced. “I get your point. I do. I just wish…” He shook his head. “Never mind.” He opened the driver’s door for her. “It’s just Aaron’s bad luck. Nothing to be done.”

      “I’m afraid that’s true. Just one of those dumb coincidences.” She climbed in but left the door open. She gazed up at him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t give it another thought. See you Friday afternoon if not before.” He touched two fingers to the brim of his hat and walked over to his truck.

      Closing the door, she fastened her seat belt and started her Jeep. Don’t give it another thought. Too bad she couldn’t shut off her brain that easily. Flick of a switch. Wouldn’t that be nice?

      She drove into town, turned down the alley that ran behind the row of buildings on Main Street, and parked behind the one she’d claimed as her studio and living space. The setup—commercial venture on the first floor and owner’s apartment on the second—mimicked several other businesses in this block.

      The town dated back to an era when shopkeepers living above their establishments had been the norm. In Eagles Nest, it still was, and she loved the vintage atmosphere.

      After downloading her afternoon’s work to her computer, she composed a joint email to the three seniors confirming tomorrow’s photo shoot. She started to put away her camera equipment and paused. Those autumn leaves in Aaron’s yard wouldn’t be there forever and Raven had invited her to take some pictures.

      She left her favorite digital camera on the desk where she wouldn’t forget it and hurried up the stairway to take a quick shower. But first she’d call Aaron about the books.

      She picked up her phone and scrolled through her contacts. She’d deleted her ex long ago. Didn’t matter. A creepy deja-vu vibe hit her when she tapped on Aaron’s listing.

      Evidently a shared love of Dick Francis wasn’t enough to override the ick clinging to her cheating bastard’s name. Borrowing the books would create a connection. Could it get awkward?

      Maybe she shouldn’t borrow them, after all. But a couple were ones she’d never been able to find, new or used. Raven might have already said something to Aaron. Okay, it was a loan of books between friends. She was way overthinking it.

      He might not even be available to answer her call since he was flying to Kalispell tonight. She’d leave a voice message and he could reply to it. Neat and tidy. She made the call.

      “Hello.”

      “Oh! Hi, Aaron. It’s Caitlin. I didn’t think you’d answer. Aren’t you flying to Kalispell tonight?”

      “Haven’t left yet. Raven told me you’d like to borrow some Dick Francis books.”

      “I would, but they’re in such pristine condition that I’m hesitant.”

      “Gonna slop coffee on ’em? Dog-ear the pages?”

      “No! I would never—”

      “Kidding.” His soft laughter sounded…nice. “You’re a perfectionist with your photography. I think I can trust you with my books.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be very—you know what? I shouldn’t take them now. I’m crazy busy with the senior portraits, the wedding, and…well, helping Raven. I won’t have time to read.”

      “Go ahead and take them, anyway, since you’ll be coming over tonight. Keep them until you’re done. It’s great to know someone else in town is a fan.”

      “Same here. What got you started reading him?”

      “The horses. Then I found out about his military service and felt a kinship there. But mostly it was my love of horses. It’s one reason I was so eager to move here once Cowb—I mean, Ryker—started talking about Eagles Nest.”

      “Do you ride a lot?”

      “Every chance I get. Wild Creek has some amazing trails.”

      “They do. And this weather is perfect, but I won’t get any time to go until after the wedding.”

      “Yeah, we’ll all have more time after this weekend.” He paused.

      Uh-oh. Was he about to suggest they go riding? “Speaking of time, I should—”

      “Right. Me, too. And thanks for working with Raven when you’re so crunched.”

      She exhaled. “I’m happy to do it. He’s a sweetheart. I’m glad he has you and Badger in his corner.”

      “And now you.”

      “Yes, definitely me. Anyway, we both need to get going. Thanks for being so generous with your books. I promise I’ll—”

      “No promises necessary. Like I said, I’m not worried. I know they’re in good hands.”

      “They are. Have a safe flight to Kalispell.”

      “I will. See you Friday night for the rehearsal.”

      “See you then. ’Bye…” She trailed off, unwilling to say his name and risk interrupting the flow of positive energy.

      “’Bye, Caitlin.” He disconnected.

      She stared at the phone. Had he said her name on purpose? Well, he could do that all he wanted, but she didn’t have to reciprocate. People had conversations all the time without using names.

      He had a very nice voice, though. Deep and gentle, it was super easy on the ears. She’d talked with him in person a few times, but this was their first contact by phone. It focused her attention, emphasizing texture and timbre in a way that face-to-face conversations wouldn’t.

      She’d enjoyed his soft, intimate laugh when he’d teased her about messing up his books. The sound of it would stay with her for a while. It sent little shivers up her spine and made her smile. Maybe there was hope for a friendship after all. She’d just avoid saying his name.
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      Aaron sighed as he put down his phone and started making himself some dinner. For a moment, she’d been into him. He’d debated inviting her to go riding after the wedding was over. Had she sensed it? Seemed likely judging from the way she’d jumped into the conversation to deflect that potential move.

      This name thing was such a stupid handicap. He chafed under the disguise Badger had dreamed up. Instead he longed to face Caitlin as himself, a confident guy with the strength of character to obliterate this damned obstacle.

      Badger would tell him it was too soon. I don’t reckon a mutual love of Dick Francis is enough to light her fire. You need to keep goin’, keep learnin’ more about her and vice-versa.

      Badger would be right. Aaron rubbed a hand over his jaw. Okay, he’d play the damaged vet again tonight, but he’d do it with a fresh shave.

      An hour later, he’d eaten, shaved and built a small fire when Caitlin tapped on his front door. He opened it a few inches and stayed back. A sunset glow lit the sky and might reveal too much, especially now that his bristle was gone. “Gonna take some pictures of the leaves?” He was getting better at sounding different without straining his vocal cords.

      “I was planning on it. Could you put on sunglasses and come out? Or do you need to keep an eye on the fire?”

      “It’ll be okay for a while.” Sunglasses plus the ball cap should be enough to maintain the secrecy. He’d go with it. After all, that’s what Hollywood stars used.

      “You might want to put on a sweatshirt or something. The temperature’s dropped quite a bit.”

      “Okay. Be right there.” Grabbing his flight jacket from the coat tree by the door, he shoved his arms into the sleeves and was almost out the door before he remembered to take off his name tag. Sticking it in the pocket of his jeans, he put on his aviators and stepped out on the porch.

      His eye sensitivity was a real thing, just not as bad as he’d led her to believe. He wore his shades even with a Stetson, except during Ryker’s outdoor wedding last April, when they’d seemed inappropriate.

      Shades in place, ball cap tugged down, he stepped out on the porch.

      Caitlin lay on her stomach on the dry grass while she aimed her camera across the crazy quilt of leaves littering the yard. She took several shots, then rolled to her back and focused on the leaves overhead. Watching her as she recorded the world around her was always a treat.

      Hopping to her feet, she brushed off the leaves and looped the camera strap over her head bandolier-style so the camera rested on her hip. Then she turned toward the porch. “There you are.” She spread out her arms. “Glorious.”

      “Uh-huh.” Yes, she certainly was. A couple of red leaves had tangled in her hair, making her look like a wood sprite.

      “I’ve got what I need in the yard.” She came up the walk toward him. “I want to take a few shots of the leaves on the porch.”

      He started down the steps. “Then I’ll get out of your—”

      “You shaved.” Her gaze lit with approval. “Wow. What a big change.”

      “Really?” Yikes.

      “You look like a different person without the scruff.”

      He started to sweat. “I do?”

      “When you were unshaven, it was as if you were in hiding.”

      Yep, right on the first try.

      “But without the scruff, I see a man who’s in the process of opening himself to what life has to offer.”

      “Oh.” Whew. “Maybe I am.”

      “That’s very good news, Raven.” She smiled as if he’d given her a gift. She put her whole face into it. Her eyes sparkled, her cheeks glowed and her generous mouth curved with infectious joy.

      He couldn’t help smiling back. “You’re beautiful.” The murmured words had tumbled out, unbidden.

      Her eyes grew wide and her lips parted in surprise.

      Too much, too soon. “Sorry.” He ducked his head and cleared his throat to resume his new way of speaking. “That was uncalled for.”

      “Please don’t apologize.”

      He glanced up and met her warm gaze. “But—”

      “You caught me off guard, but what woman doesn’t love being told she’s beautiful? It’s even better when a man says it like you did, with conviction.”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Especially...” He coughed to roughen his voice even more. “Especially with leaves in your hair.”

      “I picked up some leaves?” She lifted her hands to her hair and plucked one of them loose. “So I did. Nature girl, that’s me.”

      “There’s one more. Hold still.” He combed his fingers through the silky strands and pulled it free. “Here you go. A souvenir.”

      “Pretty.” She took the leaf by its stem and added it to the other one. Then she put her hand on his shoulder and rose on her toes.

      Surely she wasn’t going to…yes, she was…

      Dipping her head under the brim of his cap, she brushed a kiss over his mouth. “Thank you.”

      He swallowed and fisted his hands at his sides. “Welcome.” Breathe, dude.

      Stepping back, she glanced at the sky. “I’d better capture the leaves on the porch before the light’s gone.”

      He moved aside so she could slip past him on the narrow walkway. “By…by all means.” Sheesh, he couldn’t seem to get enough air. Anyone would think he’d never been kissed before. “I’ll wait here.”

      “I won’t be long.” She lifted her camera strap over her head as she headed toward the porch. “I’m looking forward to enjoying another fire and a bottle of McGavin’s Pale Ale.”

      Good thing she wanted to take some more pictures. Gave him time to collect himself. Hands in his jacket pockets, he took several restorative breaths as she twirled around the porch getting various angles on the leaves.

      She moved lightly and effortlessly, almost dancing in her endless pursuit of beauty. She was tuned in to her environment, likely tuned in to him, too.

      And she’d kissed him. Well, she’d kissed Raven. How should he interpret that? His body had reacted instantly. He’d locked down his response, but the strength of it served as a warning. His craving simmered just below the surface.

      Why had she kissed him? Was it a friendly gesture that meant nothing more than a handshake? Or was it an attempt to change the dynamic between them to something more personal? He had no idea. Might be good to talk about it and diffuse the situation.

      “Is it okay if I take a picture of you?”

      Uh-oh. “I’d really—”

      “The sunset’s all orangey behind you. Very atmospheric. I want you to see what I see. Then I’ll delete it if you want me to.”

      “All right. What should I—”

      “Just stand there.” She came down the steps, taking shot after shot as she drew closer. About three feet away, she stopped. “Nice.”

      “I doubt it.”

      She grinned. “The way you were standing in the fading light in your flight jacket and aviators, you stirred up some Top Gun fantasies.”

      He groaned.

      “I know, I know. My brother flew with the Navy and you should hear his rant on the movie. I thought I was past my obsession with fighter pilots, but evidently I’m not totally over it.”

      Not the most terrible news he’d ever heard. “Ready to go in?”

      “You bet. The light’s gone, anyway.” Turning, she made her way back to the porch. “I talked to Aaron earlier about the books.”

      “I know.” He took the steps two at a time so he could open the door for her.

      “Raven! Your leg!”

      Damn. Forgot. “It’s not bad today. Isn’t bothering me much.” He ushered her through the door.

      “Does the weather make a difference?”

      “It does.” That much was true. “I can predict rain.” But his leg barely hurt at all anymore, even when it rained. Just twinges.

      “I’m humbled by the sacrifices made by our military personnel. Those of us who’ve stayed home, comfy and secure, owe you so much.”

      “Thank you.” He followed her in and closed the door. “It wasn’t all sacrifice. I made friends and learned to fly.” Stripping his conversation of extraneous words minimized the strain on his vocal cords.

      “Are you hoping to fly for Badger Air?” She took her camera over to the easy chair she’d used the night before and laid it on the seat. “Once you’re up to it, of course.”

      “Yes.” He’d better be up to it tomorrow, since he was heading to Boise to pick up some folks who’d been invited to the wedding. Badger was covering the cost of flying in any guests who lived within a five-hundred-mile radius of Eagles Nest.

      “That’s great. I’m sure Badger and Ryker can find a place for you.” She shrugged out of her jacket.

      “Hope so.” He tucked his aviators in his pocket. “I’ll take that.” He hung her jacket on the coat tree and put his on the hook next to it. Cozy.

      He turned to find her standing in the entryway, gazing at him. The light was too dim to read her expression, but…the air between them seemed to crackle, and it wasn’t because of the fire.

      Did she want to follow up on that kiss? Or was she beginning to question this setup?

      He’d rather not test what was creating the tension between them. “I didn’t put the beer out since it would get warm. You could decide on which books while I fetch it.” And get his bearings.

      “Sounds great.” She wandered over to the Dick Francis section of his bookcase.

      “Want chips? Peanuts?” Me?

      “No, thanks. Just a beer is fine.”

      “Be right back.” He walked into the kitchen and automatically flipped on the light. Turned it off again.

      “You okay in there?”

      “Yep. Old habits die hard.”

      “You’ll probably be glad when your corneas finally heal.”

      “I will.” He opened the fridge and grabbed two bottles of McGavin’s Pale Ale. “I have a pitcher of water, too,” he called out. “Want some?”

      “Maybe later.”

      He glanced toward the kitchen doorway where she stood backlit by the light from the living room.

      “The wedding will be more brightly lit than this house.”

      “I know. Did you pick out some books?”

      “I took four. Anyway, the wedding won’t have spotlights glaring in your eyes or anything like that. Virginia’s using a lot of battery-operated candles, but she wants the guests to be able to see what’s going on. She also wants enough light for me to take some decent pictures.”

      “I understand.”

      She walked into the darkened kitchen. “You may not want to do this, but I think you should wear your shades.”

      Sweet of her to be concerned, but it was never going to be an issue. By Saturday night, Raven would no longer exist as a separate entity. His persona would be melded with Aaron’s, who didn’t need that level of eye protection. He prayed that she would forgive him this deception.

      “Good suggestion.” He twisted off a beer cap and handed her a bottle. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      She took the beer but made no move to leave the kitchen. “On the one hand, I’m glad you made it back in time for Badger’s wedding. On the other, I worry that it’ll be too hard on you.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “That’s what concerns me.” She moved closer and set her beer on the counter. “You’ll suffer through whatever you need to so you can support Badger. He wouldn’t want that and neither do I.”

      White-hot guilt stabbed him. He had no business misleading this compassionate woman, no matter what his motives were. Time to end the charade and be truthful. “I’m not—”

      “You’re not worried about yourself. I know! That’s the problem! I like you, Raven. I like you a whole lot. I think you must like me a little bit, too.”

      “Of course…” He coughed. “Of course I do.” How was he supposed to be noble when she was saying exactly what he wanted to hear?

      “A little while ago, I kissed you.”

      “I noticed.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to do it again.”

      His voice grew thick of its own accord. “I wouldn’t mind.”

      “It’s pretty dark in here. Think you could take off your cap?”

      He sent it sailing toward the counter. Truth could wait. “First kiss was yours,” he murmured. “This one’s mine.”
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      Caitlin’s breath caught. This was the Raven she’d longed to meet, the bold warrior lurking just beneath the surface, the one she’d captured moments ago in her viewfinder. He drew her close without hesitation, circled her waist with one hand and cupped her cheek with the other.

      His manner was so different that he could have been someone else, except when his velvet lips touched down. Oh, yeah, it’s you, Raven. Settle in. Stay awhile.

      Taste of mint. Clean scent of freshly shaven skin. Goodbye, bristle. He could freely demonstrate his talents, fully deploy his sensual mouth as he…yes, oh, yes…mmm…good….

      He pulled her closer. Heat slid through her veins and settled between her thighs. She cupped the back of his head in both hands, pushed her fingers into his thick hair and slackened her jaw.

      With a groan of pleasure, he tucked her into the curve of his aroused body. The firm thrust of his tongue released a quiver of flaming arrows aimed directly at her core. Fire licked her there, teasing, taunting.

      He shifted the angle, intensified the connection. The coil of desire at her center tightened, wringing a whimper from her throat.

      Pressing against his muscled body, she fit her hips to his and moaned in frustration. Her pulse raced when he pushed forward, telling her exactly what he wanted. What she wanted…

      Gasping, he lifted his mouth from hers. “Wow.”

      She gulped for air. “Crazy.”

      “Yeah.” He peppered her face with breathless kisses. “Fun, though.”

      “I never imagined—”

      “We’d take off so fast?” He nibbled on her lower lip.

      “No! Holy moly, Raven.” She dragged in a shaky breath. “You’d better turn me loose.”

      “Don’t want to.”

      “I don’t want you to, but I know what…what this leads to.”

      “Good stuff.”

      She grasped for a lifeline of sanity in the whirlwind. “I’m…we’re…not ready.”

      “Wanna bet?” He nuzzled behind her ear.

      “M-mentally.”

      His chest heaved. “Fair enough.” He kissed his way back to her mouth. His breath was warm against her damp lips, his voice low and gentle. “Tell me what you want.”

      You, naked. “Let’s…let’s sit by the fire. And…talk.”

      “Sure thing.” He released her slowly and cleared his throat. “Go ahead. I’ll be along.”

      “Okay.” She picked up her beer from the counter, turned around and walked on unsteady legs into the living room. Had the easy chairs always been that close together? Yes, of course. The configuration was the same. It hadn’t mattered before whether he was within touching distance.

      Moving her camera to the table, she settled into the cushioned depths of the chair with a sigh. She craved a man who’d been a stranger until yesterday.

      Technically a stranger. He’d never fit that category. She’d been at ease with him from the beginning, maybe because of the letter he’d written and maybe because of the details Badger had added.

      She pressed the cool bottle to her flushed cheeks. Was this what people meant when they talked about chemistry? She’d always discounted the concept as justification for falling into bed with someone you barely knew. Evidently it was real, for her at least. She couldn’t speak for him.

      “I brought chips.” He came in carrying a big bowl mounded with them. His cap was firmly in place, the brim tugged low to shade his eyes.

      She set her camera on the floor beside her chair to make room for the bowl. “Did you bring chips so our mouths have something else to do?”

      His laughter had a husky tinge to it. “Yep.” He set down the bowl and his beer. “Fire needs tending.” Turning his back, he crouched in front of the hearth.

      His broad shoulders strained the material of his plaid shirt as he rearranged logs. He started to add one from the holder, paused and put it back. “Embers are nice, too.”

      Glowing coals also created a more intimate atmosphere. Was he going for that? He shifted position to grab a wrought-iron poker, and the worn denim of his jeans cupped and defined his tight backside. The man had a swoon-worthy body. If he made love as well as he kissed….

      Whew. She pulled at the front of her shirt to dispel a sudden wave of heat. Reaching for a handful of chips, she started eating. Noisy darn things.

      He chuckled. “Glad I
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