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    Chapter One


    Captain Jasper “Jax” Raymond leaned his motorcycle into the turn. The wind ripping past him filled him with a sense of exhilaration, and the engine’s roar satisfied a more primal urge, the growl echoing that of his inner animal. His wolf.


    Heading back to base after leave always felt a little like shedding his wild freedom for a leash. Not his favorite analogy. Fortunately, Jax liked the other wolves assigned to his squad.


    Training and fighting together had forged them into a cohesive team—a team he ran. At home, he was just a wolf, a member of the pack, a strong dominant with only his family to protect and his alpha to follow. When his alpha had asked Jax to serve and protect the pack, Jax had risen to the occasion. Leading had never been his goal in life, but now on base he was the alpha, and he was responsible for all of them.


    As he came out of the curve, he zipped past an SUV on the side of the road. It took his mind a few seconds to process why the car had halted there. The vehicle had a flat tire and sat almost drunkenly in the grass off the blacktopped edge. A woman in full dress uniform had the rear of the SUV open and was reaching inside, presumably for the jack.


    Slowing the bike, he checked the road behind him. No oncoming vehicles. He turned the bike around and headed back. No way an officer in Class As should be changing their tire on the side of the road. The fact she was a woman might have played into his desire to render aid, but mainly, he was in jeans and a T-shirt. If anyone should be getting dirty, it was him.


    Parking the bike in front of her SUV, he shut off the engine then dismounted. “Afternoon, ma’am.” He kept his tone polite. Uniform or not, he was a big guy, and politeness went a long way to setting strangers at ease.


    The officer in question stepped out from behind her SUV and eyed him. His wolf went on point the moment their gazes collided. She was gorgeous. But more, her deep, whiskey-brown eyes had a fierceness to them. His wolf recognized that ferocity, and it filled the man with the need to respond. The point of Class As was to provide a severe, if uniform, look to all officers and enlisted. From her buttoned-up jacket to her formfitting skirt, she proved alluringly female. The dark tan of her skin reminded him of a bronzed statue, but a hell of a lot warmer. Her dark hair held the promise of red where the sun struck it, but she had it all confined into a serviceable bun.


    The image of freeing all that hair and satisfying his curiosity about the color and the texture flashed across his mind’s eye. Wolves were tactile creatures, and she was so damn put together. Reminding himself her bun wasn’t a ball of yarn and he wasn’t a cat didn’t a do damn thing for the mental suggestion.


    “I’m fine,” she said, her clipped tone perfectly polite. The chill in her voice jerked him out of his gawking. “Thank you for stopping.”


    “I’m sure you are…Corporal.” He zeroed in on the bars on her uniform. “It would be a shame to get the uniform messed up, especially since I’m right here, and I’d be happy to change the tire for you.”


    Her brows raised a fraction, and the corners of her lips tightened. They were full, pretty lips with only the barest hint of gloss. Maybe she’d licked them? He liked the lower lip; it was plump and completely kissable… Why the fuck am I leering at her like some dumbass?


    Pretty.


    Yeah, his wolf had rather basic standards.


    “I appreciate you making the offer, but I really can handle it.” Dismissal hung in her tone as she returned to the rear of the SUV, but a quick grin softened the sting. “Really, I can…” Were those last three words for him? Or herself?


    She paused then blew out a breath.


    One part of him said to leave it alone. If she thought she could change the tire without fucking up her uniform, fine. She was a big girl. The rest of him vibrated with the need to overcome her objection and take care of it for her.


    The wolf won; it usually did in moments like this. Human or not, she was a Marine. It didn’t matter that he served because his alpha had asked for volunteers, he’d been a Marine for five years, and he had two more years on his contract. He’d always been a wolf, and the wolf would always win.


    For all intents and purposes, the Marines were his pack. He wouldn’t leave a packmate to change her own damn tire, would he? Not when he was right there. The big question hovering in the back of his mind as he cleared the rear of her vehicle was, did he make it an order since he outranked her, or did he go for charm?


    “You have trouble listening?” she asked him as she pulled the jack out and set it to the side. She had on a pair of work gloves. He admired the choice, but they clashed completely with the uniform and were a hell of a long way out of dress code. If she had the misfortune of encountering a senior officer—like him—she could get in trouble.


    “No trouble at all, ma’am.” Hoping a smile and a bit of a coaxing tone would charm her out of her reticence, he grinned. The temperature hovered somewhere in the mid-80s. Perfect for a ride on his bike, even better for hanging out to have a cool drink, but standing there in the sun while she changed the tire would have her sweating through the uniform. “If you’ll forgive me for not just leaving you here on the side of the road, I would be honored to render assistance. My mama would take my head off if I let you tell me no.”


    Instead of being impressed, she gave him a sideways glance. “You’re not southern enough to pull off the mama, and I don’t think she would take your head off.”


    Jax blinked. It was rare for anyone human to call him on one of his stories. The other wolves could smell a lie, but humans? They generally went with it. His mother had told him once he had a face made for sin and a mouth to go along with it—or at least to get him out of trouble.


    Reclaiming the jack, she chuckled, and the sound teased along his spine like a caress. Following her, he wanted to growl when she squatted with care. She wore three-inch heels. Perfectly within regs, but the fact she could squat so gracefully in them did wonders for his libido. “Sorry, friend. You can’t bullshit a bullshitter.”


    “Huh.” The wolf might want to pet her, but the man liked her. “Fair enough. My mother would kick my ass, though.” And then some. His mother had taught him to hunt—she could track circles around his father.


    “Somehow, that, I believe.” She slid the jack into place then paused. He could almost see the wheels turning in her head. The lug nuts needed to be loosened before she jacked the car up, or else the tires would just spin.


    Still intrigued, he pivoted to return to the rear. He tugged out the spare and the tire wrench. The lug nuts wouldn’t take him any time at all to remove. The spare, however, wasn’t much better than the tire she needed to change. “I could tell you stories about my mother,” he said as he went over the wheel.


    The rubber was frayed, held together by goodwill and maybe a little faith. The tread had practically vanished, and if he applied even an nth of pressure, it would shred. “You know, Corporal—as much as I hate to say it…this tire is crap.”


    “What do you mean, it’s crap?” She paused, with one hand on the pump.


    “I mean it’s crap.” He swung it out so she could see it. “Barely any tread, rubber’s frayed in a couple of spots. You’ll likely have a second blowout on this one.”


    “Son of a bitch.” The heat scorching the invective warmed her right up.


    “You kiss your mother with that mouth?” The quip escaped him before he gave it two thoughts, but her sudden, blinding grin was more than worth it.


    “Yes. She’s been married to a Marine for thirty-two years. She’d be worried if I didn’t cuss.”


    Born and raised to the green. Made for tough kids and solid Marines. “Well, crap or not, we can’t put this on your car.” Too many sweet curves on the road, and rocks were a natural hazard. It wouldn’t take much to blow it out. She was lucky she’d had the flat here where the road widened out enough.


    Annoyance stained her scent, but rather than bitch, she stripped off the work gloves and studied their surroundings. “At the risk of sounding ungrateful…if I can’t use that tire, what do you suggest?”


    She didn’t sound ungrateful. Frustrated? Yes. Impatient? Definitely. Yet open to advice, so he focused on that aspect. “We’re about ten minutes from a garage—but we have to backtrack to it. Luckily, it’s Saturday, which means Martha’s Peach Pit will be open.”


    “Are you assigned to the Edge?” Edge. She knew the lingo. The home base for his Bravo Team required classified clearance and special security authorization even to visit.


    “Guilty,” he told her, then shifted his grip on the tire. “I change the flat, put on the spare, then you follow me down to the garage. We get them to repair the tire or buy you a new one.” Not like he couldn’t afford it.


    “That’s an awful lot of being helpful for a woman on the side of the road.” The earlier challenge reentered her tone, and his wolf batted at him. She’d served them a ball—they needed to respond.


    “Yep,” he said with a grin. “Corporal, I’m hungry, and you need a tire, and Martha’s Peach Pit has the best pie in the area.” Corporal. He liked the way it rolled off his tongue. “So you can buy me lunch. Fair?”


    No, not fair. He’d baited the trap. Would the gorgeous corporal consent to walk into it?


    “You had to mention pie.” If ever there was a concession, she’d given him one. “Thank you—?”


    “Jax.” He wiped his hand on his jeans before offering it to her.


    “Kaitlyn—Kat.” The softness of her palm on his satisfied his need for touch even as it awakened a need to know more. “Nice to meet you—Jax.” She tossed the gloves on the roof of the car, then checked the slim watch on her wrist. “Looks like I’ve got plenty of time, and I am hungry and you’ve been great. So—would you mind switching it out to the spare and then letting me buy you lunch?”


    “I’d like that.” Beat the hell out of getting back to base right away, and he had time, too. Time to get to know Kat before she realized he outranked her.


    …


    Twenty minutes later, her white knight pulled open the door to Martha’s and let Kat enter ahead of him. The bell over the door jingled to announce their arrival. The men at the garage had promised to replace the tire and check out her other tires while Jax took her to eat.


    “Grab any table you like, folks,” an older woman behind the counter called. “Menus are on the table.”


    It was pretty dead inside the little diner, but it was also two in the afternoon. The diner’s sign announced they closed at four—apparently they didn’t do dinner—and if they had a lunch rush, it had cleared.


    “I’m going to wash my hands first,” Kat told him, needing to wash off the road dust before they ate. The implied promise in his devilish grin followed her into the restroom. Catching her breath as she washed her hands, she gave her appearance a critical once-over. A flush had ruddied her cheeks, and her eyes were a bit too bright.


    Because I’m imagining that man naked. Bad Kat. The mental chastisement didn’t erase the idea of what he looked like under the tight T-shirt and jeans. After splashing a bit of water on her neck to cool her overactive imagination, she dried her hands and headed back out.


    Dammit. Jax had waited for her. The gentlemanly behavior was enough to leave a quiver in her belly. “After you,” he murmured, sweeping his hand toward the open diner.


    Kat chose a booth near the window, and Jax dropped into the seat opposite her. Though wearing only a hint of his earlier smile, he still managed to look like a cleaned-up rake.


    “They make the best burgers here,” he said, gesturing to the flyer stuck in between the napkins.


    “I believe you.” She didn’t reach for the menu. Instead, she folded one of her trembling hands over the other even as she settled her gaze on him. The man was a threat to her equilibrium. “Tell me about the pie.”


    Pie was not only a safe topic, it was a decadence she could focus her sudden desire upon.


    “Molly over there,” he said in a voice all liquid heat and power, pointing to the waitress wiping down the counter, “she’s the secret ingredient. She makes all the pies.”


    Pie. Think about pie. Kat smiled slowly. Don’t think about the way the veins in his arms look sculpted, or how the scruff on his jaw would feel rough and teasing if we kissed—no, dammit. Pie. “I can’t wait.”


    Thankfully, the wondrous Molly made her way over to them wearing her open welcome on her sleeve. The woman struck her as the kind who had never met a stranger, and she treated everyone like family.


    “What can I get you folks?”


    As it turned out, Kat wasn’t immune to her open warmth, either. She got a rundown on the pies, then doubled Jax’s order for a burger and fries, but substituted water for his sweetened iced tea and added a slice of apple pie.


    When they were alone again, Jax leaned back against the seat. “Thanks.”


    For not ogling you anymore? You’re welcome. It took effort, but the chat with Molly had helped her regroup some. “For what? I thought you were doing me the favor.”


    He had stopped to give her a hand on the side of the road. No one forced him. Fortunately, for her at least, he was easy on the eyes, seemed to possess an overabundance of charm, and was honorable. The latter turned her on nearly as much as the first two.


    Pie. Think about pie.


    “No.” He chuckled, though she didn’t think he’d be laughing if he could read the riot in her mind. “I’m thanking you for accepting my advice and for the lunch.”


    “You’re welcome,” Kat said, relaxing. Stop acting like a horny teenager. She was nearly a decade past letting her desire make her decisions. “I think I needed the break.” In more ways than one. Though she didn’t say the last aloud.


    “Long drive?” The question gave her a jolt. Curiosity sparkled in his eyes, and she could stare at them all day. They were the loveliest shade of green she’d ever seen.


    “Pretty long. Left Virginia way too early this morning.” They were in upstate New York. Her ass had been numb before she made it halfway through Jersey.


    “That’s a long drive.” A hint of reproach toughened his tone, but he didn’t chastise her about the tires.


    “Not too bad, but it’s nice to be out of the car.” In more ways than one. She’d changed into her blues at the last rest stop. Prior to that, she’d been in jeans. She kind of missed those jeans right now. It would be nice to just hang out with him, two random strangers…


    “I bet.”


    “How about you?”


    “On my way back from leave.” He didn’t sound like he wanted to talk about work, assignments, or deployments. “Tell you what, let’s table the work convo.”


    Kat chuckled. A man after her own heart. “Kind of hard to ignore the work aspect, considering I’m wearing a uniform.”


    “I’m really good at pretend.” The promise of something wicked danced in his eyes.


    “Are you, now?”


    “Hell, yeah, and I’ve decided we’re going to have a good time over lunch. We’ll laugh, we’ll talk, and we’ll get to know each other.” God help her, he was temptation on a stick. Why couldn’t she have met him back at Quantico?


    Where was the harm? I’m on my way to a secret assignment to investigate a classified force recon team. I can see lots of harm. Still, they were only having lunch.


    Lunch and pie. “So you have a plan?”


    “Absolutely. The only question I have is, are you onboard?”


    Their food arrived, and the burgers smelled mouthwateringly good. Kat’s stomach rumbled audibly. With food in front of her, she could pour all her pent-up interest into eating.


    Licking her lips, she unfolded a napkin then met his gaze. “I’m totally onboard,” she told him, especially since she could use a break before she immersed herself in Bravo Team culture. “But only for the burger.”


    “Hard to compete with Martha’s burgers,” he agreed as he pulled his burger to him. The first bite she took was so good, she damn near groaned. The meat was hot, the onions crisp, and the tomato sweet. Damn. Then her gaze locked with Jax’s as he raised his burger. She found herself mirroring the action, and they both bit into their burgers at the same time and sighed. It went beyond intimacy, the way his eyes seemed to caress her and the warmth invaded her veins.


    Trying to laugh off the crazy sensation, she lowered her burger. “Okay, that was a little more food porn than I’m used to with my meals.”


    “We need to feed you more, then.”


    “Sounds—meaty.” And I sound like an idiot. She grimaced. “I’m terrible at the flirting thing.”


    “No, you’re not. Flirting is just play, and I think you’re playing fine. Besides, porn isn’t playing. Porn is good.” To illustrate his point, he took another big bite and lifted his eyebrows as though to invite her to join him. Lifting her burger, she repeated their earlier move and held his gaze as they took another bite. It was so ridiculous and fun in the same breath, she almost laughed.


    “So did you do anything fun on leave?” They were halfway through the burgers, and she’d begun a systematic attack on her fries.


    “Played with my new niece and nephew.” Real affection softened his tone. Did the man have to become more perfect? He was sweet, funny, and he loved kids? “Spent time with my parents.”


    “Family reunion?” She paused when Molly returned and refilled their drinks. Once the waitress left, Kat grabbed the ketchup and mustard, then mixed the two to make a dip for her fries. Anything to keep her hands busy when all she wanted was to reach over and test the bounds of their nascent friendship.


    “Not really. My sister and her family live next door to my parents.” The casual dismissal didn’t erase the familiar, fond smile.


    “That must be nice when you go home.”


    “It is. I miss them.” A brief beat of wistfulness invaded his tone, but he shook it off. “What about you?”


    “Oh, I love my family, but I like having a continent between us.” And them some. It was hard to live up to her father’s ideals or her mother’s determination. She adored her parents, but she had to be her own person. “They retired outside Coronado in San Diego. Not that I think Dad will ever totally retire. He volunteers at the local high schools, and I think he recruits more than the recruiters.”


    “Tough guy?”


    “He’s a Marine.” She didn’t say hard-ass. Though the description fit. He’d raised her to be tough, independent, and resourceful, and to rely on herself. “Don’t get me wrong, he’s a great dad. And Mom is awesome. They kept it together for thirty years of different duty assignments, and there was always lots of love and rules. I like the independence of being on my own.”


    “If I had my way, I’d be at home.” He wasn’t ashamed to admit it. A virile man with tremendous self-confidence and no small amount of comfort with his own emotions. Too sexy by far. “I have a job to do, and I’ll get it done. I like home. I like knowing I can see my niece and nephew or that the guys I went to high school with are just around the corner and we can grab a game.”


    “You didn’t grow up military.” He had the look of military, but not the tone of those military brats like herself. It was an indefinable quality, but one she knew when she saw it.


    “No”—he didn’t even bother to hide how emphatic he was—“I did not.”


    “See, that makes a big difference. I bet you had the same address your whole life…well, at least until you signed up.” The affection for his family, combined with the wistfulness of home—for the military brat, home was always the next duty station. They made their home where they were.


    “You’re good.” Admiration peeked out of those devastatingly gorgeous forest-green eyes. “You didn’t.”


    “Nope. Sixteen duty stations. Almost one a year until I graduated high school.”


    “Damn.” Shock widened his eyes, and he leaned away. It was hard for anyone who hadn’t lived the life to understand.


    “It wasn’t all bad.” She wouldn’t trade her childhood for anything, nor all the adventures she’d had. “Spent time in Germany, Okinawa, Hawaii, and Cyprus.”


    “World traveler.” Though surely he’d have his opportunities to be deployed in equally exotic locales.


    “Yeah, so that part was cool.” She’d finished her burger and had nearly eaten all her fries. When he nudged his plate toward her, she accepted the invitation and picked her way through his leftover fries.


    “So you grew up military, you’ve been around the world. Tell me something no one else would guess about you.” The question acted like a verbal caress, filling her with dark, sensual suggestions…none of which she could accept. At least not right now.


    “Hmm,” she said, then caught her upper lip between her teeth. “Not that fascinating a life. I’m pretty much what you see is what you get.”


    Better not to want. Especially when she was here to do a job.


    “What if I go first?”


    Damn, why did he have to be so perfect?

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Jax wanted to know everything. The reaction was a little strong for a first acquaintance, but every word Kat spoke left him hungrier for more. Offering to go first ventured a little close to submissive, but Jax’s wolf understood the goal.


    “You don’t have to.” But she was intrigued, and that was what he wanted.


    “Of course I don’t have to, but it’ll be fun.” Learning more about her would be even more fun. What would surprise her? I’m a wolf. I joined the Marines to serve and protect my pack. In two years, I can go home again and the pack will be safe because of what I did. Pretty sure that would shock the hell out of her, but since it wasn’t open to discussion he went with—“I know every line in the movie The Princess Bride.”


    Kat stared at him for a beat, then laughed. “What?”


    “Surprised, right?” Stretching his legs, he braced a foot on the edge of the booth next to her. The desire to put a hand on her, to just touch her, swarmed him.


    “A little, but—good to know. So my turn, right?”


    Absolutely. “Only if you’re up for it.” A little healthy prodding couldn’t hurt.


    “Oh, so that’s how it is.” Pursing her lips, she paused to nod to Molly as the waitress swept in to clear their plates then set the pie in front of her. Hot apples and cinnamon under a fluffy pastry. The perfect dessert. After Molly left them, Kat offered him a fork, but Jax shook his head and folded his arms. No mistaking the pure lust in her eyes when Kat looked at the pie.


    “That’s how it is,” he reminded her of the earlier statement, then settled in to enjoy her enjoyment.


    “Hmm.” She tucked into the pie, her expression one of bliss as she took the first bite. “Oh my God.”


    He seconded that emotion and had to keep his arms tight lest he lean forward. The desire to share in her passion was a visceral need digging claws into his soul. Play. It. Cool. The internal snarl quelled his wolf’s pushing but didn’t settle his beast entirely.


    “Well, I can’t confess I have a sweet tooth,” she complained after another decadent bite.


    “No, ma’am,” he agreed, savoring his front-row seat to her passionate devouring of the pie. “And please tell me I can bring you here for lunch again.” Molly had all different kinds of pie.


    “You’re the devil,” she said, pointing a fork at him. “But that said, good devil.”


    Inside, his wolf preened at the compliment. “I promise, the horns are only there to hold up my halo.”


    Snorting, she shook her head. “You better straighten it, then, because it’s crooked.”


    It was his turn to bark with laughter, and she paused midbite to stare at him.


    “You’re good for my ego, Jax.”


    “How is that?”


    “I’m not usually funny. Most people accuse me of being cold.”


    “Most people are stupid.” Because the woman in front of him with her sexy dark eyes and hair, gorgeous smile, and vivacious warmth took his breath away. His wolf roused within him.


    Mine.


    Yeah. He could get on board with that plan.


    …


    An hour later, he straddled his bike while she slid back behind the wheel of her SUV. It was too bad the mechanic couldn’t have taken longer.


    The punch of lust he experienced just locking gazes left him with a hard-on that would be damn uncomfortable to ride with. Growling as he turned the ignition, he ordered his body to behave and his wolf to shut up. Hopefully, the rumbling of the engine would mask his growl.


    First mission, get the corporal to the Edge. Second, report for duty. Third, find the sweet, sensuous Corporal Amador after her meeting and invite her out to dinner.


    He gestured for her to take lead and then peeled out to follow her. No way he would let her out of his sight. By the time they were in sight of the security gates, he accelerated and overtook her, then slid into the lead so he could greet the gate guards.


    The pair of MPs were both strapped. Their sidearms might not intimidate some, but the pair of AR-15–wielding grunts meant no one would be blowing through the gate without severe resistance.


    “Captain.” Corporal Manning recognized him with a sharp salute, though his grim expression didn’t relax. Jax knew the routine and the regulations. After returning the salute, he pulled out his military ID and presented it to the MP.


    “Returning from leave,” he stated. “Corporal Amador has an appointment, and we just had to get one of her tires replaced. Escort her to the motor pool and have them go over the vehicle. Then get her over to check-in.”


    “Yes, sir.” The second MP nodded then made his way back to the SUV.


    Manning returned the wallet to him. “The colonel left word for you to report immediately.”


    Aw, fuck. If his CO, JJ—or Colonel Jones, as he was known to the other teams reporting to him—wanted to see him immediately, then Jax’s chances of scoring dinner were screwed. And not even in a nice way.


    He spared the lovely Amador one last look and found her studying him as the MPs went over her vehicle and her papers. Her narrowed eyes and speculative expression suggested she might be reevaluating her earlier opinion of him. Or maybe she was disappointed to see him go. His wolf didn’t like leaving her.


    Neither do I. But orders are orders.


    Getting his head in the game, he accelerated through the now-open gate and followed the road toward JJ’s office. Though a number of teams rotated through the Edge, Jax and his team often took advantage of the remote location for their specialized training. It helped that the mountainous region offered them plenty of room to run. Though their presence had been relegated to top secret, his team had to stretch their legs, and they had thousands of acres to take advantage of here.


    There were the U.S. government’s secret weapon, or, as some bureaucrat had dubbed them, their Weapons of Lethal Force. As far as he was concerned, it had more to do with trying to make their designation read WOLF than legitimizing them.


    The scent of woods, musk, and black pepper alerted him to Kurt’s arrival. Lieutenant Marquet, also known as the pain in Jax’s ass, acted as his second in command on missions. The bastard strolled out of the shade, his blue eyes shielded by a pair of sunglasses. Light to Jax’s dark, Kurt resembled his Nordic ancestors with his squared jaw and dark blond hair.


    “I see JJ sent for you, too.” The statement by way of greeting accompanied the lieutenant’s salute. Jax returned the favor then extended his hand. The other wolf gripped his arm firmly. If he had a best friend among the team, Kurt was it. “Any idea what’s up?”


    “Not a clue,” he said, scanning the area. It took him a moment to realize he was looking for Kat. “Anyone else back?”


    The whole team had split right after their last mission for well-deserved leave with their packs. Three weeks of rest, relaxation, and running in their home territories to reaffirm their pack bonds, visit with family, and simply leave the ferocity of battle behind. As captain and team leader, Jax returned a day early. Apparently, Kurt had the same thought. It was why he’d won the position as Jax’s second.


    “Nope.” Kurt gripped the door to the squat wooden building that played host to the colonel’s office. Most bases relied on concrete and metal. The Edge, while a fully operational base, also blended into the mountain locale, using natural foliage to keep anyone from spying on them from above. Though the layout remained relatively standard, the base boasted more trees than buildings and grassy paths. It soothed Jax’s beast more than any of their other posts. “Been here a week and enjoyed the quiet.”


    A week? Jax narrowed his eyes then shook his head. “Let me guess…”


    “You don’t have to.” Kurt tugged off his own sunglasses and tucked them to hang off the collar of his shirt. “Tabitha got word I was there, so I came back early.” No regret or shame hung off his words.


    Poor guy. It always seemed they had one in their group. The schmuck with the worst taste in women—human or wolf. Unfortunately for Kurt, his latest not-conquest had developed stalker-like qualities. She could track him anywhere, and only the security on their bases and the fact that his alpha intervened on his behalf kept the she-wolf from following them on missions.


    Still, what kind of friend would Jax be if he didn’t tweak him? “Keep running. Make it a challenge. That way she’ll look good when she catches you.” Wonder if that would work with Kat? Problem was, he didn’t want to run from Kat. He wanted to chase.


    The blond wolf’s only response was an upraised middle finger as they arrived at the colonel’s office. Corporal Fields rose at their entrance and nodded to the door. “He’s expecting you.” The younger officer didn’t meet either of their gazes. He’d been the colonel’s assistant long enough to avoid any challenging behavior where they were concerned. It amused the hell out of Jax. The few humans who did know about their specialized team of wolves avoided any kind of confrontational acts. Not that he couldn’t control himself when some idiot tried to get in a stare-off with him. Senior officers could be a problem, except Jax had orders from his alpha, and he was a Marine. Chain of command wasn’t just something he understood—it was a way of life he embraced.


    Kurt fell back a pace to let Jax enter ahead of him while he protected his back. All posturing aside, Jax had entered far more difficult rooms with a lot less backup. The colonel stood before his window, his posture at relaxed parade rest. Coming to a halt in the middle of the room, Jax’s spine went ramrod straight. Neither he nor Kurt said a word, waiting to be acknowledged by the senior officer.


    Fully human, JJ Jones was a Marine down to his DNA. His family had served their country for countless generations. His sons enlisted right out of high school, and his daughter the day she graduated college. There hadn’t been an engagement in the last twenty-five years that the colonel hadn’t participated in from boots on the ground to commanding his deployed troops. Where his men went, so did he. From his high-and-tight haircut—the one drawback to service Jax could think of—to the crisp lines of his camos, the colonel commanded respect with his forward thinking and can-do attitude. He’d never encountered a wall he couldn’t go over, and if he couldn’t get over the top, he’d punch his way through the middle.


    Pivoting, he faced them and their sharply held salutes. After sweeping them both with a glance, likely taking note of their civilian clothing and Jax’s need for a haircut, he returned the salute. “At ease, gentlemen, and welcome back.”


    Clasping his hands behind his back, Jax nodded once. “Thank you, sir. Good to be here.”


    “The rest of the team is due to report in within the next forty-eight hours,” the colonel continued. “We’ll be performing assessment training.” Not a problem. They’d never failed an assessment. “We’re also going to be entertaining a guest for a few weeks. Jax, you’ll be on point for this.”


    A guest? Though curious, he didn’t give voice to the question. JJ would get to it when he was damn good and ready.


    “Kurt, you’ll handle the team assessments for Jax while he takes care of our guest.”


    The blond wolf nodded once, though a flicker of his posture changing and a faint note of salt brining his scent indicated his shared curiosity.


    With a glance toward the window, the colonel crossed to his desk and hit the intercom button. “Get Corporal Amador a drink when she arrives and take her to the conference room.” He didn’t wait for his assistant’s response before releasing the button.


    At Amador’s name, Jax fought to keep the frown from his face. Obviously, the corporal had an appointment at the base, but he hadn’t expected it to be with JJ. Meeting and holding the senior officer’s gaze for a long moment, Jax deliberately lowered his, but only a fraction. Deference to his CO’s position kept his wolf in check, but the hunger to know what was up with Amador gnawed on him.


    “As for our guest…” JJ planted his hands on the desk in front of him. “Corporal Amador is an intelligence officer, normally assigned to the Pentagon. She’s been temporarily reassigned to the Edge and to your Bravo Team.”


    What the fuck?


    Before Jax could take a breath to voice his objections, JJ raised his hand. “Save the commentary. I already know it and agree. Orders, however, are orders. Women are being vetted for field commissions and combat positions. Amador’s a top-notch intelligence specialist and received high marks in all areas of combat training. That said, we haven’t vetted her. Your job, Captain, is to put her through her paces, evaluate her performance, and sign off on her recommendation—or rejection—for active duty with your Bravo Team. Am I clear?”


    As mud. The emphasis on rejection couldn’t be missed, nor did the position of power he’d been placed in over a woman he wanted to pursue. Talk about a cock block of the worst kind.


    “She’s a Marine, sir,” was his only response, however. “I expect her performance to be excellent.”


    “Of course,” JJ said, the faint smile on his stern mouth not reaching his eyes. “I expect you to do your job, as well. This is a political move, Captain, and while I don’t doubt Amador’s intelligence is an asset, I have no intentions of taking her into combat.” Like them, the colonel had his orders. “You will make sure she is given every opportunity to experience the field, the hardships, and that washing out is what she earned.”


    His orders were to…make it real. Marine or not, no way the beautiful human could keep up with his team out there. Their training made them the cream of the crop, but their abilities took them further. His wolf thrashed within him, furious at the orders pitting them against her. It took every ounce of his control to hold his position.


    “I’ll treat her as one of the guys, sir.” Sweet curvy hips and full breasts notwithstanding. Dammit. Her husky laugh, gorgeous smile, and sharp wit… The wolf clawed at him.


    “Good. Now I have to deliver the news to Corporal Amador.” A job he did not sound pleased with.


    “Where will she be bunking?” The Edge didn’t give them much in the way of privacy. The close quarters benefited Jax’s team, forcing the wolves who might otherwise fight for territory even in a bunk room to work together.


    “With all of you.”


    Sure, the colonel left the IED for the last word.


    “Get used to it. Remember,” he said, and this time his smile was almost amused, “she’s one of the boys. No special privileges.”


    Jax split a look with Kurt. The other wolf shrugged. What the hell were they going to do?


    Protect her.


    His wolf had no reservations. It was one thing to throw her into the deep end.


    It was a whole other thing when the deep end was filled with sharks.


    Mine.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    The day before…


    A headache crowded behind Kaitlyn Amador’s eyes as she reviewed the jackets for each member of Bravo Team. Summoned to the major’s office to go over her latest reports, she hadn’t expected to be handed classified material or to be ordered to sit in his office and read through each one. Across the desk, Major Taggart sat like a statue. The one time she dared to glance at him, a frown creased his stern visage, so she returned to the information at hand.


    Eight men were assigned to Bravo Team WOLF. Bravo Team had a reputation even among the Force Recon units. As Marines went, they were the most qualified to execute long-distance drops, force insertions into enemy-held territory, and assassinations if the job called for it. Remarkably, in fifteen months of heavy activity, they’d not lost a single member of their unit. Prior to that activation—she flipped to the first folder and the summary statement—the only men they lost were those who’d completed their tours and retired from the team.


    How the hell is that even possible? Acceptable losses ranged between 5 and 15 percent depending on the mission. Some of Bravo Team WOLF’s clocked more in the 25 to 50 percent range. Not only had they successfully completed those suicide missions, but they’d also all come home. Their unblemished record made her uncomfortable. It should make me proud, except…


    “Amador, you’ve had twenty minutes to digest the information in those reports.” The snap in the major’s tone drew her attention from the most recent mission summary. “Give me your initial assessment.”


    “Sir, this is a great deal of information, and the files are redacted to only the summary reports and percentages…”


    He waved his hand. “That’s fine. You’re one of my best analysts. Go with your gut.”


    Words like “impossible” and “inconceivable” were never received well. The narrow slant of the major’s eyes combined with the hint of whiteness to his compressed lips told her almost as much as the reports.


    “Their success rate is well above the ninety-ninth percentile we expect from the Force Recon teams.” Trusting her gut and her instincts, she closed the report and set it on the others. “The impressive record combined with their complete lack of fatalities suggests there’s more to their success than exceptional training.” The suggestion of malfeasance didn’t sit well with her, but the major didn’t bat an eye. Nodding once, he motioned for her to continue. “The last six missions alone should have had a 50 percent or higher mortality rate. The acceptable loss is higher on these assignments because of the high-value targets they went after. The team not only succeeded, they didn’t have any losses…though I didn’t see any notations about injuries.”


    “Would you expect at least a few?” Major Taggart was not known for playing games, yet she had trouble determining his goal.


    “More than a few. The stronghold in the mountains supported more than two hundred heavily armed fighters, and those are based on estimates. They still managed to insert, remove the hostages, and take out the chieftain without losing a single member of their team.” It went above and beyond shock and awe, unless… “Were these soft targets?” What she didn’t ask was if the reports had been fabricated. Disputing the accuracy of the reports called into question a team’s honor, and she wasn’t about to challenge the major. Not without hard evidence.


    “That’s an excellent question, Corporal Amador.” Why did she hear the clack of steel as though she’d just put her foot into a trap? Would she feel the bite next? “One I want you to answer.”


    “Sir?”


    He removed a thick manila envelope and set it on the desk before her. “Your orders, Corporal. You’ll be embedded temporarily with Bravo Team WOLF pending assessment for permanent reassignment. Changes in military policy have opened a door for us, and I want you to take advantage of the position.”


    Shock rolled up her spine. After boot, she’d moved straight into intelligence when her CO informed her she could better benefit her Marine Corps brothers behind the scenes than on the front lines. She’d never let her field qualifications slide, however. When the DOD announced that combat positions would be open to women, she’d applied… “My application for Force Recon has been approved?”


    “Indirectly.”


    What the hell did that mean? “Would you mind clarifying that for me, sir?”


    “Amador, you met your qualifications and completed the basic requirements.” It wasn’t a question.


    “Yes, sir.” Though she hadn’t been invited to MSOS—Marine Special Operations School.


    “Then you’ll report to their field command. Colonel Jones will be expecting you. His team is undergoing re-certification and basic maneuvers training. You’ll join them and complete the assessment during the certification.”


    He wanted her to investigate them while she did her best to qualify for the team? Kaitlyn fought to control her expression, long practice keeping her internal frown hidden. “Sir, what exactly is it you want me to do?”


    “You will find out what they are hiding. You will find out the secret of their success.” If Taggart’s expression hadn’t been so cold, dead sober she might have expected a follow-up joke. “No team is that good. I want to know how they do what they do. Documented evidence, eyewitness account… Whatever it takes.”


    Bile burned in the back of her throat. “If there is nothing to find?”


    “Let’s just say your career depends on your success, Corporal.”


    Fuck.


    Twenty-four hours later, she’d arrived at the Edge, a classified training base located in the Adirondacks. The beautiful mountain region, with its thick trees and lush greenery, played host to a training operation she’d only ever heard whispers about. If not for her encounter with Captain Raymond on the road, she might have thought her GPS needed help. He hadn’t introduced himself nor declared his rank and, since he was in civvies, she hadn’t asked. Still, staring at his profile in the single photo her file contained, she should have recognized him. Instead, she’d had a great lunch with him and he’d mentioned dinner.


    Double fuck on a hot apple pie stick.


    “Corporal Amador.” The door opened so quietly she’d missed it, but the colonel stepping into the room had her on her feet and at attention. “Welcome to the Edge.”


    She saluted him smartly, and he returned the gesture, though his assessing gaze didn’t leave her face. Colonel JJ Jones’s taciturn features, icy gray eyes, and silver hair matched his steely reputation.


    “Thank you, sir.” Aware of the paperwork in front of her, she removed the envelope with her orders and passed them to the senior officer. He didn’t open it or move his gaze from her as he stood on the opposite side of the conference room table.


    “Why are you here, Corporal?” The colonel’s direct question, though not unexpected, still left her heart racing. Frankly, her bullshit meter had been vibrating since she encountered the sexy, motorcycle-riding captain on the road. Her reaction to the colonel had less to do with his masculine attributes and everything to do with the air of command he wore like a second skin.


    “As my orders state, sir—”


    “I didn’t ask about your orders, Corporal.” The snap of his tone grated. She wasn’t an idiot. “I asked you why you were here.”


    “To do the job, sir.”


    “Good answer.” The colonel spared her a smile, then motioned to the chair. “Sit.”


    Obeying the order, she resumed her seat but kept her spine stiff. She already regretted the choice of heels and Class As. However, she’d wanted to make an impression. Most men could be disarmed with a simple smile and carefully crafted appearance. Colonel Jones didn’t appear impressed.


    Bracing a hand on the back of the chair in front of him, he didn’t sit. The position of authority forced her to lift her chin to meet his gaze. “You’ve reviewed all the reports on the team?”


    Once in the major’s office, a second time in her apartment after she’d packed, and for a third time since she’d had to sit and wait. Hardly enough time to really digest the details. “Yes, sir.”


    “Give me your initial assessment.”


    “Sir, this is a great deal of information, and the files are redacted on some mission specifics…”


    He waved his hand. “That’s fine. Your file says you are one of Major Taggart’s best analysts. Go with your gut.”


    “They’re incredible.” Her gut agreed. Jax had been a doll at lunch, and lived up to the hype on the page. At least—interpersonally. “The best of the best.”


    “That they are.” JJ straightened. “They deserve the best.”


    “I can’t argue with that.”


    “Good.” Colonel Jones was not known for playing games, yet she had trouble determining his goal. “Corporal…do you want to join Bravo Team?”


    “I want to serve my country and the Marines in the best possible capacity, sir.” That wasn’t good enough, so she added, “It would be my singular honor to earn a spot on that team.”


    Excitement twined with nerves in the pit of her stomach.


    “Good answer.” The colonel straightened. “Captain Raymond is expecting you on duty at 0500. You have been assigned a rack in the Bravo Team bunk. Only two of the men are on base currently. The others will be arriving shortly.” He paused. It was a calculated hesitation, of that she had no doubt. “Will that be a problem?”


    “Of course not, sir.” Resisting the idea of sharing bunk assignments with eight other Marines would reveal a weakness. Kaitlyn couldn’t afford any such displays, not for the colonel and not for herself.


    “All right. Good luck, Corporal Amador.” At least he didn’t remind her she’d need it.


    “I’ll do my damnedest, sir.” What else could she offer? The colonel exited the room, and she blew out a breath. The Edge wasn’t hostile territory, but it might as well be.


    No amount of fairy dust could make gathering intelligence on the men she should be supporting palatable. Orders were orders, and sometimes life sucked.


    Captain Raymond’s intense stare seemed to leap at her from the photo. He didn’t look guarded; he looked pissed. They were the best of the best—their record spoke for itself. His sex appeal, though, that had been off the charts, and she had firsthand experience with it.


    Dammit. Of all the guys in the world, it had to be him?


    It was what it was, and she was a big girl. She could handle it. “I’ll do you a solid,” she promised him. She owed him that much. “I’ll do my best.”


    “Glad to hear it.” Jax—crap, the captain—stood in the open door to the conference room. Dark hair feathered his forehead and barely brushed his ears, beyond regulation. The fabric of his shirt clung to his well-defined musculature, and all the moisture in her mouth dried up at his sudden appearance. He filled the doorway, all restrained power and presence. Hell, even the scent of sunshine and heat seemed to cling to him. The captain she had to report to, who ran the team she had to investigate and impress—the same guy who’d stopped to help her on the road, then took her to lunch and made her laugh. For a couple of sweet hours, she’d forgotten her damn assignment.


    Lusting after him on the roadside hadn’t been proper. Lusting after him on base? Dangerous.


    “Jax.” Wait. Captain. With a mental jerk, she saluted him. “Captain Raymond.”


    A slow smile that sent an entirely inappropriate frisson of lust coiling through her belly curved his lips before he straightened then returned her salute. “I already told you my name was Jax, Kat. We don’t have to pretend we don’t know each other, or stand on ceremony.”


    This was why the no-fraternization rule existed. Too late. We already fraternized. Not an excuse. “Not really regulation, sir.”


    “No.” Jax—the captain—shrugged. “You’re here to train with the team, not to toe the line on chain of command. As long as you do what you’re told to do when you’re told to do it, you can still call me Jax.”


    It seemed disrespectful, if not downright dangerous. Jax was the hot guy she flirted with; the captain deserved better than that. “Absolutely, sir. Though I don’t think familiarity should be encouraged.” For either of us.


    The man gave her a slow blink, and she found herself briefly fascinated by his lashes and the almost medieval-forest green of his eyes. They were so dark, she might have mistaken them for black in the light of the room. Yet she’d gazed into them when he stared at her on the roadside, and they were definitely green. They’d been even more enchanting when they’d locked gazes at the restaurant and shared their pleasure over food.


    “Kat, we had lunch. We had fun. We didn’t break any rules or commit any infractions.” Great, now he was comforting her. “I admit, watching you eat pie was a revelation, but we’re good.”


    A quiver settled in her midsection and radiated out. It took all of her discipline to not shudder under the weight of all that masculine charm. She really needed to put a kibosh on the flirting. For him.


    For her.


    “I appreciated your assistance, sir, then and now. I can’t disagree with your choice of the diner or the burger recommendations. You did me a real favor.”


    “And you had fun,” he said with a wink.


    Incorrigible. The man was incorrigible. “However, fraternization is frowned upon and I am here to do a job—not hang out.” No matter how tempting a prospect he offered.


    “You did have fun, though. Right?” The corners of his delicious mouth turned down a fraction, disappointment echoing in his voice.


    “Yes, I had a great time. That’s not the point.” Frankly, the last thing she needed was a sexy distraction. Though she didn’t look too closely at her need to set it straight between them.


    You, sir, are far too attractive for your own good. Or mine.


    Jax folded his arms, drawing her attention to the broadness of his chest. His biceps, like the rest of him, seemed so thick and solid. Pulling her attention up to meet his gaze, she didn’t miss the hint of amusement gleaming in them, nor the faint crease of his cheeks. Yes, she deserved to be laughed at, considering she’d been ogling him.


    “Well, I promise to control myself if you’ll do the same.” He shoots, and he scores.


    “I’ve managed to not throw myself at anyone in the last fifteen years. I’m sure I’ll manage the next few weeks.” No matter how tempting you are.


    “Only fifteen years? What poor unfortunate soul did you body slam before?” Real interest inhabited his question.


    “Billy Jack Mayer,” she answered without missing a beat. “Trust me, he deserved it. He hit me with a baseball bat.”


    Surprise had him lifting his eyebrows, and his amusement vanished. “He hit you? With a baseball bat?”


    “It was a plastic bat. We were twelve. I took the bat away from him and gave him a black eye.” Not her proudest moment. On the other hand, his sister had been afraid to tell him she broke his bike, so she’d said Kaitlyn had done it.


    “Good.” It came out more a growl than a grunt, and it was her turn to smile.


    “In other words, don’t worry about me, Captain. I can take whatever you want to throw at me.” Faith in the Marines combined with confidence in herself gave credence to the cocky words. She didn’t expect the next few weeks to be a cakewalk, but she didn’t want any special privileges, either.


    “I didn’t plan on worrying about you, Amador. I will, however, make it an order for you to call me Jax.”


    The statement abraded her pride. “Sir?”


    He raised a hand, then ticked off his words with his fingers. “One, in the field, you call me Captain, you’re painting a big target on my back. I make it a policy to not get shot. Two, I gave you an order, and I expect you to follow it. If you can’t do something as simple as calling me Jax, then you’re not going to make it here five minutes. Three, I do have a say in whether you stay or go. This is my team and my rules. Don’t make me repeat myself again. Clear?”


    The last sentence slapped away any other refusal she might make. “Crystal clear, Jax.”


    He grinned, a real one, and she forgot how to breathe for a moment. It should be illegal to be that damn good-looking. “Perfect. Now, follow me. I’ll show you your bunk and give you the five-cent tour. Did you get your SUV over to the motor pool?” He held the door wide, waiting for her, then added, “If you need a clue, the correct answer should be ‘yes, Jax, I did,’ or ‘no, Jax, I haven’t. Would you excuse me while I do what I was told to do?’”


    Kaitlyn refused to smile or laugh, but goddamn, it was hard. “Yes, Jax,” she parroted perfectly, striding toward him. “I did.”


    “See, we’re already having fun. Shall we?”


    Why did she have the uncanny feeling if she hadn’t leaped into the fire before, she’d landed in it with both feet this time?


    


    Ten minutes later, she stared at the single bunk in the wide room filled with similar beds. None were doubled. She was in the perfect spot to observe them. Living alongside them day in and day out, she’d have access to their gear, their personal items—them.


    Even though she didn’t look at Jax, she could almost feel his gaze on her. What reaction did he expect? Hazing was par for the course on most new assignments. Her first day at Taggart’s command, she’d had all of her desk drawers glued shut. The second day, well…the second day had been worse. Still, the guys only picked on the newbies to show they cared.


    Checking the footlocker, she opened it and eyed the standard gear already stowed there before she unpacked her duffel bag. “Do we have five minutes so I can change?” MARPATs would be a hell of a lot more comfortable.


    “I think we can spare it.” Jax walked to the bed three feet from hers and opened his locker. “I’ll change, too.”


    He sounded so damn helpful, it was hard to not read the tease in the comment. She pulled out what she needed, then stowed her bag before walking toward the showers.


    “Aw.” The playful complaint followed her, but he didn’t. Once in the shower stall–lined room, she let out a chuckle. It took her less than five to trade out her Class As for MARPATs. Fortunately, she had the hangers with her to keep the crease lines as straight as she could before she turned her dress uniform in for laundering. She slid her feet into her boots and damn near sighed in orgasm. Boots were so much better than heels.


    Giving her appearance a spot check via the mirror, she tucked her cover into her pocket then carried her gear back out. A locker stood open between their beds.


    A shirtless Jax hung his jacket inside it. He’d traded out his jeans for MARPATs with forest colors. Hers at least matched. Thank God she’d done that bit of research. “I made you room. We’re one locker down, so I’ll get one requisitioned for you. Until then, you can share mine.”


    “I don’t think we’re that far into our relationship. Next thing you know, you’ll be running errands for me.” Proud of herself for not tripping over her tongue and drooling at the sight of all that compacted muscle rippling as he moved, she waited for him to leave the locker before stowing her uniform. Sharing his meant she had direct access to his gear as well as her own…it was a gift.


    “I like to think of our relationship as pass-fail.” He didn’t miss a beat as he tugged a tan T-shirt on and hid away all that gorgeous male flesh. “I was always better at those.”


    “Damn, I prefer multiple choice.” Yep, if he flirted now, she had no one to blame but herself.


    “Good for you.” He slid his cover into his pants pocket and gave her a grin. “As you can see, we have a full house.”


    Gear stowed, she straightened and followed his motion to the rest of the room. “So on the nights they serve beans, does that mean I can ask to be assigned to guard duty?” She’d meant as a jest, but Jax’s sudden bark of laughter left her grinning.


    “Kat, you’re going to need more than guard duty to escape that stench, trust me. Though the last time they served beans, we had to evacuate ourselves from the toxic waste.” With a wink, he jerked his thumb toward the door. “Let’s go. Five-cent tour ends at the mess, because I’m starving. While we eat, you can fill me in on your experience.”


    “Training or recent assignments?” She fell into step.


    “All of the above,” he said, opening the door and waiting till she caught it before he strode through. “Since you like multiple choice.”


    “Duly noted.” Wiping away her grin, she reminded herself she was there to do a job. Two jobs, actually. She needed to qualify for Bravo Team and investigate them at the same time. Her gut churned at the mental prompt.


    Jax slowed his step and glanced at her, concern in his eyes. “You okay?”


    “I’m fine,” she lied and pasted on a neutral expression. “Just trying to absorb everything.” The last wasn’t a mistruth. She had a lot to learn.


    “We can hit the mess first.” He didn’t sound convinced by her declaration. “The rest will still be here after we eat.”


    “Whatever order you want to do it in.” Really, he needed to stop staring at her as though he could see right through to the secret she kept. The last thing she wanted to do was dishonor their group. In fact, if she could make it through the two weeks with nothing to report to Taggart other than the team was exactly as good as they appeared on paper, she would be happy.


    “Kat, if you’re hungry or uncomfortable, speak up. We don’t officially get started till 0500 tomorrow.”


    Her stomach chose that moment to make a loud, obnoxious gurgling noise. Rat-fink digestive system. “Noted. And I shouldn’t be starving—lunch wasn’t that long ago and it was good.”


    “That it was, and while I can’t promise you Martha’s Peach Pit–quality food, I can make sure you get dinner.” Then with a slow smile, he pointed to a building across the square tucked behind more oversize trees. “Then we’ll take a tour, followed by hitting the rack. I want you fresh in the morning.”


    Some part of her brain stopped listening after he said I want you, and she had to get a grip on her overstimulated hormones before he drove her mad or she made a fool out of herself. “Sir, yes, sir.”


    “Smart-ass,” he accused, though the anger had drained from his voice to be replaced by a hint of humor.


    Fuck it… In for a penny, in for a pound. “I thought attitude was a necessary requirement.”


    Jax laughed again, then gave her a pat on the shoulder. The brief familiarity transported her back to the diner. “Necessary? No. Useful? Damn straight.”


    “Jax?”


    “And she goes all serious again.” He frowned, but the expression didn’t chase the laughter his eyes.


    “Yes, she goes all serious…but this is important.” Suddenly, the weight of his regard crowded in on her, and she knew without a shadow of a doubt he focused on her. The man hadn’t moved from the doorway, but it didn’t matter. God, he was a devastating force of nature, and her whole body seemed to rev under his regard.


    “Kat?”


    At his prompting, she damn near blushed. Wow, Kat, get it together. “Our lunch earlier? It was fun, and I had a great time. But I have to be here to work. You get it, right?”


    “I hear you.” Those three words had the depth of a promise. Then he gave a little jerk of his head, the motion casual and freeing, as though he released her. “C’mon, let’s eat.”


    Captain Jax Raymond would keep her on her toes, that much was certain.


    “Oh, look, it’s mystery meat for lunch,” Jax announced as he led her inside the mess and the scent of onion-laden meat loaf hit her. She’d never met anyone who was excited about mystery meat. It added another enticing layer to the complicated man.


    Compelling personality wrapped in an attractive package. Why did he have to be in the middle of her assignment? Another flutter quivered in her belly. Pity she couldn’t have met him somewhere else. He cut a look at her over his shoulder, and his gaze held her captive once more. When one corner of his mouth kicked into a grin, he released her from his stare and she could breathe again. Dammit, she definitely needed to stay on her toes.


    If she didn’t, she was going to lose more than her chance at his team.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Jax woke promptly at 0400. Earlier than necessary, but once roused, he was awake. His internal body clock so well honed, he only needed to decide when he wanted to be awake and his body obeyed. First up on the day’s agenda: combat engagement training. Just passing basic wasn’t enough for admittance. In fact, the way Bravo Team played it, it wasn’t even enough to be considered for Force Recon. Recommendations, exceptional service, and identifiable skill might earn evaluation, but plenty more badass Marines washed out than made it.


    Whether the source of Kat’s transfer to the Edge originated with the joint chiefs, the Department of Defense, or the public relations department, the end result would be the same. JJ said wash her out, so Jax had to make it happen. His wolf clawed at him. His animal half was not on board with the plan. Not even to protect her. He didn’t see sabotage as protection.


    Not that Jax disagreed with him on the sentiment.


    His dislike of the order left both of them restless when he still had another thirty minutes to sleep. The sudden, rapid acceleration of her steady pulse and respiration warned him a split second before she moved.


    Kat seemed to possess as equally well-honed a body clock as he. She rolled out of bed promptly at 0430. Though he’d been awake and expecting it, Jax still experienced surprise at her abrupt motion. She squared away her bed, then made for the showers. Though the other wolf made no sound, Kurt woke the moment she stood. Neither wolf moved until the door to the showers closed.


    Rising as if by silent consent, they both rolled out of bed and pulled on their gear before they made up their bunks. From sleep to move out, Jax and his team could be ready to go in seven minutes or less. Sooner if they were already dressed.


    Five minutes after Kat hit the showers, Jax knocked on the door. At her answer—“It’s open”—he and Kurt entered to finish their basic groom, including shaving. The water continued to run in the stall behind them, but they’d given her a privacy curtain. Normally, they would wait until she was done with the shower, but he wanted to test her mettle and be in the same room with her. His wolf settled the moment they were inside.


    “You’re getting a haircut today, right,” Jax commented, ignoring the mental image of tepid water sliding over Kat. Fraternization was not only against the Uniform Code of Military Justice, it went against the grain when she was under his protection and command and was the target of his current mission. Too bad his wolf couldn’t give less of a damn about any of the above. Ours. The wolf’s unsettling refrain change promised him the answer to everything.


    Scraping the razor against his face in quick, even strokes, Kurt didn’t even look at him. “I’ll get it taken care of. You need me for her first round this morning?”


    “No. Get the groom under control, then brief the team as they get here. Begin the preliminary psych profiles.” Translation: inform them about human among them, and remind them that they needed to keep their shit together or get their asses kicked. Kurt gave him a faint grin. Jax ran a comb through his own hair. At some point, he’d need to see the barber, too.


    “You got it.” Thank God for Kurt and his friendship. Maybe they wouldn’t have met save for the team, but Kurt could anticipate his needs before Jax even considered them. If his wolf kept plaguing him where Kat was concerned, Jax would need Kurt to keep the team in line. Discipline shouldn’t involve a guillotine.


    The water shut off, but Kat didn’t step out from behind the curtain. The soft swish of a towel against flesh in rapid succession rasped against his senses. She made efficient use of her time, appearing in the barracks within fifteen minutes of stepping into the shower. She put away the shorts and tank top she’d slept in before perching on the trunk to pull on her shoes.


    “Eat or run first?”


    Refusing to be impressed, Jax gave her the once-over. His wolf snorted. They didn’t need her to impress them. They needed to work harder to get her attention. Controlling his breathing, he muzzled his wolf. She’d dressed in PT gear. Olive-green undershirt, sweatpants with a black Marine Corps emblem on the upper left leg. She tugged on a sweatshirt with the emblem over the left breast.


    “You’re going to run.”


    Kat nodded, undaunted by his direct order. Of course not; she’d dressed in PT gear. “Miles?”


    “Ten.” Then, because he didn’t want to feel like an ass, he asked, “What are you used to running?”


    “Ten is fine. With or without a ruck?” He’d give her credit, but she didn’t retreat an inch from the challenge. Saying it and pulling it off were two entirely different things. Kurt didn’t interrupt the conversation, but he also didn’t leave them alone. His attention focused on Kat with the same watchful wariness that made him an excellent scout.


    “You should eat before you run,” Kurt suggested. Jax scented his deception even as the words left Kurt’s mouth. Not pivoting or confronting his second, he simply let the test play out, especially when his wolf didn’t object. The animal’s faith in her bordered on blind.


    “Thanks for the advice,” Kat said with a faint smile. “That’s not how I roll. Orders are go for a run. I run.” Jax wanted to withdraw the order or suggest breakfast first, but she had a point. He’d given her an order already, and there was no sense in confusing the issue.


    “Then why are you still standing here?” He checked his watch. “We start combat engagement at 0700.” After giving her a beat to tie her laces, he turned the order over in his mind. “No ruck today. Ruck tomorrow.” He wanted to challenge her, not kill her. She might be physically fit, but she was an analyst and worked in an office.


    “No ruck today.” She saluted smartly. “Then ruck every day?”


    The hell with it. Jax allowed himself a real grin. She’d mingled a bit of playful insubordination with respect. He could admire the talent it took to pull that off. Returning the salute, he added, “Tick-tock. Dismissed.”


    With no further comments, she exited into the predawn dark. Jax pulled on a woodland jacket over his undershirt, ignoring the weight of Kurt’s stare.


    “Spit it out before you choke on it.” Better to have these types of conversations before the rest of the team got there, definitely not in front of Corporal Amador.


    “Ten-mile run day one? There’s washing her out, then there’s committing felony assault.”


    “You think she can’t handle it?” Genuine curiosity filled him. Did Kurt really think she was so weak that a ten-mile run would take her out of the running on the very first day? The wolf didn’t give a damn what Kurt thought, as long as Kurt didn’t express interest in their corporal. He won’t. Kurt’s too tied up with Tabitha. The wolf agreed on that point. Huh. He was too tied up with the woman he’d been trying to escape; the wolf noticed it long before Jax did.


    Kurt lifted one finger. “She’s a girl.” He added a second finger. “She’s a desk jockey.” He finished with a third finger. “Most important of all, she’s human.”


    “A hundred bucks says she’s back in time to shower again, get cleaned up, and eat before CET by 0700.”


    “Easy money, buddy. Easy money.” Amusement flooded the other wolf’s scent, disguising the hints of concern eddying beneath it as he led the way toward the officers’ mess.


    Lacking a response that wouldn’t reveal his investment in Kat, Jax said nothing.


    At his continued silence, Kurt narrowed his eyes then glanced at him. “What do you know that I don’t?”


    “The sum total of my knowledge far outweighs yours.” He grinned to take the sting out of the comment.


    Kurt snorted. “Asshole.”


    Jax didn’t bother with a reply. Two things he’d learned about Corporal Kaitlyn Amador—she was tough and determined. Kurt’s other concerns wouldn’t matter; she’d finish the ten miles with plenty of time to shower a second time and change before CET. It wouldn’t surprise Jax in the slightest if she appeared at 0700 promptly, smelling sweet and ready to grapple with him.


    There were worse ways to spend the morning.


    …


    All future Force Recon students attended the School of Infantry at Camp Pendleton. The original members of Bravo Team WOLF acquitted themselves nicely when they’d completed their assigned training in near-record time. Only their need for secrecy kept them from breaking records. Since the original team’s matriculation through the SOI, all future members had been vetted directly at the Edge or similar field facilities.


    At 0630, Jax and Kurt exited the mess hall with their coffee. “She still has thirty minutes,” Kurt said, his words comforting even if his tone teased. “Since I like you, maybe I’ll buy you a beer with my winnings.”


    “You’re going to need to buy it with something else,” Jax said, detecting Kat’s heartbeat underscoring the slap of her shoes on concrete as she crossed the quad separating them from the barracks. Her scent perfumed the breeze, and he’d tasted her arrival before he heard her. Triumph howled through him, but all he did was take a swallow of coffee as he checked his watch. “Just a shade over sixty minutes.”


    She didn’t slow her pace as she passed them, heading directly back to the barracks. The musk of her sweat, ripe with fresh blooms, mountain grasses, and morning dew, teased his nostrils. For a split second, her gaze locked with his, and need surged through him—more demand galvanized by such a brief contact.


    “Dude,” Kurt said quietly as he held out a hundred-dollar bill. “Eyes.”


    Jax blinked. His eyes had shifted, the wolf slipping its leash and the desire to follow Kat damn near overwhelming him. Not. Cool. His vision flattened as the wolf retreated, grumbling.


    “You lie down with felines, you’re going to get scratched.”


    “Ha-ha.” Though now he had the mental image of Kat raking him with her nails and heat pumped through his system.


    “I’m off to see the barber.” The lieutenant stalked off, but despite the anger suggested by his sharp tone, only amusement wreathed him.


    Like Kurt had said, easy money. Jax tucked the bill into his breast pocket then settled in to wait. She would be done with her shower, dressed in her MARPATs, and on her way to breakfast shortly. He might tag along to get a feel for her condition.


    At 0700 promptly, Corporal Kaitlyn Amador stood at parade rest at the entrance to the training zone. Shower fresh, still smelling of her shampoo and the clean linen of her uniform, she stared straight ahead, expression composed, ready for duty.


    Impressed, Jax congratulated himself. He had a perfectionist on his hands. The Marine in him respected her dedication and strict adherence to dress code and orders. The wolf in him admired the strength in her performance as well as her punctuality. He enjoyed the display of mental and emotional discipline—to a point. Currently, she occupied his every thought. Did he get to her the same way?


    If not, how did he win her attention? The wolf batted at the idea, a hunter in pursuit of their desired prey. Needing the control offered by chain of command, Jax relied on the authority his rank afforded him. They had time. They needed that same time.


    Court her. The wolf held a rather archaic notion of interpersonal relationships—or maybe a far more basic one. Impress. Delight. Intrigue. Pursue.


    Shoving those thoughts aside, Jax focused on the current task. Training. We need to know she can protect herself. It wasn’t a lie, and his wolf wholeheartedly got on board with the assessment. He liked to get a feel for his opponent’s weaknesses and strengths. If the woman possessed any flaws, it was her near-compulsive attention to the details. In combat that kind of obsessiveness could prove an asset. It could also create an inflexibility that led to injury.


    The question remained—which kind was Kat Amador?


    In the time it took him to get his wolf on board with the plan, he let her stand there while he drank his coffee. He’d refilled it while she ate her breakfast. Fortunately, she hadn’t turned out to be one of those women who skimped on her meal even if she had just run ten miles. In fact, she loaded up on protein while staying light on the carbs. Low carbs would help prevent exhaustion during combat training, while the protein would provide her with energy.


    In addition to her food choices, she’d drunk water rather than coffee. Which produced another curiosity for him, and since he had time to play, he played. Walking a slow circuit around her, he let her think whatever she wanted. Perhaps he was doing a uniform inspection. Perhaps he examined her posture. What he really did was circle her with the scent of his fresh coffee to see how she reacted.


    That she drank nearly two full bottles of water after completing her run demonstrated knowledge of her need for hydration. She hadn’t touched more than a sip of her coffee. Had it been too cold? Old? Was she simply not interested?


    Neither her expression nor her scent changed as he continued his circuit. Perhaps it was taunting on his part. On the other hand, his alpha had taught him a key technique when dealing with an unknown quotient. Everyone could be pushed. Everyone had a breaking point. All it required was applying pressure in the right spot and even the sturdiest among them could shatter.


    He planned to put a lot of pressure on Corporal Kaitlyn Amador. Her superiors believed her capable and ready for this assignment. So far, she hadn’t proven them wrong, but she also hadn’t proven them correct.


    “Amador,” he said, determined to keep it all business for now. She’d introduced herself as Kat, but that was on the road and at lunch. Off duty, she would be his Kat, and he’d take his time then to discover what made her purr. On duty, she was Amador, and he’d keep it all business. The reminder was as much for her as it was for his wolf. The animal snorted but acquiesced to his demand. “Detail previous physical training.”


    “Basic completed at Parris Island. Force Recon training begun at School of Infantry, Camp Pendleton.”


    He honed in on the key phrasing. “Begun. Did you wash out?”


    If they washed her from the School of Infantry program, then he had all the reason in the world to scrub her out of the Edge before they got started. Despite a faint niggling disappointment twining with guilt in his gut, he would much prefer using an earlier infraction to get rid of her than manufacturing one.


    “No, sir. I was moved from infantry to intelligence, under orders of Major Taggart.”


    She’d shown an aptitude for intelligence. That made a lot of sense. That they pulled her out without allowing her to complete demonstrated the value they placed in her abilities. Marines went where they were told.


    Smart and sexy, she was the whole package. Damn. “Very well. Continue listing your training.”


    For a split second, a tic appeared in her cheek muscle. If he hadn’t been watching for it he wouldn’t have seen the slight jump when she clenched her jaw. He’d found the sore spot. He and his wolf stretched together, satisfied they’d discovered even a minor chink in her armor. Eliciting a passionate response pleased them.


    “Performed basic PT regularly during assignment to Quantico Base for Intelligence. Physical fitness monitored every six months. I haven’t failed once.”


    All very well and good. “Passing a basic fitness test for a desk jockey is one thing, Amador. Why the hell do you think I should let you prove to me you can handle the work here? You won’t be sitting in front of any computers.” He kept his tone neutral, verging on harsh. He was not her ally. He was her commanding officer.


    He was also being an asshole.


    “I don’t expect any special favors, sir. I can do the job. Show me the target, give me the specs. I will get it done.”


    Good answer for a Marine. What about Kat herself? Who was she beneath the professional veneer?


    “Need a break after your run, Corporal?”


    “No, sir.”


    “How about a break after breakfast, then? I don’t want you to get little rumbly in your tummy after eating too much and then getting your ass handed to you.”


    He was on his fifth pass around her when he realized he’d shifted from inspection taunt to predator closing in on his prey. He crowded into her space, venturing from superior officer to dangerous threat. If not for the way her back muscles stiffened or how her hands clenched together, he might have not noticed.


    Reining in his wolf, Jax ranged farther from her. Enough. The order reverberated through him. The wolf was not in charge, the man was. His other half ignored the demand. They wanted Kat Amador, and she was right in front of them. Why did they have to ignore the desire?


    He kept his gaze on the other buildings as the base finished with breakfast and got to work. More teams would be arriving, others departing, still more running through their basic recertification before receiving new assignments. JJ cycled troops through regularly, not letting any other team spend too much time observing their skills. Unless plans changed—which they did with irritating regularity—the team would be at the Edge for ninety days, in part to recertify, and in part to use the natural range to their own training advantage.


    His wolf didn’t give a good goddamn. I mean it. Get it together or I’ll give her to Kurt to train. Orders or no orders, his first duty was to the packs. Pursuing Kat full tilt didn’t help any of them.


    The wolf shut up at the threat. Not that Jax had any intention of sharing Kat, but the wolf wanted to protect the packs as much as he did.


    “No, sir,” Amador stated, her tone remaining steady despite the physical discomfort her posture displayed. What the hell was she answering? Oh—did she need a rest? Dammit, the wolf had him splitting his focus. “I’m five by five and ready to go.”


    Squared away. That was one description for Kat—Amador. Amador is the Marine we have to wash out. The mental reminder as much for the man as the wolf. His animal didn’t disagree with him. Kat is ours.


    Oh, for fuck’s sake.


    “Phase one of basic recon is four weeks long and focuses on your individual physical skills.” Jax wrestled with getting his head back in the game. Ours. The temptation to kiss her assaulted him. The wolf wanted to prove a point. The desire to hold her, kiss her, tease her, and hear her sigh—it didn’t belong to the animal alone. It made the urge even harder to ignore. Digging his fingers into his palms, he used the bite of pain to get his mind off the image of her lips parting beneath his, the whisper of her breath against his skin as he tasted… “We don’t have the luxury of time, so we will be running, performing high-repetition PT, completing obstacle courses, rucking, land navigation, helicopter rope-suspension training, communications, and supporting arms.”


    She held up well under the recitation.


    “At the School of Infantry, you had six weeks.” He locked gazes with her and couldn’t help a grin when her chin lifted and her shoulders stiffened. No, she wouldn’t retreat from him. Kat’s determination might be the sexiest thing about her. “Here at the Edge, you’ll have four. You up for it?”


    “Oorah.”


    “Good answer.” Now, all he had to do was survive her.


    Combat engagement training could take many forms—and as often as not did. For today’s exercise, however, Jax wanted the measure of what Kat—Amador, dammit—knew and didn’t.


    “Being in a direct combat unit means you are taking the fight to the enemy.” Jax kept his tone even but serious. He’d led her to an indoor training arena, one of five available for recruits at the Edge. He had debated the wisdom of training indoors versus outdoors. Outside, the breeze and smells of nature would help dilute the rich decadence of her scent. Indoors, however, afforded them privacy and allowed him to focus solely on her.


    Ultimately, it was his wolf who made the decision. Awareness of a developing audience tracking their movements while he addressed her outside the mess threatened to piss him off. He could make all kinds of excuses but didn’t bother. His wolf didn’t want to be observed, so they wouldn’t be observed.


    “I’ve heard all the arguments regarding women in combat and how it’s up to the individual to decide whether or not they’re willing to get hurt, but when you’re part of the team, your success or failure can mean our success or failure.” Jax discarded his coffee and stripped off his jacket to free his arms.


    “Understood, sir.”


    “That’s easy to say,” he said without an ounce of criticism. She stood opposite him on the mat, her arms loose at her sides. The way she balanced her weight provided him with a fresh insight. She was more nervous than she wanted him to know. “Deploying in and of itself is not combat. Neither is returning fire when you get shot at. Real combat, the kind faced by Bravo Team…it’s bloody and it’s vicious. There’s no buffer between you and the enemy. It’s not just about having a weapon. It’s not about your experience or your training. Ninety-nine percent of the time it’s about pure dumb luck and who moves first.”


    In direct physical combat, he had all the advantages over her, not only in size, but also in strength and speed. To illustrate this point, he lunged at her. Giving her no warning might be a dick move, but he wanted to test the fiery mettle of her resolve, and he wanted to show off. Would his speed impress her? Though she defended herself by twisting away from him and cutting her elbow at his face, he caught her arm and completed her spin with her, then tossed her.


    Kat took the fall gracefully even as she bounced on her ass once then rolled to her feet. In less than three seconds she was up facing him once more. Damn, she was hot.


    “There’s no comfort, no distance, no safety.” He lunged at her again, but instead of going for the elbow to his face again, she dodged and went for a kidney strike instead. Even moving at his slowest, he was still far faster than she. In less time than it had taken her to recover, she was on her ass again.


    “I have fought many men over the years. I’ve trained in tae kwon do, Krav Maga, and achieved all five levels of the Marine Corps’ martial arts program.” He thrust a hand toward her face heel first, controlling the motion and stopping it just before it would strike her nose. Her pupils constricted into tiny points amid the deep whiskey brown of her eyes. “All the best training in the world doesn’t save you from a lucky strike.”


    His wolf raked claws along the inside of his skin. They wanted her to understand the battle, but his beast didn’t care for nearly hitting her despite the measure of control in his actions.


    “Permission to speak freely, sir?” A faint note of hostility edged the words, and sweat beaded along her forehead. Stress amplified the race of her pulse.


    She didn’t withdraw from the hand he still held right in front of her face. Kat had balls of steel. Hot didn’t cover his reaction to her. “Permission granted.”


    “Even the toughest female fighter in the world will have issues fighting against a man. Your bones and muscular structure are significantly different and, frankly, more powerful. Gender equality in regards to physical form ends rather abruptly at puberty. Nature does seem to favor you there.”


    More than she knew. “If I awarded merits for stating the obvious, I’d give you at least one. Your point?”


    “There’s no undo button for being a woman.”


    Thank God, he certainly wouldn’t complain. Again, he bottled the thought. Training her meant remaining objective. In the arena, she was a Marine who happened to be a woman.


    “Allowing women in combat means we are much more likely to engage in hand-to-hand combat, and you’re just alpha male enough to believe it’s wrong to do that to a woman. I’ve been through this with training officers and instructors before.”


    It took a moment for her meaning to penetrate. She’d never had a wolf train her before; he didn’t care what those other men had shown her. They were insignificant.


    “Apologies, Captain. I didn’t mean to touch a nerve.” At her words, he worked to calm his expression. The last thing he needed to do was growl at her.


    “Continue. Get to your point. Now.” The last came out a snarl.


    The corner of her mouth twitched. Was that a tell?


    She gripped his extended hand, then brought her knee forward, halting the motion with the same control he had, only it put the impact perilously close to the family jewels. The warmth of her touch sent a thrill of electricity along his skin.


    “Women have always faced the front lines of combat with your gender. You’ve always been stronger. Bullies enjoy trying to overpower us. I don’t have to fight harder, I simply have to fight smarter. Trust me, I appreciate anything and everything you can teach me. I’m also ready to learn. Kicking ass and taking names—that’s every girl’s dream, right?” Her breath whispered against his skin as she spoke. The closeness drew his attention to her lips. They glistened faintly.


    “Maybe,” he said, allowing his stance to relax as she straightened. They both withdrew to a more comfortable distance. Comfortable, at least, for him. “The problem is, your torture can be used against me and my team in a way it wouldn’t necessarily work for other men.”


    He’d protect his pack. He’d protect his team. He’d protect his Marines. He’d protect her.


    “It’s an instinct, just like it’s an instinct for women to take care of the people around them. Gender assignment is a genetic lotto—it’s the training that matters.”


    Head in the game, Jax. His wolf dug his claws deeper inside his skin. “To a point, I agree, absolutely. Here’s the trick, Amador—we’ve seen the results of women in combat on any number of occasions. When you’re going up against radical Islamists, it’s worse than you might think. Chivalrous Westerners may have the idea that we need to protect all women all the time, and it gets in the way of being effective. But the radicals? They get really pissed at the idea of being defeated by a woman. That makes them much more vicious.”


    Her expression sobered. “Capture and torture are not high on my list, but they are also the risk I take for serving.”


    “Bullshit.” It didn’t matter how much she tried to sell him on the subject, he wouldn’t even open his wallet. The image of her being captured or tortured set his blood on fire and aggravated his wolf. “You’re an analyst.”


    Eyes blazing, she raised her chin. “I’m a Marine.”


    “Then attack me, Marine. Or were you planning to talk me to death?”


    The taunt worked; she came at him. Fighting her was so much better than imagining the destruction he’d rain down on anyone trying to hurt her.


    More professional. Safer.


    Catching her lunge, he flipped her to the mat and pinned her. His gaze locked on hers. The pound of her heart seemed to echo his, and for a split second, he tasted anticipation in her scent. “Don’t let any target get this close.”


    “No?” Challenge enveloped the single syllable.


    “No,” he repeated slowly, savoring the heat of her body beneath his. Discipline was hell on his libido, especially when her lashes lowered a fraction. “This close, I can do all kinds of bad things to you.”


    The last words he should have uttered. The idea of all those bad things played out in his mind. Her mouth was so close to his. All he had to do was dip his head a fraction to sample her sweetness. Spice and delight twined together in her aroma, and her slow exhale tormented him as her breath washed over his lips.


    Close.


    Tempting.


    Wanted.


    “Good to know, Jax.” She tapped the mat in surrender to the hold, and he released her. Galvanized, he broke away and stood. If he didn’t create some distance, he’d end up screwing everything up by kissing her.


    Her throat tightened as she swallowed, and he dragged his attention away from her physical responses. At least until he got control of his own.


    No matter how much his wolf disliked it. The very last thing she can be is mine.


    Yet.


    Dammit, nothing deterred his wolf.


    Not even him.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Not limping required every ounce of her willpower. Exhausted from marathon all-day combat engagement training with Jax, Kat had two goals: get back to the barracks in one piece, then fall flat on her face. Only two things stood between her and those goals: her exhaustion and the fact that every muscle in her body hurt, both of which made walking far more difficult than she cared to admit. Jax, the attentive captain, followed in her wake. Maybe followed was not the right description. Perhaps he simply wanted to make sure she didn’t collapse before she arrived at their destination.


    Of course, she’d expected him to push her. Tasked with vetting her capability for assignment to Force Recon, more specifically to his team, he had every right to demand her best. She just hadn’t expected him to drive her so hard she was ready to quit day one.


    Humiliating self-realization, check.


    “Need to stop at the med station?”


    She tried not to read a lot into his tone. She didn’t think he sounded smarmy or particularly patronizing. She wanted to think the note of concern she detected was genuine. He was her commanding officer. More like she reported to him while he served as her training officer.


    “You know, the only thing wounded is my pride.” Didn’t change the fact that the last thing she wanted was his assistance. She’d tried to prove his equal, which proved to be an exercise in futility. The man’s training left her in the dust. He could teach her a lot, though, and he seemed to want to show her. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Are you sure?”


    The effort required not to limp, moan, or simply sit down and die demanded far more concentration then she possessed at the moment. “Positive.”


    “Only fools are positive.”


    Humor? Taunt? Her level of tiredness seemed to have successfully invaded and cluttered her cognitive functions. It was like she knew the correct order was A then B then C, but her brain couldn’t quite make the connections. God help her, she stopped. Ignoring her body’s protests, she turned and faced the captain. “I’m sorry, sir. What?”


    Pithy. Not the best she was capable of, but it would have to do. Jax, despite having spent the entire day doing what she was doing—only not repeatedly having his ass handed to him—looked as fresh as he had when they started that morning, sans the coffee and the smug inspection. Oh, yeah, she’d almost forgotten about the inspection. It had left her with anticipatory chills racing over her skin. If they’d been on a date, she’d have expected a kiss…and I’d have enjoyed that kiss. But we’re not dating. So, what had been up with that?


    “Only fools are positive.” He repeated the statement slowly, giving special emphasis to each syllable.


    “I heard what you said,” she replied, losing her battle against keeping impatience from her tone. “I just don’t get the reference.” Then, as an afterthought, she tacked on, “Sir.” She hated to be disrespectful, but at the same time it was hard to think of him only as the captain.


    Jax spread his hands as if showing her he was unarmed, though clearly in this battle of wits she was losing. “It was meant to be a joke… Tell you what, why don’t you go get a shower and cleaned up. We can grab some food and I’ll explain it better.”


    The abrupt change in tack didn’t sit well. He’d subjected her to the swift changes in attitude all day, so she’d almost gotten used to it. One moment aggressive and brutal, in the next moment caring, concerned, and patient, only to be followed by another round of impatient asshole. Either the man was bipolar or he subscribed to a psychological warfare technique she wasn’t familiar with. She was going to have to shape up quick to stay on her toes with him. Especially when she responded to him on all levels, no matter his attitude.


    “I don’t generally eat at the officers’ mess.” If she clung to the rules, they would sustain her. They always had.


    “You eat with the team.” Absolute authority rang in his voice. “You might be in training, I might be vetting you, and I’m gonna push you and I’m gonna test you and I’m gonna drive you… Until other orders come down, you are still a member of this team.”


    The possessiveness startled her. “Huh.”


    Jax tilted his head to the side studying her. “Huh?”


    It wasn’t his first domineering note of the day. Where was it coming from? Why did it leave a quivering sensation in her midsection? She shook her head, then remembered she was talking to her captain and not the sweetheart who’d entertained her with lunch. What the hell was wrong with her? Yes, they’d spent time together. Yes, he’d stopped to help her on the side of the road, then let her buy him lunch. They’d had a good time—but that was before. Before he’d become her commanding officer. He’d also just spent the last several hours kicking her pride in such a way as to make sure she understood the difference between being capable and being able.


    “My apologies, sir. I appear to need some rest.” Admitting weakness went against the grain, but it was also the logical thing to do. “I simply did not think you wanted me on the team, sir.”


    “I don’t want anybody on my team, Kat.” Stark truth knitted those syllables together. A blunt honesty she hadn’t been expecting. It penetrated the fog currently trying to smother her.


    “My apologies, sir. I overstepped.”


    “No, you didn’t. You asked a question. You stated a fact. You’re clearing the air. None of which is overstepping.” He pointed toward the barracks with a sigh, then added, “Walk. That’s an order, Marine. We can still talk, but you need to get in there and get your shower.”


    Well, that was the most polite way anyone had ever told her she stank. Though she didn’t resist the order, not only because it was one she wanted to follow, but also because the compulsion accompanying it simply overwhelmed. “Challenges to authority are generally considered insubordination.”


    “Would you prefer to be in trouble, Corporal?” All business again, the air of familiarity and warmth bled out of his tone.


    “Not particularly, sir, no. If you want me to be completely honest.” At least concentrating on this discussion helped her minimize how much her bruises and weariness bothered her. “It’s simply the impression that I had of you. You seemed unhappy when you discovered my assignment to the team, you seemed less than thrilled about my skills in combat engagement, and you’ve made no…” How should she say this politely?


    “Spit it out.”


    Okay, if he wanted the unvarnished truth, then she’d give him the unvarnished truth. “It genuinely felt like you were trying to prove how absolutely unfit for this job…you think I am.”


    A glance at him revealed he hadn’t missed the almost slip in her voice as she paused between before saying you think I am. It wasn’t just Jax who didn’t think she belonged on this team. After today, she’d begun to question a lot of choices. Being combat ready took a great deal more stamina in fact than it did theory. In truth, all she had to do was stick it out long enough to learn their secrets, then she could go back to being an analyst.


    Was that what she wanted? No shame in being good at her job. Kat was an excellent analyst. She saved lives. Being here let her be around Jax and, weirdly enough, she wanted to impress him. Not the captain. Jax.


    Damn Taggart and damn her orders. If Jax questioned her assignment to his team, he wasn’t wrong.


    “You’re going to be in situations on a Force Recon team where you may find yourself in a firefight all day long, Amador. They’re not gonna let you take a break for lunch or make sure you get a shower or slow down when they think you’re about to fall on your face. The enemy doesn’t offer you a break. They owe you nothing, and they don’t give a damn about how sore you are or how desperate you are for a drink. They sure as shit don’t give a damn what you think about yourself. The enemy has one objective and one objective only. Overwhelm and destroy.”


    Was that his plan for her? Wear her down until she quit? Maybe wait for her to retaliate when he flirted? Maybe wait for her to flirt back, then call her on it? Put a pin in that thought. He’s not flirting. Why the last idea disappointed her, she refused to contemplate.


    “Sounds like a very lonely philosophy.” The words escaped before she could bottle them. Stop overthinking. “It also sounds like you’re speaking from personal experience, sir.”


    “I’ve done my share. I’ve seen a lot of good men go down, not from lack of skill or lack of training, or even from the inability to take on a fight. Exhaustion kills far more insidiously and more effectively than any bullet.”


    Kat rubbed the back of her neck. He’d tapped her more than once there, on her back, on her shoulders, in addition to strikes against her thighs and calves. Her arms screamed from being tossed, pulled, and pinned. Though she gave him credit for avoiding the more obvious and sexist target. He’d had any number of opportunities to slap her on her ass. So, why had she anticipated more sensual contact? He’d been a damn professional. What was wrong with her?


    “I never thought about it that way. Battlefields always seem so abstract, even when I know there’s flesh and blood or that troop movements involve people and men and women in the equipment. Even when I’m reading intelligence reports…did you know we break it down to assets rather than people?”


    “Just a psychological technique to divorce yourself from screwing up. You know if you make the wrong call, people will die. It’s easier to digest if you say you lost an asset.”


    Deep understanding that seemed to reach her on a primal level reflected in his eyes. No, she hadn’t considered it that way, nor accepted the idea that by labeling real people as assets she divorced herself from having to care.


    “Kat, don’t feel bad about it. It’s your job.” Comfort unfurled from his tone, and though he didn’t close the distance between them, she could swear it was as though he’d wrapped an arm around her. Who was Jax Raymond? “As an analyst, you have to be able to think clinically. You have to be able to look at the facts and weigh the options and, yeah, sometimes you have to be able to weigh the numbers. Does it change the fact that those numbers are people? Does it change the fact that sometimes an asset is determined to be worthy of sacrifice because it will get the job done? The unfortunate truth is you have to accept loss is a part of the equation. ‘Acceptable losses’ is an ugly term, but it’s also effective for winning a battle.”


    “Jax.” They were less than fifteen meters from the doors of the barracks when she stopped again. It was late, and the sun was already nudging lower on the horizon. The base shift change happened around them as Marines came and went, some arriving and looking as weary and filthy as she felt. “Can I confide something in you?”


    The man seemed to read her better than anyone she’d ever met. Somehow, he seemed to know what she was thinking or feeling even before she did. Yet, something he’d said reminded her of an argument she’d had with an instructor years before, right after she was transferred out of infantry and into intelligence.


    “Hit me.” Wasn’t the first time Jax had used those terms that day. At least this time he was metaphorically speaking.


    “Do you want me gone?” She licked her lips, then met his gaze head-on. “I feel like I’m intruding on your turf…and maybe I’m tired and reading too much into everything. But do you even want me here?”


    He didn’t answer immediately. In fact, his expression seemed remote. That energy she’d sensed about him in their first encounter contained, as though he leashed himself. “As a Marine, you go where you’re ordered to go. You do what you’re told. You have orders. I have mine.”


    It wasn’t an answer.


    “Beyond those orders,” he continued, “you’re not intruding. The last thing I want is you gone.”


    The absolute conviction in his statement arrested her. Gazing into his eyes, she experienced a sizzle of real recognition. A kindred soul, one who understood her and addressed her concerns without mockery. Her heart squeezed, and her chest went tight as she sucked in a deep breath.


    “Thank you,” she said on an exhale.


    They started walking again, only instead of exhaustion, fog, and haze, Kat discovered the new sensation in the presence of Captain Raymond.


    Companionship.


    


    From the moment they stepped into the barracks, all thoughts of rest and relaxation vanished. When she’d headed out that morning, she’d only shared the quarters and its multiple beds with Kurt and Jax. During their absence, six additional men had joined them, crowding the room with testosterone and muscles.


    They filled the room in various states of undress. One unloaded his gear into a footlocker, a second stood shirtless and in running sweats while draining a bottle of water, two more were in the middle of a debate while wearing only towels, and a fifth man snapped off his towel then flung it across the room toward a sixth man reading on his cell phone.


    Unfortunately, the wobbly projectile missed as the Marine reading on his phone didn’t even glance up before catching the towel, then winging it back the way it came. A damp, terrycloth game of hot potato.


    Naked men didn’t bother her. Hell, she was healthy enough to appreciate the masculinity on display. Though these guys were—huge. Not a single one below six feet, all wide shoulders, broad chests, and thick muscles. The power these guys exuded… She’d never been around anything like it. Despite that, they didn’t stir a physical reaction in her. Weird. Maybe she was just so exhausted that even her sex drive was flat on its face.


    Catching Jax’s beautiful face in the corner of her eye coiled the tension in her gut. The radiating sensation of need, which had nothing to do with her exhaustion and everything to do with him, wouldn’t be ignored. Maybe her appetite had already found the item on the menu she wanted.


    Their arrival didn’t go unnoticed. Every man in the room snapped to attention when the object of her desire stepped in. Impudent expressions aside, their laser-fast reaction to Jax’s appearance demonstrated team unity nearly as much as the playfulness they’d been indulging in just before she and Jax entered. A weird sense of longing nagged at her. What would it be like to be welcomed into the high-spirited games as one of them?


    There were plenty of ways she could react to the antics, but she chose the most appropriate. Ignoring all of them, she made her way to her bunk and footlocker. Jax hadn’t relieved them to stand down yet, and a quick glance from the corner of her eye found him staring at his men with an expression she couldn’t quite read.


    Since he remained silent, she grabbed a change of clothes and her toiletries before giving him a nod and escaping to the showers. At the door, she tapped it and glanced over the assembled men maintaining their locked positions, eyes front, expressions sober and without emotion.


    “Claiming this. Ten minutes.” Earlier in the day, both Jax and Kurt had entered to shave while she’d been in the shower, but she hadn’t claimed it beforehand, nor had they come anywhere near the shower stall. With so many new faces possessing a healthy amount of teasing and wild behavior, she’d rather avoid the pranks for the moment.


    After she’d been introduced to the rest of the team, then she would deal with sharing shower space. At least they had curtains and three-quarter walls to segregate the stalls. Hopefully the dudes in the towels wouldn’t mind. The door closed, but not before Jax murmured something and earned barking laughter in response.


    The sudden rise and fall of masculine voices filled the silence beyond the door as they engaged in good-natured ribbing, laughter, and what she assumed had to be conversation. Disappointment curved through her at not being a part of their camaraderie. Don’t be an idiot, of course you’re not one of the guys. They don’t know you. Pushing the regret out of her mind, she went to the sink and stared at herself in the mirror.


    Blegh. She looked like crap.


    She’d learned a long time before that if she forced herself to stand under the icy spray to wait for the warmer water, it did wonders for her mental state. The water would warm, but by the time it was hot enough to shower properly, she would be far more alert.


    The cold shower trick had worked all the way through high school, when she’d overloaded her schedule, working a part-time job, volunteering with ROTC, and tutoring younger students on the base where her father’s duty assignment had been. Her parents had chastised her for overcommitment. It didn’t matter, though. Kat believed she could do it and refused to give up, no matter what anyone told her.


    She’d never been one of those women who could wait a day or two between hair washings. Odd how something as inconsequential as worrying about her hair let her mind relax.


    So the whole team is back early. The colonel had said they’d be returning, but she’d half expected them to arrive in ones and twos. She had their files, but she hadn’t memorized them. At least with all of them in one place, she’d get a good feel for the interpersonal interactions. Get to know them.


    She’d absorbed so much information over the course of the day, not just about fighting technique, but also Jax’s teaching style. Though his attitude waxed back and forth, his intelligence and keen understanding of what would work for her versus what worked for him made for an excellent leader. His men held him in obvious esteem; she’d seen the respect and obedience firsthand.


    Maybe that’s exactly how his team succeeded on so many missions. It was worth a thought. She couldn’t exactly look at him and not see his talent and skills in action, but a team needed a powerful leader, and Jax fulfilled the role neatly. Maybe if I stop listing all of his studly attributes, I’ll be more effective at figuring out how they are so successful. Taggart is going to want a report.


    Studly attributes. The whole team qualified in terms of their massive builds. No way they used drugs to achieve that rather uniform mastery of form? Right? Impugning the honor of a fellow Marine took cast-iron balls and incontrovertible proof. Steroid use had other physical signs she could watch for—especially if they weren’t shy. Behavioral changes would also be noticeable. And I’m in the perfect place to figure it out.


    Shower finished, she shut off the water, then grabbed a couple of clean towels to wrap one around her head and use the other to scrub herself dry as efficiently as possible. In short order, she dressed, sans shoes, then pulled the door ajar and called, “All clear.”


    The door widened behind her, and one of the towel-wearing men wandered in.


    Tall, with dark brown hair and equally brown eyes, he had model-perfect features. Almost too perfect, and she had to remind herself not to stare. He looked like someone more at home on a billboard or in a TV commercial than on a Marine base.


    With an easy grin, he walked over to the sink, carrying his toothbrush. “Silver. Nice to meet you.”


    “Actually, the name is Amador.” Deliberately misunderstanding his introduction, she replied to his grin in kind.


    He laughed—the ploy worked. One thing she’d discovered over the years, especially when it concerned intelligence gathering, was that it was better to disarm potential resources by demonstrating a flaw. Softening her image and making herself infinitely more human could warm even the chilliest of receptions. Besides, she wanted them to welcome her into their team, become one of them. Not just because it will make my job easier.


    “Amador, hmm. I don’t know. I like the sound of it. Maybe I should steal it and let you keep Silver.” The man gave her a wink then turned on the water. “It might get confusing if there were two of us.”


    “I don’t know,” Kat said, accepting his invitation to tease. “If there were two Silvers, we might confuse the team. Two Amadors, however, could work. I have been known to do the work of two men before.”


    Silver didn’t answer right away as he quickly brushed his way-too-perfect teeth. The stunning whiteness of what could very well be porcelain caps made her think his family had invested heavily in giving him that beautiful smile. Odd, now that she thought about it. Jax owned a set of perfectly white teeth as well. She’d already begun to look forward to seeing them when he flashed those rare, heart-stopping smiles at her.


    Finished, Silver pivoted to face her and said, “In that case, I think we should stick with Silver.”


    Interesting. “Yeah? Why so?”


    “I’ve tried to do the work of two women. I suck at it.” The deadpan response earned rich laughter from her.


    After combing and braiding her hair, she tightened one of the bands before extending her hand to him. “Good to meet you, Silver.”


    He accepted the handshake then leaned in close and gave her the most playful of winks, “You as well, Silver. It’s like looking in a mirror. Only if the mirror showed me something prettier and much nicer to look at.”


    Oh, boy. She had an unapologetic flirt on her hands. Fortunately, years of military life had taught her how to deal with being one of the boys. “You’ll just have to work smarter then, won’t you?”


    “Damn,” he began, still holding onto her hand.


    “Silver, get your ass dressed. You know better.” Jax’s authoritative voice rang through the room. Kat felt her smile evaporate at the harsh, unforgiving look in Jax’s eyes as he pinned his gaze on Silver.


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Silver didn’t seem remotely affected by the captain’s negative attitude. “I was just being polite, Cap. Don’t get your panties in a twist.”


    While it wasn’t uncommon for Marines to rib each other, generally, the ribbing stayed at the same levels without involving their commanding officers in the mix. Jax’s irritation didn’t magnify at Silver’s comment, which suggested their team worked differently, but in a good way. Jax had seemed to enjoy teasing her both before she’d been assigned to the team and since. Maybe all she needed to get along was to play along.


    “With all due respect, sir,” she said, intervening on Silver’s behalf, “I started it.”


    “Did you?” Jax gave her a long look.


    “Yep, just wanted to grease the wheels. Play nice.”


    “You want to play, Kat?” Something dangerous lurked within his question, but she didn’t shy away. In for a penny, in for the whole damn pound.


    “Think you can keep up with me, sir?” It was a test.


    “Go ahead and try to lose me.” A smile softened the hard line of his mouth and thawed some of the chill in his attitude. “You need to eat.”


    “Sir, yes, sir.” He didn’t quite step out of her way, so she had to squeeze past him to get through the door. Once she cleared the entrance, he stepped inside and the door closed with an almost ominous clack. She didn’t envy Silver being left with the captain in his latest mercurial mood. Though the near-possessive display of harshness gave her pause. Did Jax have a problem with her making friends? The question didn’t feel right. No, she could assume nothing. If Jax had an issue with her getting to close to the guys, that might be purely professional.


    Or utterly personal… The thought drifted away as she made her way to her bunk. The other Marines were still present in the barracks. More than one was on his phone, though the reader was still sprawled on his cot. One of the guys performed one-armed push-ups with an almost bored expression on his face as another counted it out for him.


    “Jeremiah, if you actually do a thousand of those, I’ll be impressed. Because I’d die of boredom before I got there,” another commented without looking up from some paperwork he had spread out on one of the two desks the barracks room boasted.


    What the hell? A thousand? Seriously? Even in tip-top shape, that was ridiculous. Though it lent some evidence to steroids.


    Not wanting to stare and hating herself a little for the thought, Kat scanned the room for Kurt while still holding her laundry. The lieutenant was in the process of repacking his footlocker. At her approach, he set the last item inside then snapped it shut.


    Considering the changing circumstances and disruption of so many new-to-her-faces in the barrack, she put her best—albeit bare—foot forward then snapped to attention under the lieutenant’s gaze. A quick salute, which he returned, though the corners of his lips twitched. “Tough first day, Corporal?”


    “Just like a walk in the park,” she quipped. If she wanted to be one of them, she was going to have to learn to read them. “Can you tell me where the laundry facilities are, sir?”


    Kurt gestured over his shoulder with his thumb. “Two buildings down on the left. Closes at eleven.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “No problem. Captain go soft on you, or you just covering for the ass whipping?” No invitation to drop protocol. If he wanted to keep a professional distance, she could work with that, too.


    “Well, it could’ve been a walk in the park, if that walk involved running in bare feet over shattered glass in hundred-degree weather on concrete.”


    The fast response earned another round of laughter, but Kat moved on. She made sure she had gathered the rest of her laundry together before shoving her feet into socks and boots. Cover in hand, she bagged the laundry in a linen sack.


    “If you gentlemen will excuse me.” Getting out would give her a beat to get her bearings, make her plans, and decide the best approach. She wasn’t sure she was up to all of them at once.


    She’d just made it to the door when Jax called across the room. “Leave that. You will have a couple of hours of personal time tomorrow. Eat now.” The hard syllables of command had a wild effect on her system. No matter how she tried to spin it, Captain Jax Raymond captured her attention and pulled her focus even in a room full of jacked-up men. She only had eyes for him. More, he turned her on no matter what mood he was in. She needed to get her shit together. She wasn’t there for a fling.


    “Now, Kat.” Yeah, she’d heard him.


    So much for her escape.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Jax bit back the growl. The moment the words left his lips, he knew they were a mistake. More than one pair of eyes in the barracks turned in his direction, and the near-subvocal laugh coming from Kurt told him not only had his misstatement been noticed, it had earned their interest. Unfortunately, Kat had already returned to hang her linen laundry bag off the end of her bunk and caught the shift in attention. The weight of her gaze added to the burdens the others piled on.


    Sure, he could make excuses, explain his scent was all over her clothes, especially after their combat training. It was supposed to be a reminder that she was under his protection. He’d already assigned her the bunk next to his in an effort to minimize her contact with the others. His wolf needed no such reinforcement. He already considered her theirs to keep—safe. Ours to keep safe. Whether his wolf liked it or not, she wasn’t theirs to keep permanently, no matter how heavenly she smelled.


    If he were so inclined, he could explain he’d noticed Silver stepping into the showers after she gave the all clear, then hearing their laughter had aggravated and ruffled his wolf. Silver was a decent enough sort. Like everyone else on Bravo Team, he served to protect his pack’s interests, and he followed orders. The wolf demonstrated combat capability and grace under fire. All laudable qualities, but he did not need to make her laugh.


    It didn’t matter what he said—actions spoke far louder, and he had neither the time nor the inclination to explain himself. JJ had charged him with the task of dealing with Kat. She was his—responsibility. He tacked on the last word before his wolf delved into any more perilous ideas.


    “Get dressed, boys,” he ordered. “We’re all going to eat.” His wolf didn’t like it, but the man knew better than to provide them with a social opportunity to be alone with Kat. Not when he imagined kissing her during training.


    Cage paused and glanced away from the book he was reading to stare at Jax. Jax could almost read the objection in his expression. The Hispanic wolf liked to play at being the team’s joker, but he strove to be better than anyone. Cage, the son of a pack alpha, seemed to crave the validation of his worth through his actions.


    Dominance surged through Jax as their gazes locked. He couldn’t afford to be questioned, nor would he allow Cage to test himself against Jax, not today. In fact, he had to maintain a high level of order, particularly in front of Kat. Respect for his position had paid off throughout the day, both in her obedience and her willingness to learn. He needed control to keep her safe. Obedience kept them all safe.


    The other wolves stilled, no doubt scenting the rising aggression between him and Cage. Their stare-off lasted less than a minute, but Jax’s wolf remained viciously aware of each passing second. Finally, Cage lowered his dark brown eyes, set the book aside, then swung off his bunk and stood.


    Third in command for the unit, and designated a sergeant, Cage had butted heads with Jax over the last year, more to temper the younger wolf’s need to climb the social order than out of any real dislike. His wolf was a wild thing and hated being caged. Hence the nickname. The sergeant cut his gaze away then tipped his chin ever so slightly, showing just enough throat to indicate his surrender.


    Insubordination argument settled in under sixty seconds. Whether it was Jax establishing his control or Cage’s acceptance of it, the other wolves got moving. Towels came off, and those in need of clothes dressed. Everyone moved except Kat, who remained at parade rest next to her bunk. He could almost see the wheels turning in her mind. The woman noticed the little things; she paid attention to nuance and detail. A behavior he’d noted during their training together.


    The day had gone exceptionally well—even his repeatedly proving to her she was not physically up to the task hadn’t deterred her. She had no idea how outmatched she was against him—against all of them—and she couldn’t know. As a wolf, his strength was more than twice that of a normal human’s. He could run faster, lift more, hit with a great deal more force, and he could go for days if necessary. All of his wolves could. Yet she’d refused to back down, never asking for mercy or a break.


    Instead, she demonstrated a willingness to listen to his suggestions and corrections. More, she’d applied his lessons to her fighting style and impressed him. He caught himself admiring her work ethic, and, admittedly, his wolf remained firmly on her side, rooting for her success. When they returned to the barracks and she fought her need to limp and kept her pace steady, he’d had to battle his beast to keep from carrying her. Patronizing her flew in the face of his training, but not taking care of her seemed to spit on his wolf. Yet she toughed it out and didn’t complain. The sheer force of her personality rose to the surface, filling her scent with delicious energy.


    He was so screwed.


    In short order, his men were ready, so he gestured over his shoulder with a thumb. “Double-time it, private dining.”


    The guys would understand what he meant, but he saw the question flicker across Kat’s expression before she managed to mute it.


    As a wolf, he simply wanted to pounce on her. In fact, his wolf continued to be a pain in the ass where she was concerned. It didn’t want to hurt her, a fact the man totally agreed with. However, they had a job to do. Whether JJ was being a dick about passing the buck or not, it didn’t matter. Protecting the unit was Jax’s job, because it ultimately protected the packs.


    The wolf didn’t give two flying shits about their job. As far as the wolf was concerned, she was no threat to them. He cared they were stronger, faster, and could inflict real damage upon her. Then there were the two times she’d actually managed to disarm him. The first had been the wolf’s fault. He’d locked up Jax’s arm, preventing him from avoiding close contact. No, the wolf wanted her to touch them, wanted her to win. He liked giving her the win. The animal had damn near preened at the first hint of triumph erasing defeat from her eyes.


    The second time had totally been her. He could make all the excuses in the world, he could say was distracted, or he was tired—though, not really—or even suggest her beauty overwhelmed him—and now he was really swimming in it—the unvarnished truth was that he’d lost focus and she’d taken advantage.


    Her win through and through.


    The other wolves paraded past him, moving at a steady clip, each one bumping Jax’s shoulder with a fist as they passed until it was simply him and Kat once more. She walked toward him a hint of curiosity in her eyes, then, much to his surprise, she raised her fist and bumped him lightly on the shoulder.


    His wolf surged to the surface, thrilled at the contact. Intrigued, he pulled the door wider, motioning for her to exit ahead of him. He wanted to be at her back; the other wolves ranging ahead of them guaranteed nothing would get past them to harm her.


    Kat—Amador, dammit—moved with an economy of motion, something he’d noticed from their first encounter. Her slight earlier limp seemed absent, and he scented less distress and slightly less pain than on their return from CET. She possessed an innate grace, which let her move with a loose-limbed sense of control. It wasn’t the provocative motion some women utilized with a deep sway of their hips or even shorter steps to give them a little more bounce. No, she moved as exactly as her stride and even pace allowed her, not only with economy of speed but with economy of effort. Kat was utterly comfortable in her skin.


    Had he seen anything sexier?


    He needed to muzzle his wolf. While he wasn’t sure muting his wolf’s out-of-control demands was possible, he planned to figure it out. If he had to call his two-hundred-plus-year-old grandfather and explain why he needed the assistance, he would. He couldn’t let one woman, no matter how sweet and attractive, undo years of professional success and security for the packs that he and the other wolves like him had earned through their service.


    She’d also begun shifting her pace, allowing her gaze to track where the other wolves had gone while also being able to glance at him. Their assignment to Fort Edge afforded his team a few privileges. Yes, they all had to share the same barracks as opposed to their own places when stationed at other duty assignments, but the ninety days they spent at Fort Edge each year fostered deeper community. The first captain of the Bravo Team had himself been an alpha’s second. The amount riding on their success had pushed him to unorthodox levels in order to bring disparate wolves from different packs together with a unified sense of loyalty.


    Wolves craved community. They craved contact with other wolves. Yet, when they were stuck with wolves from other packs whom they might not know as well or have as deep relationships with, it often led to tension and aggravation. The team, composed of unmated male wolves in their prime, couldn’t afford the disaster of infighting a lack of discipline would invite. To Jax’s knowledge, they’d only ever had one mated wolf assigned to the unit. Another unorthodox suggestion of their first captain. The mated wolf provided a stabilizing influence.


    All incoming wolves arrived during their Edge sojourn. Jax’s current team had been together for over three years, all except Butler, who’d joined them a year previous. Their contracts varied from wolf to wolf, with some renewing their commitment or some, like Jax, taking longer ones in the first place. They were his friends, even if they all answered to different alphas and preferred their homes elsewhere. The brotherhood they’d formed kept them all steady.


    Currently, the U.S. was home to a nine packs, eight of which had entered into an agreement with the government to protect their secrecy and way of life. Scattered across the U.S., the packs did their best not to step on one another’s toes. Occasionally, territorial disputes led to skirmishes, and that could make the team tense. They’d long since learned to keep those disagreements at home.


    Jax didn’t question for an instant that if Kurt needed him, even if they weren’t on the team anymore, he would go to his assistance, as he knew Kurt would come for him. Their packs were not friendly on the best of days—but it didn’t change Jax’s relationship with Kurt. Interestingly enough, Jax might have finally begun to piece together Kurt’s hang-up where the female wolf Tabitha was concerned…


    Kurt stood at the door watching for them. The other wolf’s vigilance pressed in on him, an almost palpable sensation against his skin.


    “A moment, Captain?” Kurt’s intercession bought Jax more time to consider his answer. For her part, Kat—Amador, it has to be Amador—didn’t linger. Both grateful and irked for her swift retreat into the team’s private dining room, he scowled at Kurt.


    “You okay?” Kurt kept his voice low. It wouldn’t carry to the other wolves inside.


    The other wolf’s concern brought Jax up short. The automatic response of ’course I am died unspoken on his lips. “What have you noticed?” No matter what his wolf was up to, or how confusing he found his response to Amador—thank you—his training, coupled with his trust in his men, demanded he listen.


    Kurt was his lieutenant for a reason, and not just because that was the designation the military gave him. Bravo Team governed itself within the precepts of the military code of justice as overseen by JJ. When Jax had earned leadership of their unit through straight combat, it had been on his shoulders to determine who would be his second. Then and now, Kurt was his choice, no question.


    “You’re distracted. You’re ordering everyone to go eat together, and we don’t usually do that until tomorrow night. You damn near ripped off Silver’s head in the bathroom.” At this point, Kurt was holding three fingers up. “Shall I continue?”


    All fair points. Jax shook his head. “No.”


    “She’s human, throwing off your rhythm. I get that. I want to protect her, too.”


    If one of the others shared a similar sentiment, Jax might have given in to the ribbon of violence weaving through him. Kurt’s personal interest lay firmly with another. In all their years together, Kurt hadn’t ever shown the slightest inclination toward the partying or pursuits of pleasures Jax and the others engaged in. In fact, Kurt was almost always the designated driver, and the wolf in charge of dragging their asses out of the bar before they made fools of themselves.


    No, Kurt’s interest lay in only one woman, one wolf, and she wasn’t there. Though he rarely talked about her, Jax scented the need on him, buried so far down it threatened to strangle him.


    The other wolf’s life choices weren’t Jax’s business. Normally, Jax’s choices wouldn’t be any of his second’s concern, either. Except today Kurt was doing him a favor, and Jax would have to be a fool not to acknowledge it. Amador’s presence had thrown him off his game. The fact she wore his scent, no matter the reason, attracted him on every level.


    “We can’t smother her. We have a job to do.” Though Kurt phrased it as a statement, there was an element of inquiry in his tone. JJ had given them an order, and normally that would be enough. Yet his second wanted Jax to confirm. He couldn’t fault him for it; Jax’s wolf had him questioning the order.


    “We have a job to do.” Jax hated himself. Kurt’s question reinforced the facts. JJ’s order stood, and more, it didn’t matter how absolutely capable the deliciously sweet Kaitlyn Amador was. Assignment to his team would get her killed. It would endanger the packs—endanger his pack. Personal feelings aside, their safety had to be his priority above everything.


    Even her.


    “Jax?” The other wolf put a hand on his shoulder. Solidarity. Friendship. Understanding.


    “This shit sucks.”


    “Then let me do it.” He didn’t have to make the offer. They had separate orders, and they were supposed to listen to JJ even if the team itself remained Jax’s purview. Kurt was doing him a solid.


    No. His wolf clawed at him. They would not hand Kat off to anyone else. “I got it.” There was nothing more to say on the subject.


    


    The Bravo Team mess echoed with their laughter and conversation. Standard protocol required officers and enlisted to eat separately. Since wolves comprised Bravo Team, they didn’t adhere to that tradition, particularly when at the Edge. To her credit, Kat didn’t object to the mingling of officers and enlisted. If anything, she seemed bemused.


    The team jockeyed for position over who would get to sit next to her, with Cage claiming the seat to her right while Jax took the one to her left. No one challenged him on the preference.


    Jax said very little to her during the meal, preferring instead to watch her interact with his guys. Though he wouldn’t admit it aloud, he also wanted to make sure she ate. Buffet-style eating catered to their rather high metabolisms. He doubted she would eat as much as they did, but he knew exactly how much work she’d done that day, and a solid meal would do her good.


    Kurt took control of the conversation, directing them toward more general comments such as how families were doing, which to Jax’s ear translated to inquiring after the status of their packs. For the most part, the wolves did not discuss personal politics with regard to pack life. Not every wolf on Bravo Team came from packs that shared alliances with others. Occasionally, differences back home could create strife within the unit. At home, Jax had received an earful about the antics of Kurt’s alpha, Edison. He and Dominic, Jax’s alpha, were in a pissing contest with each other. So far, it hadn’t bled over into everyday life. Cage’s alpha and father, Reuben, refused to take sides, while Brenna, Norton’s alpha, seemed to be leaning in favor of Edison. One of the first rules of the unit was the unit had to come first, above and beyond pack loyalty. Neutral topics such as family helped ground all of them in the reality of their occupation. Especially when pack life could involve more drama than a soap opera.


    The family talk turned to talk of women and mates. Since none of the current team were mated, Patterson and Silver compared notes on their current conquests. Keeping score in many areas promoted healthy competition. Keeping score of the number of women they bedded during their leave bordered on the insensitive.


    Kat didn’t appear all that impressed, however. In fact, she snorted when Patterson detailed three women in one night.


    “No way you had them all together. No man has that kind of stamina.” Interestingly, she didn’t seem remotely offended by the sex talk. If anything, she sounded more bemused. “Before you tell me you had three women, three separate times, in one night, I don’t know that I would own up to that in public.”


    Despite the sound of knives and forks scraping against plates, the laughter in the room dwindled. Amador earned their attention. Jax met Kurt’s questioning gaze and shook his head. Part of being on the team meant interacting with the others, and he trusted his wolves—to a point.


    “I don’t only own up to it, lady, I’m proud of my accomplishment.” From the Great Lakes pack, Patterson had been one of the shiest wolves during his first few weeks assigned to the team, but time with the team quickly broke him out of his shell. The man didn’t like to say much, unless he actually had something to say. A wonderful habit, and one they could probably all benefit from. “Since you seem so curious, let me be clear. The first time around it was one woman. When we were done, I went back to the bar. Couple of hours later, it was two women. Three women, one night.”


    Turning her fork in her mashed potatoes, Kat met Patterson’s proud gaze with a considering look. “Let me guess.” She elongated the words, but something in her tone called to Jax, beckoned him to pay attention. A hint of knowledge, like she had a secret none of them did. His was not the only focus she’d gained. “It was a threesome, but you weren’t the one in the middle.”


    Sharp shock rippled through Patterson’s scent, too piquant to be anything but honesty. Kat had nailed him to the wall. The other wolves didn’t even wait for him to respond before their laughter roared to life.


    “How the hell did you know?” Genuine curiosity marked his words.


    “Unlike some of you boys, I don’t kiss and tell.” On that note, Kat took another bite of her mashed potatoes. Her gaze cut to him. Intrigued, Jax leaned back in his chair, allowing him an easier view to study her. The quick callout earned her a measure of goodwill among his men. If not for the fact that JJ had ordered him to make her leave, Jax would’ve been cheering her on.


    So don’t make her leave. The wolf had an answer for everything.


    “You do kiss, right?” Butler asked from directly across the table. He made sure not to meet Jax’s gaze when he asked the question. Smart wolf. The question annoyed Jax even as it aroused his curiosity.


    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Kat responded, the verbal riposte eliciting another round of laughter.


    Yes, I would. He shouldn’t. Jax recognized the irony of wanting to know more about her—especially her kissing habits. Irony didn’t quench his thirst.


    “Tell us about you,” said Troy Norton, lance corporal and the only wolf in the unit with a touch of a healing gift, turning the tables and the focus back on Amador.


    “Not much to tell. I applied, I was approved. Here I am.” Direct, to the point, and respectful to boot.


    “I doubt that.” Norton had finished his second plate and seemed to be fighting the urge to go get thirds—an impulse not shared by either Silver or Jeremiah. They were already working on their fourth plates. A fact Kat seemed to notice.


    “And I thought I worked up an appetite.” Her quick quip sent a bolt of electricity through the men. The lack of concern on his wolf’s part allowed Jax to let her take the lead. For now. “Am I going to end up eating like you guys? Don’t really envy the idea of my ass being as big as a barn.”


    Laughter erupted around the table, and Silver leaped to his feet, then turned to show off his ass. “You can bounce a quarter off this, no barn door required.”


    Fresh humor peppered the air. “I’ll take your word for it.” Kat added just enough skepticism to the comment to keep Jax’s wolf entertained. The guys showing off was par for the course. As long as Kat didn’t encourage their flirting, he could keep a leash on the urge to lunge across the table and stake his claim.


    Getting along with the team would help with their training, especially because Jax had to ask them to pull extra hours and shifts so they could complete their actual training while Kat slept. Bravo Team consisted of wolves. It didn’t matter how fast she could go or how well she performed, she wasn’t a wolf and never would be.


    Unless we give her the bite. Ignoring the alluring whisper for the dangerous note it was, he drained the water from his cup.


    As everyone continued eating, she picked up her fork and knife. They didn’t tend to lean very heavily on the vegetables in their meals, though they did make a showing, more for form than substance. The wolves preferred dense proteins, particularly red meat. The roast beef that was for dinner hadn’t been particularly fancy or even all that special. It was only passable, but she’d taken to hers like a starving woman, and he approved.


    “Hey, we were thinking about heading to town and getting a drink after dinner, Kat. Want to go?” Butler’s quick question sent a ripple of unease through Jax.


    Before he could comment, however, Silver chimed in. “Hell, yeah. You haven’t made it on the team until you’ve done a few rounds with us, not to mention…” Did Silver have a death wish? His playfulness and interest where Kat was concerned irked Jax more than he wanted to admit.


    Norton finished the statement as he pushed his cleared plate away. “New guy buys the drinks.” No greater compliment existed than having the team issue that kind of a challenge. Jax didn’t like it one little bit.


    “New guy buys the drinks, huh?” Kat didn’t appear to reject the idea out of hand. Instead, she considered it. His wolf went on point. No way in hell were they letting her just go hang with the guys. “I don’t have a problem with that, as long as it meets with one condition.”


    “What condition do you have?” By taking direct control of the challenge, Jax gave his tacit support to the idea, a fact that didn’t escape him.


    “The bar better have clean glasses.”


    Awareness of the team’s observation weighed on him. His response would set the tone for the team. JJ’s orders to get rid of her had been directed at him. It was his to obey, not theirs. The team had to be on their best—if irreverent—behavior. Keeping that in mind, he shrugged. “Clean glasses are for girls.”


    “Precisely. I only want the best for you ladies.” The laser focus of her wit struck him at a solid center mass. The whoops of his team confirmed it, but Jax merely grinned.


    “Touché.”


    “I thought so,” she said, then winked before Cage nudged her lightly to ask about billiards.


    She fit in. Neither playing prima donna, nor demanding too much attention, yet matching the guys tease for tease. She belonged. When he’d warned Kurt to remember she was a Marine, he might have done well to remind himself.


    Needing a break, Jax stood. Kat hit her feet before the others did, by almost a half a heartbeat. It was her adherence to the command structure that had them standing. The wolves didn’t need this kind of ceremony. It would likely get on their nerves sooner rather than later. “As you were,” he ordered, and they resumed their meal.


    Leaving the table, he stalked over to the door. If they were going to town, he wanted to arrange transportation. It wasn’t an excuse to get some air, but when her laughter rose—warm, husky, and perfectly feminine—his wolf stretched inside him, testing the air for the scent of their hunt.


    Yeah. She fit him way too well.


    He was so screwed.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    How had Kat let them talk her into hitting a bar when all she wanted to do was hit the hay? Once they made the offer, she couldn’t decline. Well, she could have, but it would have hurt her chances to bond with them. Acceptance would go a long way to winning their trust and maybe earning a place in their private circle. Gaining their confidence could win her access to their secrets.


    Except I could have turned it down and spent some time checking out the bunks while they weren’t there.


    Her conscience was a bitch. Ignoring the snide voice, she followed the team into a bar hall named Abel’s. Nature surrounded the rustic building, and if she’d been driving on her own she might have missed the turnoff from the state road into the bar. They’d taken three SUVs, and she’d ended up in the one driven by Jax, though it hadn’t been her intention.


    “Shots?” Silver said, throwing an arm around her shoulders. He’d ridden in Kurt’s SUV, while Cage had driven the third one. “Sort of a Silver-on-Silver challenge?”


    Feeling the weight of Jax’s stare burning into the back of her brain, she manufactured a flip smile. Better to fake it until she could make it. If the guys could try, then so could she. “I was under the impression we were going to be Amador one and Amador two.”


    “Well, that depends,” Silver replied as he released her to reach past and catch the door the guys were trailing through and hold it for her. “Do Amadors drink shots?”


    Not usually, but one wouldn’t kill her. “Maybe.”


    Silver whooped as she entered. “Shots for everyone.” The packed interior greeted the announcement with a cheer.


    “I’m only paying for the team.” She gave him a sharp poke in the ribs, but he laughed. Since she was buying, she headed to the bar. After dinner, they’d returned to their barracks long enough to change clothes, grab wallets—for them—and a purse for her before checking out the vehicles at the motor pool.


    “Nine whiskey shots,” she told the bartender when the old man gave her a knowing grin. Heat at her back had her pivoting as she fished out her credit card.


    Jax shook his head. “You should make Silver buy his own drinks.”


    “I have no problem with him buying for the other patrons, but I like buying the first round for you—and the guys.” The near slip of the tongue betrayed the reaction she experienced to his nearness. Shivers raced over the surface of her skin.


    They were in a bar. She should be smelling the alcohol, maybe some sawdust, based on the unpolished raw wood, or even cologne from the overabundance of servicemen and women grabbing a drink and some relaxation with their duty shifts over. Instead, all she could smell was Jax—and he didn’t smell like cologne. Just soap, sunshine, and hard work.


    The bartender took her credit card and nodded to Jax. “Captain, welcome back.”


    “Hey, Abel, put the guys on the standard tab—after you charge the lady for the shots only.” If he hadn’t tacked the last part on, she would have needed to surface from the befuddling effect his continued presence had on her senses. What the hell was wrong with her?


    “You got it, Captain. Ma’am.” Abel gave her a wink as he ran her card.


    “Thank you.” Though whether she was thanking Abel or Jax she had no idea.


    “You’re welcome,” Jax murmured, then he seemed closer, but she wasn’t sure which of them had moved.


    She wanted to keep watching the bartender as he poured the shots, but Jax proved irresistible, so she met his watchful gaze. At some point, he’d gotten a haircut. His dark brown hair was high and tight once more, and she kind of missed the rakish touch the longer hair had given him. The cut also emphasized the square cut of his jaw and drew her attention to the strength present in his face. The yellow light of the interior gave his green eyes an almost golden cast. “You don’t have to babysit me, you know. I’m a big girl.”


    “You’re not a girl at all,” he commented, then nodded to the bartender when Abel returned with a tray full of shots. Jax took possession of the tray while she signed the credit slip.


    Intrigued, she followed Jax toward the tables the team had commandeered near the dartboard. Music filled the room as an ancient jukebox came to life, and Silver danced toward her.


    “First round on you,” he said, interrupting her before she could ask Jax about what he meant. He grabbed two of the shot glasses and handed her one. Once everyone had a glass, he lifted his. “Oorah!”


    The shout echoed through the bar, and Kat laughed before tossing her drink back.


    “Another round,” Silver called to Abel, but instead of sitting, he plucked the glass from her hand, then her purse, and set them on the table. “This dance is on me.”


    Catching her hands, he twirled her toward a clear spot, and she shook her head. The whiskey helped ease the bruised sensation as it warmed her belly. The laughter lightened her soul, but Silver wasn’t the one she wanted to dance with. A fact made painfully clear when he twirled her again and she locked gazes with Jax, who stood like a rigid sentry next to the table.


    His shot glass was empty, but he followed her movements rather than sit. When the first song ended, Butler slid out to tug her away from Silver, and she danced with him. Overheated and a little breathless by the end of the Bon Jovi song, she made for the table. New shots and another round of toasts awaited.


    Jax surprised her when she finished the second shot by nudging a sealed bottle of water toward her. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he had one hand clenched. She barely got a sip of that before Cage tugged her back onto the dance floor. The next hour had her head swimming.


    Jax seemed rooted to the spot, and at one point, Kurt had a hand on his shoulder and his knuckles were white. She wanted to see what was happening, but Jeremiah kept twirling her to face away. The next time she caught sight of Jax, his fierce expression hadn’t eased but he’d folded his arms.


    They fell into a routine. Do a shot, then dance with a team member. By the seventh shot and dance, she wavered between puking and sweating to death.


    She’d danced with the whole team, even Kurt, who kept it light and didn’t touch her once. Thankfully, when she motioned to the table, he guided her off the floor without complaint. Silently, Jax handed her the water bottle.


    “No shot?”


    “I think you’ve had enough” was his only—growling—response. What the hell had she done now? The intensity of his stare bored into her, and the world seemed to close in on her uncomfortably.


    “Actually, I think I’m going to hit the head and get some air.” Bonding with the team or not, she needed a break. She grabbed her purse and kept a hand tight on her water bottle as she excused herself. Thankfully, the facilities were clean. Country music thrummed the walls of the little bathroom as she splashed some cold water on her face.


    The memory of Jax’s fierce expression flashed across her mind’s eye. It had been hard to read him throughout the day, but the bar seemed to have aroused his ire. He’d gone from a hint of flirting to scowling furious. But why?


    If it was over her dancing with the guys, she’d have happily danced with him, too. Of course, he didn’t ask, and maybe she should have offered. The others hadn’t waited on her, though. Either way, she needed the get-to-know-them time, but not if it alienated the one ally she’d thought she’d already made.


    Definitely need a break.


    The thicker crowd made it easier to weave her way outside without being co-opted back onto the dance floor. Outside, the cooler air washed over her, and she took a long drink of water. Buzzed didn’t quite cover the quivery feeling in her gut or how she waxed hot then cold. At least the air dried the sweat on her. Leaning against the railing, she forced herself to straighten when the door to the bar opened, letting out a wash of sound and scent.


    “You okay?” Jax. Of course it was Jax. The man was just there, a presence she couldn’t escape.


    “I’m fine. Just needed some air.” The words slurred faintly, and she grimaced.


    “Okay.” No other comment, no judgment, just quiet acceptance. She thought he might leave, but he settled against the railing next to her. “I told the guys to leave you alone.”


    Okay, so it was Mr. Possessive again. Maybe she was starting to track his behavioral swings. “I was handling it.” All evidence to the contrary, but she kept that thought to herself. “It’s kind of nice to be welcomed.”


    “And smashed.” Was that amusement in his voice? He was giving her emotional whiplash.


    Indignation had her drain the water bottle, then she met his gaze evenly. “I am not smashed.” Not one tongue-twisting slur to be found.


    “Okay.” He didn’t believe her.


    “I’m not,” she argued, then frowned at him. “I can hold my liquor.”


    His nostrils flared, and it was as though the heat in his gaze actually scorched her. “You’re sweating it from your pores.”


    “That’s an attractive notion.” The urge to sniff herself warred with her pride.


    Jax chuckled, the warm sound pulling a reluctant grin from her. The vibration of his amusement wrapped her up like an embrace. “You don’t have to worry about it, Kat.”


    Even better than his laugh was the way he said her name. “No?”


    “No.” He angled his head, and gravity seemed to sway her toward him. “You smell great, even if I can taste the whiskey in the air.”


    “You must like whiskey.” An inane comment, but the dimple in his cheek deepened.


    “Maybe I just like you.” His voice deepened, full of dark promises and forbidden delight.


    “You’re not supposed to like me.” She exhaled the words, and while she knew better than to close the distance, she leaned against the railing right next to him. Her legs had gone leaden, and the pull toward him intensified.


    “There’s no law against liking—just like there isn’t one against looking.”


    Swallowing, she tightened her grip on the empty plastic. She could barely feel it against her palm, but the action helped to ground her. “Looking and liking can lead to more—and you’re my superior officer.”


    “Yes,” he said, and she didn’t think she imagined the disappointment in that syllable. “For now.” When he dipped his head, she found herself fascinated with his lips and couldn’t take her gaze off them.


    It took a moment for the last two words to penetrate. “What do you mean—”


    The door opened, and she backed off as a pair of Marines exited. They stumbled slightly when they spotted Jax, then gave him a nervous glance before saluting and hurrying away. Jax barely looked at them, but she filed that reaction away. She needed to examine it when she wasn’t pickled in whiskey.


    “I’m ready to head back to base—do you think I can talk one of the guys into driving me?”


    “I’ll do it,” Jax said.


    It was a bad idea. She should insist on Kurt or Silver. Instead she said, “Okay.” Pathetic. The snide little voice in the back of her head returned to taunt her. You know better.


    “Come on, Kat. Let’s pour you into the car.” The moment—if that was what they’d shared—burst. Despite her swaying state, they were back on more solid footing personally. When he took her arm, she didn’t resist. Pride was one thing, but if she landed on her ass because her feet were numb, she’d deserve his mocking. A weird little twist in her gut warned her the last thing she wanted was his derision.


    “Thank you, Captain.” Better. They needed the distance of professionalism.


    “Don’t thank me yet,” he assured her as he opened the passenger door. Before she could react, he settled his hands on her hips and lifted her as though she weighed nothing and put her in the car.


    The touch was too quick for her to process, and she hated the lack of sensation the alcohol left her with—she hadn’t gotten to appreciate how gentle he seemed to have been. Then she was in the passenger seat, and he snapped the seat belt over her.


    “Don’t throw up in the car, because I will make you clean it up.” The warning sobered her more than his rank.


    “I won’t,” she promised. “Shouldn’t we tell the others?”


    “They have cars, and do you really want to go back inside?” His doubt reflected her own, so she simply nodded. He closed the door then circled the vehicle. Once in the driver’s seat, he got the engine started and opened her window. “The cooler air will help.”


    “I can practice my targeting if I really need to hurl.” The wry comment earned her another of his delicious chuckles. Man, she would pay to hear him laugh like that regularly. Maybe it was the taciturn manner he’d taken during her combat training earlier in the day, but she didn’t think he did anywhere near enough laughing. Not like we did at lunch.


    The silence in the car as he drove them back to the Edge relaxed her. The wind against her face helped her sober up, too. They weren’t quite at the gates when she said, “Thanks for taking me back to base.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    His earlier words—“for now”—rang in her ears. “Did I do something to piss you off?”


    Without answering immediately, he slowed the SUV then turned onto the access road for the gates. Finally, he glanced at her. “I’m not an easy man.”


    “I’m getting that.” He wasn’t talking about her training, and neither was she. “You’re a captain, and I’m a corporal. I have zero intentions of fucking my way onto the team.”


    “Duly noted.” Then he put on the brakes, and the vehicle halted. They were alone with trees on either side of them and no one in front of them or behind. The isolation didn’t make her uneasy, surprisingly. “Kat?”


    Her mouth went dry, but she managed a “Yes?”


    “You’re a gorgeous woman and a talented Marine,” he began, and for the first time since he’d put her in the car, her anxiety escalated. “Don’t take this the wrong way—but I like you better when you’re teasing and telling me off.”


    “Yeah?” Weak response, but she had trouble forming coherent thoughts when he pinned her with his gaze. What was it about this one man? She’d been more than capable of holding her own against his team and against other Marines over the years. Having been raised by one, she knew not to give an inch unless she was prepared to give a mile.


    “Yeah. Let’s make a deal—just between us.”


    Wary, she shifted so she could face him. Her gaze went to his lips, but she forced herself to avoid the improper. She’d meant what she said earlier. “What kind of deal?”


    “You and me? We have to be honest with each other. About training—about when it’s too much.”


    Fuck. She couldn’t take the deal. She was already lying to him. A lie of omission sure, but still a lie. “Within reason,” she countered, then licked her lips. She really wished she had another bottle of water.


    “Honesty is that hard for you?”


    “No,” she admitted. “Surrender is.”


    His sudden grin relieved her of worry. “I can accept that.” When he touched a finger to her cheek, she forgot how to breathe. If he kissed her right there, she might compromise herself.


    The rush of oxygen as she sucked in a deep breath was almost painful. Maybe she should just throw up and get it over with, but she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to look any worse than she already did.


    “Do me a favor?” she asked, giving in to some of her weariness.


    “Name it.”


    “The next time I decide shots are a good idea, remind me I have to run in the morning.”


    He laughed. It really was a pity he was her commanding officer. Jax seemed like a great guy. He’s the captain, and tomorrow, I need to get my ass in gear on this damn mission.


    Life sucked sometimes.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    At midnight, Jax rolled out of his cot and glanced around as the wolves stood one after another. Kat slept in her cot, one arm thrown above her head in abandon. Relying on hand signals, he ordered the unit out. They didn’t bother to dress in more than their workout clothes. Jax couldn’t take his gaze off her; his eyes had adjusted automatically for the dark, his wolf peering through him as they drank in the sight of her so utterly relaxed and unguarded.


    Leaving her flew in the face of everything that made him him. She would be vulnerable and alone in the barracks without them. Reason asserted itself—she was also in the center of the Edge, in Bravo Team’s barracks.


    No one else would come near her.


    Kurt waited for him at the door, his blue eyes shimmering in the dark. Kurt and Silver both had blue eyes as wolves, while Cage and Norton were more amber eyed. Jax and the rest had the most common color—gold.


    “Let’s go,” he said, stalking past his lieutenant rather than addressing the unspoken question in his eyes. Kat or no Kat, the unit still had to train, and one of the ways they did that was running together.


    Outside, he led them toward the woods. They wouldn’t exit or enter through the main gates. They had hectares of acreage here for a reason. Training involved evading the sentries on their way out and in—that meant going over or under the walls undetected. Once they were clear of the base, Jax glanced at his men. “We have to be back in bed by four.”


    “Should we push it that late?” Kurt raised his eyebrows. Kat had woken pretty damn early that morning.


    “She had a lot to drink,” Jax said, giving Silver a hard look. The other wolf grinned and held up both hands, his fingers forming a V. “The hangover will likely keep her down long enough for us to get this in. Let’s just run. We could all use the burn. Last man shifted gets to clean the weapons locker.”


    The order effectively canned the discussion, and one by one, the men began to shift. Some moved faster than others. Jax could meld into his wolf in short order, but he waited it out. He wanted to clock them. The nighttime runs hadn’t thrilled the team, but as long as Kat was with them, protecting their secret while training for possible deployments meant they worked overtime.


    Kurt won the first round, his solid black wolf rising on all fours to track to Jax’s side and join him in watching. Most wolves stood around three to four feet in height. Jax knew he fell on the larger side of the range, as did Kurt. Most of the unit fell in the three to three and half feet range.


    Thick in bodies and legs, they might be mistaken for their wilder cousins at a distance, but no one could see them up close and not recognize the sheer power they possessed. Cage hit four feet a hair behind Kurt, his speed improving.


    Silver bounded over to join them, his coat glistening in the moonlight. Butler was pure white and ghosted right behind him. Norton’s ruddy, reddish-colored wolf came next, with Patterson’s brown wolf right on his tail. Jeremiah was last but not by much.


    Pleased, Jax stripped off his shirt before giving the hand signal for the others to scatter. He stored his clothes with theirs, then gave in to his wolf. A run would feel damn good after the last couple of days.


    …


    If Kat had been tired after the previous day, waking to a bitch of a hangover didn’t help. She’d hydrated before collapsing into her bunk. Admittedly, she didn’t roll out of bed anywhere near as easily with her thundering head, cotton mouth, and roiling stomach. She managed to make her bed without puking, then straightened—and the silence struck her.


    Automatically, she glanced at Jax’s cot. It was empty and made already. Pivoting, she swept her gaze around the darkened room. They were all empty. Scrubbing a hand over her face, she checked the wall clock. It said four. She hadn’t overslept.


    Son of a bitch, did they get up earlier to run? Heading for the showers, she paused at the door. Their absence gave her time to search—or did it?


    Goddamn headache pounded behind her eyeballs. She had no idea when they’d rolled out—or had they just stayed at the bar all night? But Jax came back with me—he was in this room when I crashed. She knew he was; he’d been watchful as though ready to catch her if she so much as stumbled.


    Awareness of him followed her into sleep.


    At least there she’d gotten to dance with him.


    “Okay, shower, then dress, then figure out if they are already on a run, because if they are, I should be there.” She would find the time to search the barracks. Preferably when she was less likely to puke on their things and leave evidence of her search behind.


    Fifteen minutes and one icy shower later, she was dressed and draining water. A couple of ibuprofen would help with the headache. She still had to run, and on an empty stomach.


    Don’t think about the alcohol.


    The guys still weren’t back, so she headed outdoors. Maybe they were waiting for her. Half expecting a prank like an ice bucket, she exited the barracks. The base was quiet, the area lit by pools of light, though dawn was only a pink ribbon on the horizon.


    Not catching sight of them, she jogged over to the mess where they’d eaten the night before. It was dark and quiet. She headed over to the training arena she’d used with Jax. No one.


    Where the hell were they?


    Glancing toward the trailhead, she bit her lip. Maybe they’d already gone running. Would they have just let her sleep?


    Picking up her pace, she jogged to the trailhead. Not finding anyone, she paused to stretch. The run started at 0500. If they were already out there, she needed to haul ass. If they weren’t and she went early, that would be kind of humiliating.


    A rustle in the woods jerked her around. Standing in the shadows of a tree was a wolf. Its eyes seemed to glow from within, pure gold and shimmering. The three-quarter moon overhead scattered light across the landscape, and it all seemed to gather in the animal’s eyes.


    Her breath clogged in her throat. It was huge. It had to be almost four feet tall, with thick legs. It was the biggest damn wolf she’d ever seen. Weren’t they supposed to be scrawnier? Or at least more dog-like? This one would have its head well above her waist. Worse, she couldn’t look away from those eyes.


    Am I really seeing a wolf? Asking the question, even internally, sent a jolt through her, and she dragged her gaze away from the creature, scrubbing a hand over her face. When she glanced back, it wasn’t there, and she hadn’t heard anything move.


    Maybe I didn’t see a wolf.


    Filing that away in the folder of do not mention again, she resumed her stretching. Running would get her blood pumping and maybe clear the cobwebs. A wolf on a military base—yeah, that did not happen.


    She was still wrestling with whether to get started or not when the sound of movement turned her around. Jax and the guys approached, dressed in workout gear. The shorts and shirts emphasized their muscles. Relief chased the tension out of her spine, and she raised a hand in greeting, then turned it to a salute.


    He returned the gesture with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Thought we forgot about you?” The weight of his stare captivated damn near as much as the wolf’s had. The wolf I did not see.


    “No, thought I might have forgotten we were starting earlier.”


    “You only forgot this.” He tossed her a ruck. Though he didn’t offer any explanation for their absence, he motioned them all toward the trail. “Since we’re all here, let’s go.”


    The guys groaned, but they didn’t hesitate. Bastards had all drunk way more than she, and they were in a cheerful mood.


    The only thing that changed on the run was the route. The first day she’d run her own ten miles, following the designated markers. Only pure determination and the burning need not to make a fool out of herself kept her moving. Maybe the adrenaline would help. Kurt led the way, with Jax bringing up the rear. She landed somewhere in between. At least until mile number seven, when she began to lag. Being able to run with a fully loaded ruck on her back and actually doing it on a regular basis were two totally different things.


    “Ready to give up there, Marine?” Jax’s gentle taunt irked her—but that had to be her hangover.


    “No, sir.” It didn’t come out anywhere near as forcefully as his question, because she could barely catch her breath. Of course, they were also on an uphill push, which had her lagging still farther behind the rest of the team. Jax never left her, though it was clear he could’ve passed her at any point. The more she lagged the closer to her he drew, until he was practically breathing down her neck. Why the hell didn’t they struggle? Jax hadn’t been drunk as far as she could tell, but the guys had matched her two drinks for every drink she’d had—so how the hell were they cruising along without even breaking a semblance of a sweat?


    Maybe Taggart was right.


    Something was up.


    At the end of day one’s run, her muscles had had less substance than melted butter. Day two left her feeling like ground-up chuck, shredded and bloody. The guys made it back to the barracks first, so they got the first shower. They took their time.


    By the time she finished with her shower, changed, and made it to mess, the majority of the food was gone. Still seated, Jax stared at her until the weight of it threatened to burrow through to her soul.


    Not expecting any kind of special treatment, she should be satisfied with their actions. They were the best and made it into and out of impossible situations without a loss. They were still human, right? Her headache had abated, but her body hurt like hell.


    Them? Not even a sign of an issue. They were laughing, joking, and eating piles of food. They ate with the same gusto at breakfast they’d managed at dinner. Putting away plate after plate of food. She barely managed her eggs and toast. The bacon made her queasy, but she choked it down.


    She was going to need the protein.


    Still, she kept all her complaints to herself. Drinking had gotten her some bonding time. Running with them and not bitching let her be in on some of the jokes. Staying close gave her the inside view. She’d do her job, even if she hated it, and she’d find the answers Taggart demanded even if he didn’t like what they were.


    Silver refilled his plate for the fifth time, and she slanted a look at him. “Dude, hollow leg?”


    A faint ripple went through the others, but Silver only laughed. “Healthy living.”


    If he said so. No amount of healthy living could explain the sheer volume. Just the thought of that much food made her want to puke.


    When they’d finally eaten their fill, they headed out for the day’s torture regimen.


    Yay. More combat training. Apparently, combat engagement was a big part of the individualized training. It made sense. The team had to recertify, and they were dumping her in the deep end. Only instead of being partnered with Jax, she found herself first paired up with Norton, who, despite being tall, possessed a much leaner body than the rest of the team. She made the colossal mistake of thinking his leaner mass diminished his strength. Size didn’t matter, however. He landed her on ass during every engagement. As she had when fighting Jax, she had to rely more on her wits then on her strength. Norton wasn’t built like Jax, and he moved differently. He had a greater arm reach than she did, so she went for his legs, avoiding his arms. It helped—but not much. He kicked her ass sideways, and her pride took a beating. She could blame it on the drinking, but that would be bullshit.


    Jax always seemed to just be there, no matter where she was or what she was doing. Half the time she didn’t notice his stealthy ass until he spoke, and the other half—she couldn’t take her attention off him. It was how she caught the death stare he gave Norton when she ended up in a headlock. The other man released her before she could even tap out.


    “You okay there, Marine?” It was the second time Jax had asked her that question.


    “Five by five,” she lied. The flare in his eyes was hard to miss. “Seriously,” she amended. “I’m learning everything there is about how to lose with grace.”


    The smart remark earned her a faint chuckle and a shake of his head. If she thought she was dead on her feet by the end of that day, the next day had her missing boot camp. At hour seventy-two, she waffled between numbness and agony while questioning her choices. The day two hangover seemed like a distant, almost pleasant memory, and her body burned from the work.


    Worse, her frustration seemed to be honing to a sharp point. She’d been on base for days with the team and seemed to know no more than she had when she arrived. They were tough, brutal at work, yet a camaraderie existed. They laughed and played as hard as they fought.


    Every time they engaged with her, they were holding back. No way they could tell her they weren’t. When they grappled with one another, they moved faster, hit harder. She’d seen them beat on one another and walk away fine.


    More damn questions and few answers. She hadn’t had a chance to search the barracks since she skipped it hangover morning. They were always there when she crashed, then again when she woke. The only win was she hadn’t seen any more wolves.


    One benefit of the constant training meant she also got to observe. She sat on the sidelines with a front-row seat to how they took one another down, both armed and unarmed. She learned how direct strikes were easily repelled, however, even they had weak spots—elbows, knees, and shoulders. They were as susceptible to joint injury as the average person. The big question was not to use too much force. That took some doing, because even when they were using minimal force she still felt wildly outmatched.


    If they hadn’t been holding back, no way she wouldn’t have washed out. Were they humoring her? Worse, was Jax indulging the nascent attraction between them? The thought didn’t sit well. She couldn’t afford to be involved with a Marine she had to work with, much less the officer she reported to. They hadn’t had any other private moments after the car, thankfully. Yet she couldn’t escape the idea that, somehow, they were doing her a favor.


    They were on day five of her trip to hell when Jax ordered them to take two hours of personal time. She fell flat on her back in the dirt and simply stared at the sky. A part of her wanted to take a nap right there, but to her surprise one of the others approached her prone form, then offered her a hand.


    It took her a moment to register the name belonging to the arm being extended, then she said, “I’m pretty sure helping me is against the rules, Cage.”


    “I’ll take my chances.” There was no mistaking the humor in his grudging tone, nor the hint of order when he said, “Let’s go, Spider. On your feet.”


    Needing his assistance more than she cared to admit, Kat grasped his hand and let him pull her to her feet. He completed the move with such ease and fluidity that she had to sigh. “Spider?”


    “You refuse to be dislodged,” Cage replied easily. “You’re kind of scrawny, like Peter Parker.”


    There were worse comparisons. “Tell me you guys all sucked when you first started doing this.”


    “Everyone has to learn,” Cage said in a tone that offered as little comfort as the advice itself. “Some have to learn how to run faster. Some have to learn how to run with more control. Some have to learn how to use their strength, while others simply need to learn how to fight smarter. Don’t try to be us, Spider. Be yourself.”


    Falling in with him grudgingly, she walked back toward the barracks. What she wanted was a nap; what she needed was food. Still, she turned his advice over in her head. She’d heard worse over the years—to be frank, she’d heard a lot worse. “Mind if I ask you a question, sir?” After all, he did outrank her.


    “Well, if that wasn’t a question I don’t know what it was.” More humor, and it helped to set her at ease.


    “When you say be myself, do you mean I should play the woman card?” The question was a gamble, to be honest, particularly since she’d fought so long and hard to be considered a Marine. Not a female Marine, but a Marine.


    “It means use what you know.” Cage stopped a half a dozen yards short of the barracks. Facing her, he gave her a once-over. It didn’t have a feeling of intimacy or flirtation, not like Jax. Instead, it seemed more assessing. “You’re not as fast as we are. You’re not as strong. You don’t have the arm reach we do. Physically, you can’t compete with us.”


    Having said much the same, she didn’t argue the point. “But?” Because there’d been a but at the end of his statement even if he hadn’t spoken it aloud.


    “But you have skill. You have training. Be you. Sometimes the person best suited to the job is not the one who is faster or stronger but the one who is smarter and outthinks the problem rather than letting the problem outthink them.”


    Definitely food for thought, but before she could ask the next question on the tip of her tongue, Cage gestured toward the barracks with his chin. “You have about an hour and forty-five minutes left. Use that time. I’ll see you back up there after.” Then he pivoted and walked away.


    With only limited personal time, Kat reached the barracks, gathered her laundry, and carried it over to get it washed. On the way, she popped into the mess, made herself a sandwich, then grabbed a couple of bottles of water and some chips. If ever there was a time to carb up, this was it.


    At the exact two-hour mark, she reported back to the combat engagement training area. They all looked well rested, not even a little bit winded or flushed. Being in peak physical condition definitely had its perks. Instead of Norton, she found herself paired with Cage this time around.


    “Afternoon, sir,” she said by way of greeting.


    The corners of his mouth kicked up into the hint of a smile. His dark skin and eyes and hair were indicative of his Latino heritage, though the thread of Texas twang in his voice paid homage to his Lone Star roots. “Ma’am,” he said. “Attacker or defender?”


    Oh, she got to pick this time? In every other engagement she’d been the one being attacked. Across their makeshift arena, she spotted Jax in conversation with Kurt. His gaze, however, tracked her and not the lieutenant.


    Use what you know.


    Directing her attention to her partner for the exercise, she tried to put Jax out of her mind. “Attacker.”


    Cage nodded then picked up the long wooden cylinder, which would double as his rifle. The exercise suggested he was on guard duty, and she had to get past him without him sending up the alert. If that meant slitting his throat, so be it. If it meant knocking him out, fine. She had to quell the threat. Earlier in the day, Norton had gotten past her every single time. Unlike the couple of times she’d managed with Jax, she hadn’t quite figured out how to take any of her other opponents down.


    Falling back, she waited for the command to move forward then tested the balance of the phony knife she’d been assigned. Like the wooden rifle, it didn’t feel like a real blade. It didn’t have the weight or balance of steel, nor did the hilt mimic the leather wrap of a real blade. Around her, one by one, the other pairs engaged as Jax called out their names. When he called neither her nor Cage, she didn’t rush or get impatient.


    Instead, she watched as Cage made one pass after the next on his guard pattern. He favored his left side slightly. The realization hit her with a rush. She hadn’t noticed any injuries or bruises, yet each time he pivoted he always pivoted on his right foot, careful to avoid using his left leg. Which meant a potential advantage existed if he always did a right pivot, even if that meant doing a full swing around in order to go back the other way.


    In addition to favoring his left side, one of the fingers on his right hand was slightly shorter than the others. It looked as though he was missing a portion of the finger above a joint. Just the tip, not the whole finger. The lack suggested additional limitation to his fist, and potentially something she could take advantage of in open-hand combat.


    “Amador!”


    Kat started forward, following the same pattern they’d been training with for two days now, a light jog across open ground followed by feints as though ducking behind vehicles or shrubbery. The assignment required her to move when Cage faced away from her position. Having kept count of how many steps he took on each pass, she hit the ground and tucked herself into a hollow before he completed a pivot. Staying low and not raising her head, she kept mental count for his motions until he began moving away from her again. When she rose and struck him from behind, she went for the back of his left knee then up, barely grazing the wooden blade to the back of his throat, miming shoving the blade in between the cervical vertebrae, which would paralyze and incapacitate him if it had been a real back blow.


    “Hold!”


    She straightened as Cage glanced up from the ground and gave her a wink.


    Triumph flooded her. Pivoting, she glanced at Jax and found his lips twitching. More, his eyes seemed to shine, and she could almost feel his pride. Best damn moment ever.


    …


    Physical exhaustion didn’t help her sleep later that night. The gentle snores rising from the other cots as one by one the team slipped into sleep left her unsettled. Easing off her cot, she made her way to her footlocker as quietly as she could manage. The last thing she wanted was to wake any of them and face questions about her actions.


    After digging out her cell, she carried it outside. The days might be warm, but the nights were cool. Turning the phone on, she walked away from the barracks. The Edge was quiet, the Marines assigned there for training asleep except for those walking guard duty.


    Her phone vibrated in rapid succession as a series of messages came through. Some were from family, but a series from Taggart waited for her. Each one the same as the last.


    Check in.


    Check in.


    Check in.


    Glancing around, she sighed. She had nothing to give him. Every minute of every day had been spent with the team. They ate like fourteen-year-old boys getting ready for a massive growth spurt. They rarely bruised. They fought like hell, ran like hell, partied like hell, and didn’t slow down. They were almost inhuman, and yet—they were guys. They behaved like guys.


    She knew Butler got on Cage’s nerves. Silver ribbed everyone. Kurt nursed his own secrets, and he carried a picture of a woman tucked into the top of his footlocker, only looking at it when he thought everyone was too busy to notice. Norton was a worrywart; he double-checked her every single time she got a cut or a scrape.


    The captain? She knew him best of all, but he remained a mystery. Typing in a message, she sent: Training continues. Nothing of note to report.


    Once it sent, she turned her phone off again. She didn’t want to know what Taggart had to say. Not yet. She would find the time to go through the barracks; in the meantime, she’d do some research on their prior mission reports. They were likely filed somewhere on base, and with her tacit assignment to the team, maybe she could cite research as a reason to get access. There was also a med unit on base—she could talk to them about injury reports and general physicals.


    Most people could be charmed into sharing. She hadn’t made friends outside the unit; maybe it was time for that to change, too. The base had its own staff. Getting to know them might net her more answers.


    More unsettled after checking her messages than she’d been before she dug out her phone, she returned to the barracks and stowed her phone away before rolling onto her cot. Staring at the dark ceiling, she tried to quiet her mind and calm her breathing.


    The next day would be there soon enough, and she needed sleep.


    Or something.


    She’d just begun to drift when a door closing penetrated her doze. Opening her eyes, she found herself in an empty room—again. The guys, who’d all been snoring away, were gone—Jax, too.


    What. The. Hell?


    


    Her inability to sleep left her waiting for them to return. She lost track of how long she lay there and hadn’t even realized she’d fallen asleep until her alarm woke her. Rolling to her feet, she paused. The beds were all occupied, but only one of them was snoring.


    Had she dreamed them leaving?


    Ugh. Since they were still in bed, she hit the showers first. She desperately needed a shower. First she was seeing wolves, now she was dreaming of the team taking off with no explanation in the middle of the night?


    When she exited the bathroom, the guys groaned all over again. Then they, too, bounced up and piled into the showers. All except for Jax, who stood at her cot eyeing the disheveled blankets.


    “Sorry, I’ll fix it.”


    He flicked an incredulous look toward her. Maybe it was her exhaustion or an overactive imagination, but he seemed surprised by her response. Yet all he said was, “Don’t let it happen again. Don’t care whether you’re doing twenty miles in the morning and twenty miles at night. Beds get made when you leave them. No matter what time you leave them.”


    Did he know she’d gotten up the night before? Shit.


    “Sir, yes, sir.” Though she didn’t look at him directly, she could feel the weight of his stare as she tidied up. She’d picked up her laundry on her way back to the barracks the night before and had stowed everything neatly. Dressed and ready for PT, she pulled on her rucksack and headed out the door.


    It didn’t surprise her in the slightest to find Jax right behind her, rucksack in hand. The sun wasn’t even a thought on the horizon as she began the run.


    Maybe it was the wind, but she could’ve sworn she heard him say, “Semper Fi, Kat. Semper Fi.”


    Despite her head start, the team ate through her fifteen-minute lead quickly. Lagging miles behind them did none of them any favors. Guilt and exhaustion vied for dominance in her mood, and Jax watched her like a predator. He knows. He has to.


    Maybe he didn’t know her mission specifically, but he had to be questioning the why behind her assignment. She wasn’t a fool. If Taggart hadn’t wanted her to investigate them, she wouldn’t be there.


    It didn’t help that even as the rest of the team certified in their CET, it took her two days longer, and even then, it seemed grudging. A part of her wanted to come clean with Jax, absolve her own guilt. Yet whenever he caught her looking at him, her tongue stilled.


    She had a duty to do her job, and telling him violated that duty.


    Not telling him violated the trust of the team.


    The whole situation sucked epically. For once in her career, she had the opportunity to excel and make her father proud. The only reason she had the opportunity was to screw over the team in question because her commanding officer didn’t trust them.


    Kaitlyn hated it.


    They were returning from their run on day seven or eight—she’d actually lost count—and Jax kept pace with her as he did every time she ran. He had to know, no matter what story she told herself. He had to be suspicious. Twice more she’d woken to fetch her phone and tell Taggart she was out, and both times Jax woke when she moved, forcing her to make an excuse and avoid her phone.


    At no point was she ever alone except when she claimed the showers, and her limited time was better spent under the water washing up than trying to secret her phone into the bathroom.


    The guilt was killing her. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t done anything more than make a long list of questions and observations about their almost preternatural abilities. She also didn’t think she’d seen nearly enough of what they could do, not when they were holding back. She made it to the final marker and back to base just fifteen minutes behind the rest of the team. She also wasn’t anywhere near as winded despite their course pushing them up and down the hills. As on every other run, Jax kept pace with her. “Jax,” she said as she slowed to a walk.


    Pivoting, he faced her immediately, and she read the concern in his eyes. “What’s wrong?”


    “I…”


    “Captain,” the colonel called, striding toward them. She stiffened to attention even as Jax wrenched his attention from her, with a growl, to their senior officer. The faint thrumming sound stroked her whole being. Had he really just growled? It was the sexiest sound she’d ever heard. “Bravo Team is deploying. Make preparations. You’ll be wheels up in thirty minutes and briefed onboard.”


    They were deploying?


    “Corporal Amador,” the colonel said, his voice cool as he flicked his attention toward her. “Report to your barracks, then take twenty-four hours’ personal time. Do not discuss the team’s deployment—with anyone.”


    “Sir, yes, sir.”


    The colonel left no room for questions or answers. One moment she was running behind her team, and the next, they were leaving. Jax spared her a brief look in the barracks. “We’ll talk when I get back, yeah?”


    “Of course.” She went for a confident smile. No question, they were heading into danger. The last thing he needed to worry about was her loyalty. “Don’t get dead.”


    His answering grin left her equilibrium wobbling. “Hell, no. We’ve got too much work to do.”


    Then they were gone.


    It wasn’t until she saw the helicopter lifting off that it hit her. Not only was that her team, she thought of them as such. Worse, she was stuck on base, unable to go with them or back them up. But maybe this is the chance I’ve been waiting on…they aren’t here. Their stuff was, and so was she.


    Okay, now I snoop. I’ll prove they’re just extraordinary Marines.


    She hoped.


    Back in the barracks, she found it as neat as a pin. The boys had packed their gear and rolled out smooth as butter, with a barely a ripple on the surface. It was as though the roomful of snoring men lulling her to sleep each night had ceased to exist. They left no footprint.


    An hour later, she’d gone through every trunk and footlocker. The only thing she’d turned up was Cage seemed to be an avid reader, with wildly eclectic tastes, and Butler liked to tinker with mechanical devices. Though she’d left Jax’s things for last, the only item of interest was a file he had on her—a file that detailed her work as an analyst and that she reported to Major Taggart. It also listed all of her training and particulars. Very professional.


    All useless. In the meantime, it left her debating her next move.


    Time to make some friends in the med unit. Twenty-four hours of personal time for her might mean the colonel expected the team back in short order, or that he’d simply given her downtime in order to get Bravo Team on the road. Could swing by the colonel’s office, too. Unredacted mission files would be enormously helpful.


    With no work left for her in the barracks, she stared at the cot next to hers. Jax was gone. The sensation in the pit of her stomach created by his absence left her aching.


    They’ve lost no one on their missions. Why am I freaking out?


    Needing to escape all the worry, she headed to the med unit. She could use the excuse of bruises and sore muscles to have a chat with the on-duty staff.


    Two hours later, she had some muscle cream and a headache from the lecture she’d gotten about diet, stretching, and general information on not killing herself through training.


    Except she was the first member of the team to even need the med unit. The petty officer who also doubled as a nurse let that little kernel slip. Though she wasn’t any closer to cracking the nut that was Bravo Team, maybe it would help if she got away from all of it and did some research in town. It was a weak excuse and unlikely to provide her with any real answers, but Kat grasped it tight.


    A trip to Martha’s and a slice of peach pie just made her miss Jax. Back on base, she resumed running the obstacle course just to have something to do. She’d dropped by the colonel’s office a few times. So far, he’d either been in his office or it had too many people around.


    So I wait till tonight and go in after dark. As long as she didn’t get caught, no harm, no foul, right? Of course, if they did find her there, she could face charges and she’d more than likely get booted out of Fort Edge. Won’t that look great in my jacket?


    Laughing at the macabre joke, she made her way through the course without an eye for speed so much as testing the equipment. Half her day was spent there, but toward the end the private overseeing the course joined her on her cool-down walk, then followed her toward the barracks.


    More curious than stressed by his attention, she asked, “Can I help you, Private?” As a corporal, she outranked him, and if he intended to keep following her, she wanted an explanation.


    “Sorry, ma’am.” The private stiffened his spine, chin up, though he maintained the same pace as she. “I was curious about whether you’re heading back to the barracks.”


    “If I am?” What business was it of his?


    “My apologies, ma’am.” The appearance of a faint stutter curbed her irritation.


    “Apologies for what?” The private seemed younger than she, however, age wasn’t a factor. If he was at Fort Edge, he likely had an assignment or training exercises with one of the recon teams.


    “I heard your team deployed,” he said, managing his stutter. “You’re welcome to join us at our mess for the evening meal.”


    The awkwardness of the invitation aside, Kat studied the younger private then shook her head. “Thank you, I appreciate the offer. I’ll be fine. What team are you assigned to?”


    “No team, ma’am. I’m one of the support staff. Supply specialist.”


    Interesting. “You’re permanently stationed at Fort Edge?”


    “Yes, ma’am. If you change your mind, we’ll be in Hall B.” He pointed to a building on the other side of the quad. “Mess begins serving at 1730 and runs to 1900 hours.”


    Kat nodded, considering the offer. If the others who ate in that mess were also permanently assigned, they might have some insight into Bravo Team. Of course, as soon as the thought occurred to her, so did the guilt about investigating the team she had been getting to know. The act of disloyalty had bothered her before she knew them, and her discomfort had only magnified in the week spent in their company.


    “Sure thing. It’s better to have company and local allies, particularly since you’re assigned to that team.”


    If he was going to offer to pony up some information, she could ask some questions, right? Especially since it was better to know what was being said about the team. “Why especially them?”


    As if sensing the trap, the private shook his head. Unfortunately, he’d already slipped his head into the noose. “It’s mostly gossip, ma’am. Master-at-arms doesn’t really approve of gossip.”


    Yet he appeared to be dying to share it, protestations aside. “How about you let me decide whether or not it’s gossip?”


    It was all the permission he needed. The private took a step closer to her, as though needing to eliminate the possibility of being overheard. Since no one was on the quad and the only other Marines visible were headed out on the running trail, she didn’t worry too much.


    “We hear a lot of stories about Bravo Team. They’ve got a crazy good success rate. I mean, crazy good. They return from deployments that should have been crippling engagements without any significant injury. I saw one of the guys take a fall once…” He paused, glancing around to assure himself that no one could overhear, before continuing. The secrecy implied in his manner set off warning bells. “He took a fall from one of the climbing walls, twenty-five feet up, and landed on his feet. Didn’t break a single bone.”


    Uh-huh. She didn’t utter the word “bullshit,” but it definitely occurred to her. She didn’t say that, however, she merely nodded. “They’re superheroes, I get it.” Great. What she’d hoped might be insight was hero worship.


    The private shook his head, eyes widening. “No, ma’am, they’re not natural. Typically, when people fall, they land awkwardly. They might hit the ground on their hip or shoulder. Maybe they roll. They don’t land on their feet, like a cat. I’ve been here for eighteen months on this assignment. I’ve seen a lot of recon teams come and go. Bravo Team is beyond the best. No one can do what the men on that team do.”


    “You saw one guy do it. What about the rest of the team?”


    The private glanced to the side. He lacked the subterfuge to lie; too many emotions chased across his face from awe to worry. “I’ve seen them land on their feet, I’ve seen them make jumps from the ground to the top of a wall, and some just clearing it like it wasn’t there.”


    So they were supermen. Did the kid have a bigger case of hero worship than she did? “Why are you telling me this?” Maybe one shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, but she subscribed to the Trojan War theory. She didn’t trust anything based on the surface.


    “Because I just watched you do that obstacle course,” he said, his tone damn near apologetic. “And you aren’t like them. You can’t make those jumps or a drop like that.”


    No shit. The insight didn’t answer her questions, though. “I don’t dispute that.”


    “You’re good, ma’am. You’ve got skills. I don’t think you should be running with a team that could get you killed.” A whistle sounded in the distance, and the private jerked as though someone had pulled his strings. “I need to get back. Remember, mess starts serving dinner at 1730. It’d be great if you could join us.”


    She’d make it to dinner. It would give her more people to talk to, and one thing she knew about the military, they did like to gossip. “Private?”


    “Ma’am?”


    “Does the Edge have a library? Or a file office where I can review earlier missions?” It was a gamble. She had files on the team. “For training purposes?”


    “Yes, ma’am, but you need the colonel’s permission. His aide can help you.” On that inauspicious note, he left her.


    At the colonel’s office, his aide told her he was unavailable. When she asked for permission to review mission reports and training videos with regard to the Edge, he stumped her. “I can submit the request for mission reports to the colonel, however, most are classified. There are no training videos for Bravo Team.”


    None? “I thought all teams were filmed at one point or another.” Even if the videos were only to allow the team to see their own areas of improvement.


    “I’m sorry, Bravo Team’s existence is classified.” The moment he spoke, he hesitated then hurried on. “There are no videos. Is there anything else I can do for you?”


    Their existence was classified? She hadn’t missed the slip.


    “No, thank you, Corporal.”


    “Ma’am.”


    The corporal’s words haunted her through her dinner while she heard more impossible stories of Bravo Team. They had a lot of admirers. She also turned over the idea of letting herself into the colonel’s office.


    Lewis Carroll wrote he could believe at least six impossible things before breakfast. Had she just discovered eight impossible men?


    Sleep in the empty barracks proved elusive. A buzzing sound came from her footlocker, and she rolled out to check her phone. She’d been shutting it off but hadn’t after dinner. She’d spent some time scanning YouTube for nonclassified videos. They weren’t supposed to do it, but some had a way of slipping through the cracks. Not that she found any featuring her team.


    A message from Taggart appeared on the screened.


    I’m waiting.


    The major wouldn’t be put off for much longer. He’d given her the assignment, so he had to know she might not be able to answer immediately.


    She texted back: Nothing to report.


    Then find something. His immediate response lashed the sleep from her mind. What did he want her to do? Invent problems? Powering the phone down, she secured it in the bottom of her footlocker once more.


    …


    “Keep up, Corporal!” Jax called as he raced ahead. The whole team ranged ahead of her, and the night sky lit up with lightning— Wait, it wasn’t lightning. It was strafing fire.


    An explosion left her ears ringing as heat washed over her. She picked herself up off the ground, and Cage stood in front of her. “What the hell are you doing? Didn’t I tell you to be you? You’re not a member of this team!”


    Aching, she stumbled forward, then ran. She was supposed to keep up with Jax. Smoke polluted the air and stung her eyes. Another explosion flung her, and she tucked, rolling this time, and managed to make it back to her feet. The taste of blood in her mouth had her spitting.


    Where the hell was Jax?


    “Corporal!”


    She couldn’t see a damn thing in all the smoke, but she checked her weapon then began advancing again. Without a clear field, she couldn’t run. More fire rained down on them.


    Then Jax raced past her. “Dammit, Marine. You have to keep up.”


    She barely had time to track him before he was gone. Where the hell was he? Shouts came from ahead. Gunfire. More smoke, and she couldn’t breathe. It clogged her lungs and burned her sinuses. Jax never left her on a run. He’d always been right there.


    Dammit, he trusted her.


    Gathering her courage, she raced ahead into the unknown. The farther she went, the worse the visibility. She couldn’t find them. A shout came from her right, but she didn’t know who called. It sounded like Cage. Did she answer? Risk exposing her position?


    Suck it up, Marine. Marines went where the mission was—that was her team, and she had to get to them. The land rose as though she ran up a hill, and she didn’t allow herself to slow. Her lungs burned, desperate for oxygen in the smoky air. She made it in time to see Jax glaring at her.


    “I told you to keep up.”


    “I’m here.”


    “Too late,” he said, and it was then she realized the rapidly spreading dark stain on his chest was blood. The wind shifted, and the smoke drifted away. The team lay sprawled around her—their faces caught in a rictus of death. “You don’t belong here, Kat.”


    Jax’s words dragged her attention back to him. Blood dripped from an open cut on his face, and his weapons were gone. Death and destruction surrounded them. Buildings burned.


    “You shouldn’t be here,” he said, as if repeating his earlier assertion.


    “But I am here. I want to help.” Wanted to save them. She should have had their backs.


    “Dance with me.” They weren’t on the battlefield anymore. They were in Abel’s, and music blasted from the jukebox. Jax grabbed her hand and twirled her onto the dance floor.


    “You’re bleeding,” she said, trying to halt their rocking progress. Jax hadn’t danced with her that night—he’d been the only one she hadn’t danced with.


    “I’ll be fine,” he said, as he dipped her. “We’re invincible, remember?”


    “No one is invincible, Jax.” Why wouldn’t he let her help him? Then he stopped dancing and caught her face in his hands. With a growl, he dipped his head, and her whole body shivered in anticipation…


    The explosion sent her sideways, then she was falling. When she landed, she felt the bones in her arms and legs shatter. Pain swamped her. Fighting to lift her head, she stared into Jax’s dead eyes.


    “You can’t keep up,” his corpse whispered. “You’re too fragile.”


    


    Snapping awake, Kat stared at the dark ceiling. Her internal body clock wouldn’t allow her to go back to sleep. Rising, she made her bed and dressed. She had to get into the colonel’s office and find some damn answers. Like, where was the captain?


    Was her presence hurting them? Had the team’s run of good luck expired?

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Quiet.” Jax placed his palm over Norton’s mouth. He tracked the movement in the jungle about twenty meters to their left. Dense foliage hid them, but any sound could betray their position. The guerrillas they avoided were heavily armed and part of the reason why they’d had to hide in the first place.


    Norton went silent, a stillness only another predator would truly understand. It didn’t matter that he had two gaping wounds in his chest, oozing blood. It only mattered that danger threatened too close by. Neither wolf moved, waiting out the soldiers. Sure enough, the scratch of a match against the igniter, followed by the scent of sulfur burning, soon twined with that of tobacco. The bastards had paused to light a cigarette.


    Jax would give them another sixty seconds. If they didn’t move on, he’d take both of them out. Their boots crunched against the leaf-strewn floor of the jungle as they continued their search.


    Releasing Norton’s mouth, he glanced down at the lance corporal. “You back with me yet?”


    For the last six hours, he’d been playing hide-and-seek in the jungle, keeping his wounded Marine out of sight and away from the searchers hunting for them. He’d sent the rest of the team on to escort the senator and his wife, along with the senator’s staff, to safety.


    Jax would not leave a man behind, but he also couldn’t risk the civilians. He trusted Kurt to take care of the team and the civilians. That left him to take care of Norton.


    “Five more minutes, Mom.” Norton wheezed a half laugh. “Please?”


    Biting back a grin of his own, Jax shook his head. “We don’t have five more minutes. You need to shift now if you can.”


    The shifts encouraged the body’s immune system to knit together skin and muscle while also fighting infection. The longer Norton went without shifting, the graver his condition grew. Jax had managed to get him to shift once in the ten hours since he’d been shot. Once was never enough. The pain of the shift coupled with the injuries he’d sustained had knocked Troy out as soon as he resumed his human form. Which was only slightly better than dealing with the pain-maddened wolf. If Norton had been pack, Jax could’ve pulled on pack bonds and even their alpha, no matter how far away, to reach a wolf driven crazy by his injuries. He and Norton weren’t from the same pack, so he had to rely only on his own dominance and trust in the lance corporal’s innate healing ability as well as their long-standing relationship on the team.


    Fortunately, Norton’s wolf had listened long enough to begin the shift back to human. Then began several long hours staying hidden and moving the downed man to keep them out of sight. The guerrillas searched in a grid pattern, and sooner or later they would make it through the area where he hid them for now. Tracking them by scent, Jax hoped to keep slipping behind them.


    “Not quite there yet, Captain.” Norton grimaced, then he reached up and pressed a hand against the wound just to the left of his heart. “Hurts like a bitch.”


    “Doesn’t look too pretty, either,” he teased. It worked. Norton tried to crack a smile, though it came out more of a snarl. The wolf had three injuries—one shot through the shoulder, a second along his side, and the third near his heart. They’d been damn lucky—a straight heart shot would have killed him. A head shot would do it, too. They could heal most other injuries—unless they lost too much blood.


    “Just think about all the hot babes I’m going to get with this story.”


    “I haven’t thought about anything else. You know, when I tell the story of how I had to carry you on my back hundreds of miles through enemy territory, while avoiding all those guerrillas and their guns, not to mention single-handedly saving the senator and his family and then playing distraction for the team so they could get them out.” He was making the shit up as he went along, but it worked—the longer he spoke, the sharper Norton’s gaze became.


    “Keep talking,” Norton encouraged him. “Focusing on your bullshit helps.” Then he closed his eyes. A crackle in the brush jerked Jax’s attention. He canted his head to listen. Another crackle, and he scented the hog before it saw him. Releasing a low rumble of a growl, he warned the bull hog that he was there. The animal got the message and changed course.


    “Pretty sure it’s going to be the Yankees’ year,” he mentioned. “I mean, if the Cubs can win, the Yankees should definitely be able to, do you think?”


    “Screw the Yankees. I’d rather see the Red Sox hit it. Boston all the way, baby.” He opened his eyes long enough to share grin with Jax, and then he coughed. The rattle of fluid in his chest coupled with the deep scent of copper and something darker beneath it worried Jax.


    “Yeah, I think we’re out of time, buddy. Norton, you have to shift. Now.” If the wounds went septic and he couldn’t shift, Jax might lose him. “You are not allowed to stand down, Lance Corporal. Do you understand?”


    “You think you are the boss of me or something?” Norton lifted his head as he spoke, then glanced around at the dense foliage around them. “The hell is that smell?”


    Jax didn’t miss a beat. “That would be me.”


    “Dude, you stink.” It was the closest thing to humor Norton came to before he said, “Okay, here I go.”


    His muscles seized and his bones began to crunch as his body split itself apart and re-formed. Shifting was never pretty business; it was a stretch between agony and ecstasy as bones broke and re-formed while the skin peeled away and muscles reshaped. The last step, when their fur sprouted, left Jax itching every time. It wasn’t unusual to see a newly shifted wolf scratching frantically. Yet Jax wouldn’t have it any other way.


    He gave the wolf some space, his awareness focused wholly on the jungle around them. As soon as Norton stood on four legs, his eyes open to reveal the gold iris of the wolf, Jax focused on him again. The wolf listed to the side and almost collapsed. Jax knew better than to reach out and steady him. Until the wolf wasn’t in pain, lashing out would be a natural instinct of self-preservation.


    The jungle around them went quiet; not even the night birds moved. The presence of an apex predator shut them all up. It also allowed Jax to narrow down exactly where their would-be hunters had gone. They were a good mile away, almost to the edge of his hearing range. Thankfully, he wouldn’t have to deal with them. Killing them wasn’t a problem; securing the bodies and their radios was. The low rumble of a warning growl came from Norton’s throat, and Jax turned slightly so that he could see him. He locked gazes with the smaller wolf, allowing his own dominance to rise.


    Posturing might involve a lot of shouting and arm waving in their human forms, but the wolf understood the eyes. It saw the difference between friend or foe. If Norton couldn’t recognize Jax by his scent, if that wouldn’t penetrate his mind, then Jax would keep him in check by sheer personality.


    The wounded animal bobbed his head, then collapsed. The fight went out of him, and Jax relaxed his vigilance. The last thing Jax wanted to do was hurt him.


    “Five minutes, kiddo,” he told the wolf conversationally. “Five minutes and you need to shift back.”


    While he could haul the wolf, the man was far less likely to launch into a fight or bite him. Not to mention, each shift would help close the wounds. At least the smell of rot had begun to diminish.


    Three hours later, they’d made it about ten miles. It occurred to Jax that Kat might actually get a kick out of the idea he was slower—finally. ’Course, he was in hostile territory, and he didn’t know the terrain. He was running on instinct alone at this point, but he was managing to maintain a due south course. As soon as they crossed the border, he could call for an airlift out of there.


    “Sorry, boss.” Norton sounded a little bit better but still way too weak. The blood loss cost him, as had the shifting.


    Setting the lance corporal down, Jax took care with his injuries. “It’s time to get soup on,” he told him. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to park your ass here for little bit and hold down the fort. Think you can handle that?”


    Norton gave him a thumbs-up rather than trying to answer. He’d managed another shift during the run. That time his wolf had been a fraction more lucid, and he’d returned to his human form as fast as possible. The holes in his chest might have shrunk, but they still oozed. The other wolf’s pallor and gaunt features warned Jax if he didn’t do something about it soon, the wolf would be too weak to shift. Shifting burned massive amounts of calories. It was one of the reasons they ate so much.


    “Gun here. Blade here. Grenade here.” He set him against the trunk of a tree to give him a shield at his back, then layered the foliage around him for camouflage. “Be back in a shake. Remember that I stink. Got it?”


    “Got it. Don’t worry, Captain. Not planning to shoot you. Really damn hard to carry you outta here right now.”


    Jax put a hand on his shoulder, a light contact to remind them both they weren’t alone. Always had, always would have his back.


    “See you on the other side.” He didn’t wait for Norton’s response before taking off into the underbrush. Without the burden of carrying his brother, he could move a lot faster. They had rations, though Norton had eaten all of his and Jax had given him what remained in his own ruck, save for the one power bar Jax had consumed an hour before. There wasn’t enough protein in those to see them through another shift, anyway. They needed to do this old-school. He found a good spot, stripped, tucked his gear away up in a tree, then gave in to the wild urge to shift. Time blurred as the wolf surged within him. To the wolf, there was only the moment.


    In this moment, he needed to bring down food. Ears cocked and nose twitching, he tested the air and listened for movement. The hog that had followed them earlier was long since gone, but there were other wild pigs, the occasional white-tailed deer. Hell, at this point, he’d even settle for a snake. Not that he really cared for the taste of snake. Even his wolf curled his lips away from his teeth at the thought. What they could both enjoy was a nice hunk of cattle, grilled to perfection. His wolf snorted; only the man needed it cooked. Unfortunately, ranches seemed to be few and far between in their current location.


    A distant squeal caught his ear, and he pivoted toward the sound then tested the air for scents of humans or other predators. He found none. The only individual he could scent close by was Troy.


    Bacon, then, he and his wolf decided as he locked on to where the squeal originated. Breaking from the underbrush, he trotted in the direction of the sound. Approaching from downwind guaranteed the hog wouldn’t scent him coming.


    He also didn’t want to run into any other predators. He’d heard rumors of big cats in Central America, but he’d never met one. It might be fun to hunt a big…Kat. Thankfully, she was safe in the States. What the hell would she make of his current mission? Probably scare the hell out of her. The wolf didn’t agree. It wanted to show off for her. Another problem with going wolf—sometimes the mind wandered. The animal’s needs were pretty basic, but the man needed to be in control. She’d seen them in the woods, hadn’t she? They’d locked gazes, and not one hint of fear had curled from her scent. Shock and surprise? Sure. Disbelief, probably. But she’d met his gaze and held it. It demonstrated her strength and power.


    The wolf approved. She was so perfect for them. The wolf wanted to list all her qualities, and Jax had to force him back on the hunt. Death came for everyone, and it came for the overconfident man way too soon.


    …


    By the time night fell, Jax had determined one thing they needed to work on in their survival kits was a better cooking option. If push came to shove, or if Norton were healthier, he would have had him shift and stay in wolf form. They could hunt and eat that way as necessary. In human form he preferred to cook his food, as did Norton. He doubled them back, crisscrossing the searchers’ pattern so they were some distance away as he turned them south once more. Only when he was certain no one was within miles of them did he settle them in—they were pushing forty-eight hours since he’d separated from the team. A couple hours of rest would do Norton good, and they needed a place where he could stop and make food.


    “Did anyone ever tell you you’re a good cook?” Norton asked as he polished off the last of the pork. It’d taken forever to cook it and get it edible.


    “Not recently,” Jax said as he made sure to dispose of any remains. The last thing they needed were scavengers coming to find them.


    “Good. I hate to think anyone has been lying to you.” The display of humor, albeit weak, was a good sign.


    “Fantastic, funny man, glad to hear it.” Jax stretched then took on the task of repacking the rucksacks. He had about condensed the two bags into one. It made it easier for him to carry the rucksack while also shouldering Norton’s weight.


    “I thought I was amusing.” Norton rolled his head to look at them. He looked better, more color in his face and as he seemed a little bit fuller and far more alert. What was left of the bullet holes had sealed, but the skin remained puckered, red and raised.


    “You’re not, but if you’re cracking jokes, then you can walk. I need a break from carrying your heavy ass.” The comment earned a wry chuckle. “Get some sleep. I think we’re good here for another couple of hours. You’ll move faster after some rest.”


    He checked the time. The team should’ve long since gotten the civilians back into friendly territory. If he knew Kurt, the other wolf would want to return for him and Norton. Orders were orders, though, and he’d told them to hold fast at the border after they secured the senator.


    “Talk to me.”


    “What do you want, a lullaby?”


    Norton laughed. “No, I want to think about something other than how bad my skin itches. You smell like a sewer.” He really couldn’t fault him on the last. Jax had waded through some heavy mud streams in the process of getting them out, and he was filthy.


    “Well, I’ll be sure to pack my lemon verbena next time. Wouldn’t want me to not smell fresh for you.” Another chuckle, this one with distinctly more humor than the last.


    “We’re in the middle of nowhere, and I’ve been shot. I ate your wretched cooking. Can I ask about the human now?”


    “You can ask.” Jax hadn’t decided whether he really wanted to talk about Kat or not. Particularly when thoughts of her invaded his mind at regular intervals, even when his mind should have been on the mission. “Why do you care?”


    “Threat of exposure?” Norton gave him a tense look as Jax adjusted the ruck to support the other man’s spine. “I mean, that’s why you sent the team on with the civilians. Not only did we need to get the civilians out of here, but we couldn’t risk them seeing me shift. It’s a risk we all accept when we take this job, but having a human on the team is going to make that a thousand times harder.”


    Jax didn’t disagree with him. “It would’ve been easier if you hadn’t been the one who got shot.”


    “Well, next time I’ll make sure I shove you in front of the bullet. Also, do me a favor and make sure they don’t have armor-piercing rounds on them.” It took armor-piercing rounds to penetrate Kevlar and their tough hides. It been pure dumb luck that Norton had been in the line of fire. With his healing ability, he could help most other wolves speed through an injury, and he had plenty of times. He could do more if he leaned on his alpha’s strength or the wolf was a packmate. As it was, if it had been Jax instead of Troy with the injury, they’d have been able to extract with the team. Unfortunately, his gift did not work on himself.


    “I’ll take that under advisement, but remember any time we make a major change, we have to fill it out in triplicate.”


    “If there is one thing I could live without doing on this gig, it’s the paperwork.”


    “If there’s anything we could all live without, it’s the damn paperwork.” The military loved their paperwork. Jax knew Bravo Team didn’t fill out half as much as they probably should, and used less than half of what they probably needed. In his opinion, they were there to do a job. They went where they were told to go, they completed the missions they needed to complete, and they brought everyone home. That was the job.


    “How are we going to get rid of her?” Norton didn’t let it go.


    “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got it covered.”


    “I can’t tell if you really believe that or if you’re lying, because you stink.” The challenge fell on the ground between them, but no heat scored Norton’s words. “Maybe I’m just exhausted. I need to know, how are we going to get rid of her? Silver’s ready to adopt her; he took to her on day one. Butler thinks she’s got spunk. Cage is giving her tips, and even Kurt’s beginning to get attached.”


    That wasn’t news to him. He’d seen it happening when Silver went in the bathroom that first day, then later at Abel’s when they all took turns dancing with her. She’d also accepted their attention in good spirits, matching them drink for drink. No way she could know their metabolisms were far more suited to handling the alcohol. His wolf both appreciated their acceptance and hated sharing her attention. So what did I do? I thought about kissing her in her inebriated state. What an asshole.


    “Doesn’t matter what they like or don’t like. It only matters that we get the job done. She’s not a wolf.” There lay the crux of it. Nothing else mattered. She wasn’t one of them. Her gender didn’t preclude her from joining their team; her species did.


    “What if the top brass decides that it looks good to have a woman on their high-performance team?”


    “Norton, do you need me to knock your ass out so you will go to sleep?” Like a rock in his shoe, the constant conversation was beginning to get on his nerves.


    “No, I don’t need you to do that, but I’ve been around a long time, Captain.” The way he used his title seemed to serve as more of a reminder for Jax than Norton. “She’s trouble with a capital T.”


    Tell him something he didn’t already know. Instead of responding, however, he kept his thoughts to himself.


    “You like her.” The wolf had a death wish.


    Jax closed his eyes but kept his other senses attuned. They were tucked down into a gully, dense with green and trees growing at awkward angles. It made navigating down easier, and shielded them. Sweat trickled along his face, and the bugs buzzed. Nothing to be done about them.


    “As soon as the moon sets, we’ll move out.” Whether Norton got any sleep or not. The full moon splayed the landscape with too much light, but it was low and would set before midnight. That would give them a solid five hours of darkness to make the border.


    “Captain—”


    “Goddammit, Norton. Let it go.” He didn’t even bother to withhold the growl punctuating his words. The last thing he wanted to think about was Kat, alone at Fort Edge, surrounded by strangers without the team there. Worse, without him there. “She’s an assignment. We’ve had worse.”


    The other wolf said nothing, but the air practically vibrated with everything he held back.


    “I’m going to wish I left your ass back there, but spit it out.” Night vision allowed him to make out Norton’s haggard and concerned features.


    “She’s not just any mission—she’s Kat.”


    Wasn’t she just?


    “I’ll shut up about it now.” A yawn punctuated the sentence. “Thanks for having my back.”


    Sighing, Jax closed his eyes, though he knew sleep would elude him. Norton was right. She was more than a mission. “Thanks for having mine.”


    The only thing to answer him was a light snore as the other wolf went to sleep. Finally. In truth, Jax needed Kat to be just a mission. More, he needed to get rid of her as soon as they were back. The reality was far more difficult. His wolf liked her. Jax liked her, too. If she’d been assigned to any other team at the Edge, he’d have already found a way to seduce her.


    A gunshot echoed in the darkness. The report was too indistinct. Only one shot, nothing more. They were still secure.


    Slapping at a mosquito, Jax scowled at the puddle of moonlight visible between the leaves. It was going to be a long night.


    By the time dawn edged the sky, they’d navigated through the Punta Gorda reserve and the Rio de San Juan to celebrate the sunrise in Costa Rica. The Jeep they’d stolen from an empty reserve station gave Norton time to heal. When the Seahawk arrived to airlift them, the wolf’s physical injuries were merely a memory.


    The pilot confirmed his team’s extraction, and they were there to meet them when they touched down on the carrier. Debriefing took longer, but before midday, they boarded a flight to return them stateside and back to their current duty assignment.


    All civilians had been evac’d without loss of life, though the senator required surgery for his broken arm. A full debrief of the incident that led to Norton being shot would be reviewed, but after they’d all had some much-needed rest.


    They returned to the Edge without fanfare. It was well after mess dinner, but a meal would be set out for them. Leaving the team to eat, Jax made his way to the barracks. Ignoring all the dozen reasons he should limit his contact, Jax stepped into the dark, silent barracks. It took his eyes only a scant few seconds to adjust to the darkness. The rhythmic sound of Kat’s breathing and the steadiness of her pulse settled him.


    The itch in the back of his mind ceased. The corporal was safe and sound, asleep in her bunk. The whole team was safe, and together in the same location once more.


    The whole team.


    She’s trouble with a capital T. Norton’s comment from the jungle poked at him. You like her.


    Neither was as bad as the realization threatening to divide him and his team. Kat was more than trouble—he and his wolf already considered her a team member. Time to change that.


    Resolute, he forced himself to leave her and rejoin his men.


    He needed a new plan.


    Yesterday’s didn’t seem to be working anymore.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Hand over hand, she braced herself on the rope as she climbed. The rest of Bravo Team had skated up the rope like it was merely a walk in the park. Muscles burning in her arms, calves, and thighs complained for every inch of her agonizing ascent.


    When Jax ascended the rope right next to hers, she half expected him to keep going, but he stopped at her level and met her gaze.


    “Taking a break?”


    “Don’t make me laugh,” she said, fighting to keep her grip.


    “Did you hear that, guys? She doesn’t want to laugh.” The comment floated up from Silver, and that was when the jokes started to fly.


    Jax didn’t say anything else, but there was a smile in his eyes and she bit the inside of her lip. “You’re all going to hell,” she said as she fought her way up the rope. He moved with her, and his soft chuckle stroked her like a caress.


    The laughter spurred her on, and she completed the climb then returned to the ground. After mopping the sweat off her face, she dried her hands. Silver gave her a thumbs-up.


    “We need to make you laugh more often.”


    “Yes, because climbing, running, and fighting needs comedy as a soundtrack.” The dry comment from Jax pulled another laugh out of her, and she stretched. They hadn’t mentioned their mission or what they’d done or anything. They’d simply arrived back at base and resumed their training as if they hadn’t left.


    In some ways it was nice.


    “I think I can do it faster.” She put her hands on her hips.


    “You did it fine.” Jax’s voice directly behind her reminded her that she didn’t have the freedom to choose her own exercises today.


    “I’m still slower than all of you.” She’d been paying attention earlier. The guys went up that rope like they were out for a stroll—effortless. Whereas she was sweating bullets. “So I think I should do it one more time, if that’s all right.”


    “PT is done. Head back to the barracks to shower and take a break.” Apparently he didn’t think it was all right. Stealing a glance at him, she raised her eyebrows, but he didn’t relent. In fact, his expression seemed more troubled than anything else.


    “Free time then, sir?” Always good to verify when she planned to disobey a direct order.


    His brows drew together in a frown. “Kat, PT is done. Take a rest.”


    Kat pivoted, keeping her spine straight and her chin up. “I got that, but I’m on free time then, correct, sir?” Why did she want to push this? Because something’s distracting him…and I want attention?


    If she were to judge by his expression, she must’ve sprouted a second head. “Kat, you don’t have to prove anything to me.”


    “Maybe I want to prove it to myself.”


    “Eh, let her do it.” Silver drifted to her side. “I’ll go up with her.”


    “Silver, I said we’re done. She doesn’t need your help.” Hostility edged his tone when he directed it to the man next to her, then Jax stared at her. “Do you really think you need to prove something?” At least his voice gentled when he spoke to her, and the distance in his gaze vanished.


    “I do.” To herself. They were faster. The private had said they weren’t natural. She wanted to test a theory, and it was an insane one…


    “All right. Do it.” He returned to the rope. “I’ll go with you.”


    She hadn’t intended for him to have to do the climb with her, but that worked just as well. He’d be there when she slipped.


    Gripping the rope, she didn’t dare look down, because the last thing she wanted to see was everybody staring at her. Her ascent to the top felt like it took longer than the first time she done the exercise, but she knew it was shorter.


    Prickles along her spine warned her that the guys were still staring.


    “Twenty bucks says she falls.” Butler’s comment seemed to circle in the air, chasing her up the rope. Was her plan that obvious? That would suck.


    “Oh, c’mon, you’re betting on her getting hurt?” Silver’s voice.


    “She’s tired.” Yes, she was. “But point taken, I’ll make it twenty she cries when she’s finished.”


    “I’ll take that bet.”


    “Shut up,” Jax growled from right next to her. He was at her eye line. No way he could miss the sweat soaking her shirt or running down her face as she held the rope. She debated the drop from there, but the private had been right—if she fell from here, she’d break a bone.


    Testing a theory was one thing, but she wasn’t a martyr. The guys quieted, and she tossed Jax a tight grin.


    “You got this. Just make to descend the way you came up, one step at a time.” The encouragement buoyed her.


    Okay. Testing them was a good idea in theory, but it made her feel like an ass. She began her descent, but the sweat slicking her hands made the rope slide too fast, then she realized—a split second too late—she wasn’t controlling it. One moment she was falling, the next Jax had her in his arms and he hit the ground. His shoulder took the full force of it, he rolled, and they were both on their feet.


    Holy shit.


    Adrenaline flooded her system, and she stared at Jax. The contact of his hands on her hips and the nearness of his whole body flared through her. He’d caught her.


    “Now we’re done,” Jax said, his tone firm even as he released her and took a step back. “Take a break.”


    She had to concentrate on her breathing and get it under control in order to make sure she had enough oxygen or risk passing out. Never had she been a fainter. But—he’d caught her. Her hands burned, as did her biceps, her deltoids, her triceps, and pretty much every other part of her.


    The others glanced at one another, and an awkward vibe seemed to pulse in the air. Maybe it was her imagination, but the guys exchanged looks as though they had an entire conversation she wasn’t privy to.


    “See ya later, Kat.” Silver said, tapping her shoulder as he and the others scattered. One moment they’d been surrounded by the team, and the next it was just her and Jax.


    “Thank you,” she managed to push out.


    “Don’t mention it.” The response caught her off guard with its gruffness. He wasn’t looking at her.


    “Are you okay?” Maybe a weird question, since he’d done the saving, but something seemed off. His posture was stiff, his hands clenched—it was as though he waged some kind of battle, and he still wouldn’t look at her.


    Wiping her raw palm against her pants to dry it, she narrowed the distance between them and touched his arm. “Jax?”


    He jolted from the contact then pinned her with a look. Pure ferocity lived in his medieval-green eyes, but she didn’t shy away from it. Quite the opposite, actually. Something was wrong.


    For all too long a second, it didn’t seem as though he would answer her. The contact of his sleeved arm beneath her hand seemed to burn all the way to her soul. She couldn’t look away from him, and she swallowed as he narrowed the distance between them.


    “You need to go, Kat.” He exhaled the words on a soft whisper, and her whole body seemed to scorch under the heat in his voice. “Now.”


    “I…”


    “Shh.” He pressed a finger to her lips, and she stilled. “Just go. Now.” It was an order, and it reverberated through her. She wanted to stay, to fix whatever had just gone wrong.


    Orders were orders. Making herself release him, she backed away.


    They were Marines, and they behaved with honor and excellence. She did not want him to take this to a negative place, no matter how much his attitude pissed her off.


    She made it a half dozen steps before she paused to look back at him, but he was gone. Where the hell did he go?


    In the barracks, half the guys piled in the showers while the other half grabbed water bottles or cleaned gear. She stood next to her bunk, tempted to fall flat on her face, but that would defeat the whole purpose of forcing herself to complete that climb over and over again. Instead, she made sure everything was neat as a pin and tucked tight while she waited for her chance to shower. If she survived this assignment, it would be a miracle. The hell with that…


    If I survive Jax, it will be a miracle. He’d caught her. His rope was a few feet from hers, and he’d caught her midfall, hit the ground, then stood as if it was no problem. Then he’d disappeared. It had to be the training, right? They were just that good.


    It didn’t mean anything.


    Right?


    When she started the whole exercise, she’d known it was more for show than reality, but she wanted this. She wanted on the team for real, not as an assignment. Wanted to be one of them.


    I want Jax, too. The admission cost her, but her rebellious heart seemed set on the taciturn captain with the sexy smile and devastating charm—well, devastating when he let it off the leash. I can’t have the team and Jax. If she screwed up with Taggart, she’d have no shot at either.


    It was time she set her sights on the team.


    They seemed the more achievable goal.


    


    Timing was everything, or so the saying went. If she was going to get off her ass and clear them in Taggart’s eyes, she had to bend the rules, at least a little bit. If that meant spending more time with Jax, then so be it. She couldn’t ignore the attraction anymore, but he was her best bet for getting information.


    Loitering before mess, she caught the captain on the quad. Without any information on where he’d been or where he was going, she focused on the hint of connection she’d sensed between them.


    “Jax,” she greeted him as she jogged to catch up. “Do you have a minute?”


    Impatience deepened the grooves on either side of his mouth as his lips compressed.


    “Or not.” She raised her hands, surrendering the field immediately.


    “It’s fine,” he said, waving away her concession. “What do you need?”


    “I was going to see if you had some time this evening to join me in town for a drink and maybe a couple of games of pool.” When his eyes narrowed at her invitation, she hurried to tack on, “No shots this time, I just want to pick your brain.”


    The length of the pause between her question and his response left her floundering. Maybe she’d chosen the wrong approach, yet she had banked on evidence of his previous interest and the resumption of a friendlier status after the rope climb. His scowl deepened her uneasiness with the request, then he stunned her by saying, “We’ll take my bike.”


    “Been a while since I rode. You’re not planning to do anything crazy, right?” It seemed a fair question, though she’d been the one to ask him out.


    “I do something crazy every day,” he said without a hint of sarcasm. “Meet me by the motor pool in fifteen minutes.” Then he gave her a once-over. “Change into civvies.”


    “Okay.”


    Fifteen minutes later, on the nose, she waited for him at the motor pool. She’d changed into jeans, a comfortable silk tank covered by a heavier denim jacket, and combat boots. It wasn’t her sexiest outfit, but it was practical. In deference to riding the motorcycle, she put her hair in a ponytail. Helmet hair looked bad on everyone.


    The growl of the bike’s engine warned her of his approach. Damn, he looked good. Had it really only been a couple of weeks since he’d pulled over on the side of the road and changed her tire? It felt like months.


    He tossed her the helmet, and she slid it on obediently. He wasn’t wearing one, however. Sliding onto the seat behind him, she settled her hands on his hips. Even prepared for the acceleration, she tightened her grip automatically and pressed against his back.


    All better for the balancing, she told herself, then just enjoyed the ride. The wind whipped past them, even if the helmet muted some of the sound. How had she forgotten about the dense trees in the area? Or the way the mountain roads wove, giving them unexpected views of the evening lights twinkling in the valley below.


    Too short a time later, he pulled into Abel’s parking lot. Her memories of their first night there were still fueled by a little alcohol fog.


    Still vibrating from the ride, she stripped off the helmet and passed it to Jax before walking to the overlook. Abel’s had been built into the side of the mountain. Decks on both the ground and second floors offered plenty of scenic views, as did the platform at the edge of the gravel parking lot. She’d missed this view the first night, too.


    Sunset hovered on the horizon, streaking the sky above purple while the sun sank into an orange-hued fire in the west. It was a perfect, rapidly disappearing moment.


    “Problem?” Jax’s boots thunked lightly against the wood as he joined her.


    “I didn’t get to see how pretty this area is,” she said focusing on the scenery rather than her questions, her assignment, or anything else. She had a lot of problems at the moment, and at the top of the list sat Captain Raymond. Maybe being in the moment would be better. “I’ve been too busy trying to conquer the terrain to appreciate it.”


    Her palms were sore and raw from climbing earlier. Rope burns had left grooves across her skin.


    “Most people are too busy to appreciate what’s right in front of them.” The poetry in the sentiment startled her. Though why, she couldn’t put her finger on. What did she really know about Jax? Captain, head of Bravo Team, a hard-liner who pushed her to be better. A Marine. No girlfriend he’d mentioned, and no spouse—she’d double-checked during his absence when she couldn’t stop thinking about him.


    “True enough. Too much to do to simply stop and watch a sunset.” Keep it light, Kat. The evening’s exercise required her to set him at ease. If she wanted to prove her point to Major Taggart, she needed Jax’s trust.


    “Except tonight.” Something in his tone beckoned her, and she glanced over to find his gaze on her and not the sunset.


    “It’s really pretty out there tonight,” she murmured, though she didn’t look toward the colorful horizon. He was far lovelier.


    “It is.”


    Her breath backed up into her lungs. Everything about the moment held her captive. His dark eyes. The cool air. The beautiful sunset. She drifted toward him, not at all her original plan, but he tapped two fingers to the railing next to her, then said, “I’ll go in and grab a table. Want a drink?”


    Oh, thank God. Relief swamped her. He’d gone from musing about the scenery to retreat before she made a fool out of herself. “I’ll go with you. I could definitely use a whole bottle of wine, but I think I’ll stick to beer.”


    Like her, he’d worn jeans, though he’d forgone his leather jacket and worn only a T-shirt. The shirt enhanced his physique, highlighting his wide shoulders and the sculpted muscles of his biceps. “Beer and wine are two different beasts.”


    He caught the door before she did, then held it open to her. Entering ahead of him, she stripped off her denim jacket. The interior of the bar was definitely warmer and more humid than the chilly night they’d left behind. Temperatures in the mountains could drop after sunset—useful when running, not so much when simply sitting.


    “Yeah, I can stop at one beer.” Inside, the dining room looked empty and only a couple of patrons were in the main bar. She diverted toward the pool tables. “I’ll get us a table, you get the beer?”


    By the time Jax joined her with the beers, she’d set the balls up and chosen her pool cue. The yellow-hued light from overhead painted the wooden room in a kind of rustic glow. It also offered an air of intimacy to what should just be a couple of Marines out to have a beer and a game.


    Accepting her beer, she tilted the bottle up and took a long drink. It was a local brew of some kind, not one she recognized. It would do.


    “I ordered some nachos and buffalo wings,” Jax said as he checked the different pool cues on the wall and finally selected one for himself. “You want to break, or shall I?”


    “You got the beers, you can break. I’ll get the next round, and I’ll break the next game.”


    A quick grin creased his face, and he chuckled. “I like your confidence.”


    She toasted him with a bottle but said nothing, giving him a moment to line up a shot first. She believed you could tell a lot about a person by the way they played pool. Some people liked to bullshit you, prove they knew the game like some pool shark. They’d make a big fuss over how they lined up their shots, as though they had to check all their geometry.


    Real players simply did it. They took deliberate action, used a modicum of effort, and cracked. The cue slammed into the pyramid of balls, sending them scattering across the table. He sank two on the break, both solids. Shaking her head, she took another drink of beer and let him take his next shot.


    “It’s a good thing we’re not betting on this.”


    He didn’t look up, only said, “You’d lose.”


    “That sounds like a challenge to me.”


    “It was a challenge, so it’s a good thing you understood it.”


    She liked him outside the base, a little more relaxed with the tension of command off his shoulders. It didn’t take away from his capable leadership, however. There was more to the man than simply his captain’s bars.


    Five balls later, she watched the eight sink and shook her head. “I call a do-over.”


    Jax laughed and took a drink of his beer. Their food had arrived on the heels of his obliterating her. “In all fairness, you never really had a shot.”


    “Cocky.”


    He claimed one of the nacho chips and took a bite. Crunching on it, he simply stared at her until he finished. “It’s only cocky if you can’t back it up.”


    “Okay, those are fighting words.” She dug into her back pocket and pulled out a wallet. Unlike their first trip, she’d skipped bringing a purse. This had been an impulse born from what happened on the rope course—and what had been happening between them since they met. Sorting through her bills, she pulled out a twenty. “Twenty bucks on me for the next game.”


    With a gentlemanly gesture, he waved her over to the table. “Get ready. I’ll rack them up for you.”


    She took a swallow of her beer, then set it aside before claiming her pool cue. When he finished racking, Jax dropped back a step then swept his arm toward the table in invitation.


    “All yours.” Too bad he meant the table and not himself.


    Stowing the traitorous thought, she lined up her shot and took it. The neat split sent a striped ball right into the left corner pocket. She took a couple of steps, circling the table to the far right, then sank two more stripes. Nowhere near as swift as Jax, she took her time, but she sank every ball, then the eight. When she finished, she held out her hand. Smug pride filled her when he set her twenty, then his, on her palm.


    “Shall we go for a tiebreaker?”


    Rising to the challenge, she said, “I’ll rack them.”


    “Has anyone ever told you that you’re extremely competitive.” It wasn’t a question. Not really.


    “Apparently, you just did.” She decided to play the innocent. “Of course, I believe in working for what I want. No one just walks in the door and hands you a win.”


    “True enough, but it doesn’t mean you have to be the best at everything.”


    “Really? What are you not the best at?” She meant it as a joke, but he seemed to take her question seriously.


    “Diplomacy.”


    He said it was such a straight face and conviction that she had to laugh. “You seem to balance the team pretty well. You also seem to manage all of the disparate personalities. I would say that takes a diplomatic touch.”


    “Nah, that just takes cracking a few skulls until they learn not to challenge you again.”


    “My dad called that armchair diplomacy.” When he waved her toward the table, she took the shot and the break. A solid dropped this time. The spread wasn’t that good, though she’d snagged one of the worn spots with the cue ball and sent it askew. Nearly every shot she had was blocked by one of the stripes. She needed to think her strategy through. “He believed that if you couldn’t make things work with a simple conversation and a handshake, then a chair against the back of the head would suffice.”


    It was Jax’s turn to laugh as he took another bite of the nachos. “That’s just another Saturday night around here.” He gestured around the bar, which had gradually begun to fill with Marines from the base and others from town. She finally found the perfect shot and took it, clearing herself a space to make the next one.


    “Still, diplomacy is not necessarily a skill you have to have. What else aren’t you good at?” She couldn’t imagine it was a long list. The Marine captain was pretty damn talented. Gifted on and off the field, in her limited experience, even when he was stubborn and difficult.


    “I don’t make really good bacon.” There was something about the way he said it that had her pausing her shot to glance at him.


    “Just bacon?” What a weird conversation. Nowhere near the topic she was supposed to be on, but… I’m learning about him. It was knowledge she craved. “Well, at least you can climb a sixty-foot rope, drop, then complete the obstacle course, even after all your push-ups, sit-ups, and other high reps.”


    “If I recall correctly, I saw you doing all that today. Even when I told you that you were off duty.”


    Her shoulder chose that moment to try to cramp, so she eased back on making the shot. Her stretch had her giving the cue ball a light tap. Dammit. The ball went askew, and she sighed. So much for her good luck.


    Jax slid off his stool, cue stick in hand.


    “Being able to do it and doing it while looking good are two totally different things.” She almost winced when the words slipped out. They were a little too close to her real feelings for her taste.


    “From my point of view, you look pretty damn good.”


    “Except the part where I slipped and you had to save my ass.” She skipped right over his compliment. “So maybe I should have just listened in the first place and not pushed it.”


    He gave her a doubtful look then took one shot after another in rapid succession, sinking his balls. “Sounds like a pile of horseshit to me.”


    “Hey, now, I’m trying to apologize for my need to overachieve.” Besides, she was going to be hurting for months. At this point everything was so sore… Her shoulder cramped again, and she set aside her cue stick to try doing some arm rotations. Jax paused on his next shot, focusing on her.


    “You doing all right?”


    “Just a little sore. It’ll pass.” Although it didn’t seem like it wanted to. In fact, her left shoulder was protesting loud enough that she was feeling a pinch in her back. The last thing she wanted was a pulled muscle or, worse, to have hyperextended the biceps tendon. She’d done that once before, and it had been hell on earth till it healed.


    “C’mere,” Jax said. There was no disputing the order in his voice. She found herself halfway to where he stood before she even realized she’d moved.


    “Why?”


    He shook his head then pointed to the table. “Put your hands flat here.” Half of her wanted to argue, but she obeyed, trusting the assurance she read in his gaze. Putting her hands against the felt caused her to stretch, and her lower back protested the action even as her shoulder burned. Then he worked two fingers against the muscle below her shoulder blade. She wanted to scream but sucked in the sound as he stretched, rubbed, then pulled. A pop of sound followed by intense heat flared in her shoulder, then the pain eased.


    Kat closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing, then blinked slowly as she straightened. Even the pinch in her spine seemed to be gone.


    “Were you some kind of witch doctor in another life?” It would explain why she was hurting from the save and he seemed to be moving fine. He’d taken the worst of the shock.


    The comfort of his hand against her back remained, but he shook his head. “You get hurt like that again and you don’t report it, I’ll write your ass up.” Well, so much for a friendly game of pool. “You pulled a tendon out of place. There’s a groove there in the shoulder where it lies. I could feel it grinding on bone. You’ve been in a lot more pain than you were letting on.”


    No escaping the fact that everything he said was true. Backing away, she rubbed her arm lightly. It did feel a whole lot better now. The ghost of remembered pain wouldn’t be so easily dismissed. “Pain is part of the game. I’m here to win, not give up because something hurts.”


    “Pain is the way the body tells you something is wrong. It’s a warning. If you ignore warnings, everyone gets hurt.” Quiet anger brooded in his tone.


    She would concede her injury and the fact she hadn’t taken care of it. “I’m not normally an idiot…and I didn’t realize how bad it was.”


    Undeterred, Jax narrowed the distance between them until they were breast to chest. The warmth of his presence invaded every pore, and it took willpower to keep her hands to herself. “Free time doesn’t mean you keep going until you’re hurt.”


    “No, sir. Free time means I do what I want.” She refused to back down.


    “You are a stubborn, stubborn woman.”


    “Yes, sir.” Agreeing with his assessment seemed a sound tactical maneuver.


    “You’re driving me crazy.” The accusation, on the other hand, invited her to play along with their dangerous flirtation. “Sometimes I wish you weren’t on the team.”


    The frustration in his tone removed the sting from his words. “Truth?” Bad idea, Kat. She agreed with the little voice in the back of her mind, but she ignored it. She’d been playing it safe for a while.


    “Always.”


    “I kind of wish I wasn’t on your team, too.” The honesty hurt—not her feelings, but her pride. “I kind of wish we were just two people playing pool and having a drink together.”


    “We are.” Dark promise filled his statement. “We can be.”


    “Easy to say.” Neither of them looked away. “Not so easy in practice.”


    “We can make it easy. For you—for me—for us.”


    “I…” The stare-off might have continued if the front door hadn’t slammed open to admit the rest of the team. Jax snarled, and she took advantage of his distraction to retreat and reclaim her beer.


    Heart thumping madly, she shook her head. That could have gone very badly. Worse, it could have gone somewhere they couldn’t walk back.


    “I play the winner,” Cage announced as he sidled over to their table. “Silver, go get us some pitchers. Butler, grab a few more stools. Who’s up?” He planted himself firmly at their table and reached out for one of the buffalo wings when Jax made a low, almost inaudible sound. Cage raised his hands in retreat. “Sorry, my bad.”


    Had Jax just growled at one of his men? More, had the growl actually stopped the other Marine from moving?


    Why, every time she thought she’d made progress with these guys, did she end up with more questions? Didn’t she already have enough to answer?


    Having all the guys join them at the bar put the brakes on her plan to ease the tension with the captain. Though it did give her another venue in which to observe the team’s interactions. The tension she sensed in them earlier had dissipated. They were even more competitive than she was. Soon they got tired of waiting for one another to finish and took over other tables in the room.


    Everyone played, except for Norton, who seemed content nursing a large bottle of water rather than a beer.


    When she sat next to him, fresh beer in hand—her second and last—she said, “Not drinking tonight?”


    “Nah, still little sore. Someone’s got to drive these fools back.”


    Like Norton, Jax wasn’t drinking anything other than water after the one beer. “Yeah, my ride seems to be doing the same. One nice thing about having sober drivers.”


    Norton shrugged. “It’s not the drinking that’s the problem—it’s the company.” If not for the way Jax swiveled to face them at Norton’s comment, she wouldn’t have believed anyone could overhear them in the din created by conversation, laughter, and music. It was getting pretty noisy inside the bar. Norton shook his head and said, “I wasn’t talking about you, Amador. You’re not all bad.”


    “Thanks, I think.” She wasn’t entirely sure if that had been a backhanded insult or a front-facing compliment. “Don’t like this place?”


    “It’s not the bar. It’s not even the team. I’m just cranky, ignore me.”


    Cranky. That was definitely a word for him. “I could kill my drinking now and switch to water if you want to head back. I can make sure that the guys have a driver, or better, let you have a drink if you want.”


    “I don’t like to drink.” The admission surprised her, but now that she thought about it, she didn’t recall him having shots that first night, either. Different strokes for different folks.


    “C’mon,” Jax interrupted, catching Kat’s hand and tugging her toward the dance floor. The unexpected move caught her off guard, then she was in his arms and he swayed with her to the song. The sounds of the bar surrounded them, but it was like they were in their own bubble.


    Hands braced against his chest, she could feel the steady thud of his heart beneath her palm. The way his chest expanded and contracted with each breath. The scent of him—sunshine and something so intensely male. Having been saved by these arms earlier, she was all too aware of the power they possessed. Yet he moved with a gentle, almost effortless grace.


    Everything he does is so effortless… The stroke of his thumb against her back intruded in their surreality. The touch grounded her, even as the gentle force seemed to keep their hips bumping against each other. They barely moved, and yet the intimacy in the moment couldn’t be denied.


    His head began to dip. His gaze seemed locked on her lips even as hers zeroed in on his. Her heart slammed against her rib cage so hard he had to have heard it. The slow music changed to a faster tempo suddenly, bursting their bubble, and she pulled away.


    “Excuse me, I need…something.” Pivoting, she pushed her way through the crowd and headed straight for the door.


    She barely made it through the parking lot before Jax was at her side.


    “Get on the bike.” Well, if he was going to tell her to do it in that tone of voice, she seriously debated defying orders herself. “Please.”


    He might have grated the words out between his clenched teeth, but the tacked-on please at the end added a note of respect. It was enough. She followed him to the bike. He said nothing as he passed her the helmet, then mounted and waited for her to climb on behind him.


    Though the forced intimacy of the outing hadn’t bothered her earlier, she found herself reluctant to touch him in their current mood. It was as though the act of balancing against him would be a violation of his space, but she had no choice. Gripping his hips, she braced herself for a jolt if his anger communicated to his driving. Instead, he pulled out with absolute control. If she were to judge only by how he handled the bike, she never would have guessed there’d been a near fight in the bar. Instead of heading to the base, he turned in the opposite direction.


    “I need a ride to clear my head,” he told her over his shoulder. “Do you mind?”


    “No,” she yelled, worried he wouldn’t hear her through the helmet and over the wind. “A ride sounds fun.”


    She was right where she wanted to be.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    The last thing Jax should have done was go for a long ride with Kat on the seat behind him. The weight of her, the soft press of her curves against his back settled his wolf. Easing off on the accelerator, he took a curve. She flowed with him, balancing her weight perfectly.


    Perfect.


    The word applied to Kat on so many levels. Levels he desperately wanted to explore, but doing so put them all at risk. Twenty minutes into the ride, he realized their destination. She’d appreciated the lookout by Abel’s, but he knew a better one—a quieter one.


    When he pulled off the road and coasted to a stop, he stopped worrying about woulds, coulds, or shoulds.


    “Where are we?” She eased off the bike when he came to a complete stop, then pulled her helmet off and shook her head. The length of her ponytail bobbed, and his eyes adjusted for the dark, because he wanted to see her.


    “You said you forgot how pretty the area is,” he said, turning the key so the bike quieted and left them alone in the night. Taking a deep breath, he cleared his lungs of the scents from the bar and the exhaust of the bike. Instead, he drank in the sweetness of Kat. Her earlier anxiety and pain diminished, leaving only the exotic spice he’d come to associate with her. Some of his scent bled into hers, but he’d made sure to run his hands over some part of her bedding and occasionally her uniforms. It kept the guys in line.


    Until tonight.


    Tonight it had aggravated Norton.


    Pacing away from him, Kat reached the railing of the lookout and stared out at the valley. Above them, the stars twinkled. The lack of light pollution left the sky a dazzling display—even the Milky Way glittered among diamond-bedazzled black.


    “It’s beautiful.” She exhaled the words, and he couldn’t agree more.


    “Not as beautiful as you,” he admitted.


    Releasing a self-deprecating laugh, she glanced over her shoulder and then froze. “Your eyes.”


    Fuck. He glanced away, then rubbed his eyes even as he released his night vision. It aggravated his wolf. He wanted to see her.


    “Just tired.” Would she buy the weird dismissal?


    He crossed over to the railing and took a place next to her. The urge to slide an arm around her and pull her against his chest so he could hold her while they stared at the stars vibrated within him. His wolf paced restlessly within him, and he hungered for her nearness. A change in position didn’t satisfy his inner demand.


    “You’re not the only one,” she agreed, letting him off the hook. Then she leaned on the railing, her forearms against the wood. Mirroring her posture, he glanced at her sideways.


    “Kat…”


    “Jax…”


    They spoke at the same time, and he grinned. “You first.”


    “No, you should—you brought me out here for a reason.”


    No, he’d brought her out here because he wanted her with him. The dance at the bar had left him hungry for more contact. The wolf leaned into him, pressing him into her space. He indulged the desire by running his knuckle lightly along her the top of hers. “You wanted to tell me something before the mission.” He hadn’t forgotten.


    It took him time to adjust to the darkness, but he could make out her features now. Not as well as he could if he let his eyes shift. This close, however, he couldn’t dismiss the chance she’d notice.


    “I don’t know if that matters anymore.” Sadness marred her tone.


    “It does,” he was quick to assure her. Then, before he thought twice about the action, he covered her hands with his. She stilled under the contact, but she didn’t pull away. “You matter.”


    With a shuddering breath, she shook her head, but her gaze seemed fixed on where he held her. “We can’t do this, Jax.”


    The quiet warning echoed the one in the back of his mind, but neither his soul nor his heart was onboard. “We’re not doing anything wrong.”


    “Not yet,” she agreed, and the tension expressed in her hands as she curled them into fists. Allowing himself to enjoy the privilege of continuing to touch her when she didn’t pull away, he traced a finger against the back of her fist.


    “What are you afraid of, Kat? What’s bothering you?” Give him a target. Give him anything. He wanted to destroy whatever had made her so sad.


    “You’re touching me.” It came out a breathy whisper, but he detected no note of rejection in her tone.


    “You’re touching me, too.” Maybe if they could laugh together, it would be enough. Maybe if he kissed her, just once, it would satisfy his ridiculous craving.


    Surprise filtered through her sadness, then she chuckled. “You started it.”


    The invitation to play in her response threaded through him. Lifting her hand, he pressed his lips to her knuckles. Savoring her scent, he nearly missed the sharp catch of her breath as she inhaled. “Don’t tell me,” he murmured against her skin. “Your hands are dirty.”


    She swallowed, and when he glanced up he found her staring at him. “I was going to say your hands are hot.”


    Wolves ran hotter, a combination of their increased metabolisms and their animal halves.


    “I work out.” When was the last time he’d teased someone just to hear them laugh? She didn’t disappoint, and her chuckle rolled over him. Zeroing in on her lips, he dipped his head. Just one little taste. He brushed his lips against hers, capturing her laughter. Then she flattened a hand against his chest, halting him.


    The trembling of her fingers stilled him. Withdrawing, he brushed his nose to hers but maintained his position in her space. Lightening his grip, he promised himself he would release her if she pulled away. Wanting her and taking her were two different things.


    “You’re my superior officer.”


    Groaning, he bit back a snarl. “On base.” It didn’t matter to his wolf. It didn’t matter to Jax. “In a few years…”


    “It does matter. You have no idea how hard I’ve worked to get where I am. You’re a captain, you’re gorgeous, and you’re talented.”


    His wolf preened at the compliments.


    “You get caught in a sex scandal, and the guys are going to slap you on the back. The colonel might slap you on the wrists. After all, it’s just a boy being a boy.” The ice slicking those words cooled his jets. “If I do it… I’ll be out of here so fast, my career will be shot and I’ll be a joke.”


    They’d probably give him a shit ton of grief, and if his alpha thought he was fucking up the mission, he’d get a lot more than that. Dominic worried him more than the UCMJ. The colonel needed him, not the other way around. Of course, Kat didn’t have those kind of protections.


    “No one has to know.” He would be her protection. “We can keep it a secret. I give you my word. I won’t tell a soul.” His wolf leaped to agree with that. Military rules be damned, he was a wolf, and in two years he’d go back to his pack. He didn’t want to regret what they didn’t have. His wolf stretched, dragging his claws through him. No more waiting. No more wondering. They were wolves first. Kiss. Taste. Claim.


    “I would know.” With a sigh, she withdrew a step, the air cool between them, yet she didn’t take her hand from his. “I believe you when you say you wouldn’t rat me out, but it doesn’t change anything. I would know, and I have worked too hard. You’re my training officer. I’m on your team—there isn’t an off-duty/on-duty switch. You know that.” Was she angry with him or the situation? God, he hoped it was the situation, because it pissed him off, too. “Thank you for the very attractive offer…”


    “Then be my friend,” he offered, needing to stake a claim in her affections somewhere. The wolf wanted more, but they could start with friendship, and he shut the beast’s complaints down. “When it’s just you and me. Be my friend, let me try to persuade you.”


    “You’re incorrigible.” But she wavered; he scented her interest and pounced.


    “When we met—you were the woman on the side of the road who needed help with a flat tire.” Continuing to draw lazy circles against her hand with his thumb, he tried to sort through all the conflicting emotions at play in his heart. “You were gorgeous, buttoned up, and perfect. Then we went to lunch, and you were funny, sexy, and great.” None of that had changed. “You’re still all those things, Kat. You just happen to be testing to join Bravo Team. The former is permanent, the latter… It’s…” Fuck.


    “Already decided to wash me out?” Betrayal stung those syllables.


    “No,” he said, surprising himself. When she would have withdrawn her hands, he gripped one and tugged her to him.


    “No?” Incredulity lifted her voice half an octave. “Why isn’t it permanent if you’re not going to wash me out?”


    Aggravation tore through him. “No, I haven’t decided anything except I can’t get you out of my head.”


    She collided with him, her free hand on his chest, and he canted his head. They held still a moment, poised on the precipice. As much as he wanted to kiss her again, he couldn’t take anything she wouldn’t give him. His wolf wouldn’t allow it, but…


    “Jax.” She whispered his name, and it was a caress. “We—I can’t.”


    He knew a no when he heard it. Dipping his head, he rested his forehead to hers. “Be my friend,” he said, then added, “Let me be yours—let me in.”


    Regret tinged her scent, and he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it lightly. She teetered on the edge, but pressuring her only ramped up her anxiety.


    “I want to know everything about you.” She didn’t reject the intimacy, and his wolf sighed.


    “So much for fighting smarter.” The element of defeat in her tone sliced at him.


    “You are smarter, and I want a hell of a lot more with you.” He touched a finger to her lips to silence her objections. Being honest freed him somewhat. “I’ll take what you’ll share.” The wolf paused, and Jax felt the animal’s claws retract. Hunting required more than just brute force—sometimes it needed finesse and patience. We can have patience for her…can’t we?


    The hesitation in her expression eased, and a hint of wonder inhabited her eyes. “How do you do that?”


    “Do what?”


    “Say all the right things. It’s like you’re a myth, too good to be true.”


    He wanted to laugh, but he quashed the sound then traced her cheek. “I’m nobody special. You, on the other hand—you’re pretty incredible. I meant it when I said I want to know everything about you.”


    “I think we need to agree to disagree.”


    “Oh?” The element of play softened her tone, and his wolf exulted. No hint of rejection in her scent, and her gaze held him captive.


    Loving her would be so easy… For the first time, his wolf’s thoughts twined so tightly with his own.


    “I think you’re incredible.” And he could totally live with her estimation. “As for me? There’s not much to tell…”


    Despite the caveat, she told him, and let him hold her hand for all of it.


    It was a good start. First friendship. Then kisses. Then she’d be in his bed.


    Then we can claim her…


    He and his wolf had the scent of this hunt, and they couldn’t wait.


    


    Friend-zoned might suck for some, but for Jax it meant advancement on the field of battle he’d chosen to wage against her. Seduction, like wine, should be aged for the best flavor. They arrived back at the base later than the others and found Norton waiting. The other wolf wouldn’t meet his gaze but waited until a very curious Kat left them alone to speak.


    “I was out of line.” Apology offered.


    Jax secured the helmet to the bike, then set the cover over the seat. Parked under an awning, it was secure from the elements. “Somewhat.” Apology accepted.


    “She smells like you.” No malice existed in his tone, merely curiosity.


    Shoving the keys to his bike in his pocket, Jax pivoted to face Norton. Protecting Kat started long before he promised her, and he would protect her from his team if necessary. “What do you want from me, Troy?”


    No aggression stained Norton’s scent, and he raised his hands, palms forward. “I’m worried.”


    The concern gave him pause. “About what?”


    “About her.” The other wolf sighed. “About you. About the team and the packs.”


    He could appreciate the sentiment, however… “Kat isn’t a threat.” More and more, he’d come to believe it. Believe in her. It wasn’t just his wolf who felt that way; the wolf had been on board with her from moment one.


    “Not right now, maybe. She isn’t an idiot.” Norton raked a hand over his close-cropped hair. Agitation edged by hesitance seemed to cloak him.


    “Spit it out.” No matter how annoying Jax found the conversation, the other wolf had a right to express his concerns, and Jax had a duty to listen.


    “I think you need to be careful. My concern is that you don’t see her as a threat because you care about her.” Norton studied him, his gaze assessing. “She smells like you, you can’t take your gaze off her, and at the bar? There was definitely a vibe there.”


    “Vibe?” At the bar, he’d been enjoying playing with Kat, then he’d finally gotten his dance. The one he’d denied himself the first night they went out.


    “The ‘you’re borrowing trouble’ vibe.” Though he didn’t come right out and say it, Norton gave him a knowing look. “She isn’t going to give you a reason to boot her. She’s good. But there is no way she can keep up with us.”


    No, she couldn’t, but she deserved a chance. She’d earned it with her performance so far.


    And I’m not ready to cut her loose… Even if it meant removing an obstacle in his pursuit of her. He didn’t want to win her by default.


    Kurt’s scent reached them as he approached from upwind.


    “Problem?” he asked, falling into step on the other side of Norton.


    It was on the tip of Jax’s tongue to ask if Kat had made it back to the barracks, but considering both wolves seemed to be questioning his interest in her, he kept it to himself. “We’re handling it.” Then he glanced at Norton and continued, “Look, Norton, I get it. You’re worried about the current situation. I’m not going to let it go sideways, and I’m not going to endanger any of us.” If he’d lost their trust…


    “I believe you,” the other wolf replied slowly, though Kurt remained silent. “I have faith in you, Jax. But I know what my eyes, ears, and nose are all telling me. So be careful, for yourself as much as for us.”


    Then Norton strode away. Despite the lack of aggression, the wolf couldn’t disguise his agitation or his worry. It followed him like a cloud of doom.


    “What the hell is wrong with him?” Jax rounded on Kurt. “Am I missing something?” What happened while he’d spirited Kat away? Yes, he’d danced with her, but so had the rest of the team. Yes, he wanted her, but he wouldn’t compromise the packs. He wouldn’t compromise his men.


    He was perfectly capable of balancing both. Yes… His wolf’s sudden exultation gave Jax pause. The wolf wanted the pursuit more than anything, and the man couldn’t deny his own need any longer.


    “Has it occurred to you she’s working us? All of us?” The question stopped Jax in his tracks.


    “I think she’s been thrown in the deep end.” Talented as she was, she was a pawn in a much larger game. The kind of games he’d seen played among stronger dominants before.


    “Maybe.” When asked, Kurt could cut right through the bullshit. “You aren’t behaving like you.”


    “Explain.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he kept his thoughts centered on the conversation and not whether Kat received similar grief from the other wolves. “While you’re at it, tell me when you all turned into a bunch of gossipy matrons.”


    “The last part’s easy.” Kurt grinned. “When you gave us something to gossip about.”


    “Fine. How am I not acting like me?” Because if they were all worried, it could cloud their judgment. Without pack bonds, they needed the trust they had in one another. Needed it for survival and success.


    “You said when she was assigned, we were to find a way to get rid of her.”


    “Yes.” Pacing a slow path back and forth in front of Kurt, he resisted the urge to circle him.


    “You don’t want to get rid of her.” No accusation hovered between the syllables. Kurt raised his eyebrows. “You don’t have to confirm or deny. I know you, Jax. You like her…a lot. Getting rid of someone you care about isn’t a simple mission.”


    “I know my duty.” No matter how much he disliked it.


    “You know your orders, too. Don’t let JJ put you in this position.” What was Kurt saying? “I’ll take care of it. Then your hands are clean, and so is your conscience.”


    His wolf rejected the idea immediately. “I appreciate what you’re saying…”


    “Do you?” As lieutenant, it was his job to follow orders. As his second, it was his job to look out for Jax and the team. “I’m your friend right now, not your second. Jax—you’re not alone. I do have your back.”


    “Am I wrong when I say she’s getting stronger? She’s faster, and she managed the climb and the hold.”


    “Key phrase there, Jax. She managed it. Then she slipped, and if you hadn’t saved her ass, she might have broken something. If we go full power, she cannot keep up with us, and you know it. You’re lagging behind us on the run to stay with her. You aren’t using full strength during combat engagement, and neither are we. We’re losing sleep every night because it’s the only time we can really train, and while we can get by on less, it’s going to start affecting our performance—and our judgment.” Kurt sliced a hand through the air. “Look, I get you’re under orders. I even get you’re doing this to make the colonel happy, and ultimately it’s your play. The problem for most of us is that it doesn’t look like this is an assignment for you anymore. I don’t think you want to wash her out anymore, orders or not. I meant what I just said. I’ll back you on it as long as you’re aware of what’s going on.”


    “I’m not a complete idiot.” Yet the words came out a snarl, and Kurt glanced from his face to his hands then back. With his second in command drawing attention to his clenched fists, Jax forced himself to relax.


    “She’s covered in your scent.” Kurt repeated Norton’s earlier sentiment, only the nascent warning penetrated the haze of aggravation coating Jax’s brain. “You’re not an idiot, but she smells like pack to you, and you’re acting like she is.”


    Had he been? He’d actively chosen to place her sleeping bunk nearest him, so that he would be between her and the team. He’d hung her items in his locker. Unconvinced, he shook his head. “No, I’m not treating her like pack.” It was something else, something much more primal. Jax liked being around her, savored every morsel of her past she shared with him, and reveled when she trusted him, whether it was his choice in diners, riding on the back of his bike, or letting him get closer to her. Every moment he spent with her made him hungry for more. “She’s a good Marine—a good person—and she deserves a fair shake before she washes out.”


    “Are you really doing her any favors by patronizing her?”


    The insult stung. “I’m not patronizing her.” It hadn’t been his idea to give her a shot; she’d earned it on her own. She’d not allowed her weaknesses to prevent her from doing her best. It didn’t matter that her best couldn’t compete with them. She’d achieved her position with him through poise, precision, and accuracy. It was only dumb luck that put her on his team. Any other recon team would be damn honored to have her.


    “You’re screwed, you know that, right?”


    “I’ve dealt with worse.” He’d gotten Norton home, hadn’t he?


    The lieutenant gripped his shoulder. “I admire your can-do attitude, man. Always have. Should we hug it out?”


    “Asshole,” Jax muttered, but Kurt only laughed as he left Jax standing in the center of the quad. Kat’s raw honesty on the bluff haunted him. Unlike the members of his team, she wanted to serve. They’d volunteered to protect their packs—she volunteered because it was in her blood.


    Was he doing her any favors? Was he doing any of them any favors? Protecting the packs came before anything. For wolves, it was family, then pack, then friends…so was she not a threat because he didn’t want her to be one?


    Fuck it. Tomorrow I wash her out. No sooner did the thought take root than his gut clenched. Washing Kat out felt like a selfish, shitty move. Especially when he’d already asked her for friendship and she’d accepted the offer. He knew he’d done worse in the name of the packs, but it didn’t settle the acid in his stomach or the self-loathing in his soul.


    He had to wash her out.


    …


    Though Kurt and Norton had expressed their concerns, the rest of the team seemed to have no reservations about Kat’s presence. Their applause when she finished their ten-mile forced hump with full ruck in her best time had him questioning his options, again. The steadiness of her respiration and pulse coupled with the energy in her stride impressed the whole team. Screw that. It impressed him. He was proud of her. Despite their ability to run ahead, they’d matched pace with her, as he had.


    He could almost taste her triumph as they reached the end of the trail. Nearly three weeks in and she proved her mettle with consistently better scores. If this were standard training, she’d be graduating to the next level. As it was, he had to withhold commentary when all he wanted to do was give her a high five then a hot kiss.


    “Suspension training,” he called. Groans and at least one middle finger greeted him, but Jax walked away from the team—and from Kat. He needed a reason to wash her out, and after the climbing the day before, holding steady on suspension would be torture for her muscles.


    His wolf snarled within him. Hating himself or not, he couldn’t withdraw the assignment.


    Less than two hours later, he stood on the ground beneath the hovering chopper. Kat and four wolves hung several feet above, maintaining their positions with their own strength. Stress and exhaustion could dislodge them, but they had to be able to handle hovering, however long it was necessary.


    Jax didn’t stand there alone. The rest of his team on the ground shouted out encouragement as the clock ticked down to the final minute. What began as bets turned into cheers as Kat cleared the assignment—no way to wash her out—and he breathed a sigh of relief. When she descended to ground level, she shot him a reproachful look. One he more than deserved.


    He’d thrown down the gauntlet, and she’d picked it up.


    At dinner, she chose to sit away from him, and as much as it pissed his wolf off, he didn’t pursue. Whether to prove a point to his men, to her, or to himself, he had to loosen the stranglehold on her attention. Though he couldn’t help but listen as she asked the guys for stories about their training. Fishing for information or fostering better relations? He really hoped for the latter.


    The next day, they practiced helicopter crash and recovery protocol. Strapping her into the crash seat before they flipped the container into the water gave him a moment’s pause. It didn’t surprise him that Cage and Silver volunteered to do the roll with her. They were both staking bets on her side now. As the clock ran down on the exercise, Jax glanced over to find Kurt staring at him.


    Fuck.


    Another pass with flying colors.


    It gnawed at him that she continued to exhibit prowess in all areas. Sharpshooting would be next. According to her jacket, she’d passed all her basic firearms proficiencies, but she’d then spent years behind a desk and on a computer. Just passing on a shooting range wouldn’t be enough.


    “Stand by,” he called as the wolves all took their places on either side of her. They were flat to the ground, weapons at ready. “Clear firing range.” His nose and sight already told him the range was clear, but better to be certain. The last thing anyone needed was a friendly fire incident.


    Headset secure, he dropped his arm. “Commence firing.”


    Even through the ear protection, the rapid-fire sequence left his head ringing and his ears burning. The wolves going through the motions were in a worse position than he. Too-loud sounds could screw with their equilibrium and mess with their aim. They had to compensate for it.


    Certain of his own men and their certification, he tracked automatically to Kat and where she squeezed the trigger in steady, even bursts.


    “Cease fire!” He waited a beat as the command rolled down the line. “Clear your weapons.”


    As one, they secured their weapons, cleared their chambers, and stood. She wasn’t the first to her feet, but she wasn’t the last. Silver stood a heartbeat after she did and avoided his gaze.


    Son of a bitch. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who wanted her to succeed. She was winning the team over. He didn’t know whether to be proud or furious. At the moment, he was both.


    “You are now clear to move downrange to check your targets.” They strode out, with him and Kurt following. Each target would be inspected then graded. Checking off the guys wasn’t difficult—they had clear groupings at center mass and center forehead.


    At Kat’s, he paused and studied it. No way to grade number of hits—several clusters had torn significant holes in the center mass—but she had clear hits in the necessary range.


    Grinding his teeth together kept the cursing at bay. Silver winked when he checked his target then sobered at Kurt’s glower. Jax wasn’t the only one who noticed.


    “Reset targets.” He waited a beat for them to complete the task, then ordered, “Clear the range. Silver, since you are in a helpful mood today, secure the weapons.”


    The wolf grimaced.


    Frustrated and pleased at the same time, Jax shook his head. “Two hours’ personal time.”


    Having his team want to protect, back, and support Kat pleased and irritated him in equal measures. His wolf accepted their loyalty as right. It wasn’t helping his cause, not when they had to be ready to let her go. The second idea aggravated his wolf and left Jax chasing his own tail. He stalked off the field, but not before he saw Silver and Kat exchange a high five.


    “New plan?” Kurt asked as he caught up.


    “Or something.”


    “Captain Raymond.” The colonel’s aide called him, and Jax wanted to spit all over again. It must have shown, because when he glared at the man in question, the corporal took a step back. Clearing his throat, the Marine added, “Colonel Jones requests you meet him in his office at 1400.”


    Not giving voice to the number of swear words percolating in his brain, Jax nodded. “I’ll be there. Dismissed, Corporal.” He returned the man’s nervous salute, then scowled at Kurt. “It’s not funny.”


    His second didn’t bother to disguise his chuckles. “It really is, depending on your point of view.”


    Tempted to saddle his second with some annoying task, Jax left him to his chuckles and went to walk off his temper. His problem wasn’t with Kat—it was that Kat didn’t demonstrate any failure he could cite to legitimately wash her from the program. Except she’s human—if we weren’t wolves, she’d fit right in. To be honest, she fit in anyway. If she didn’t, the team wouldn’t be so supportive of her.


    She had the right attitude. Hell, he wished half of his wolves had her attitude. She didn’t bitch or moan about assignments, not even when she had to be hurting. He’d seen her favoring her left leg after the hover exercise. The forced march with ruck had her limping by the end every time, but it didn’t slow her down or prevent her from hitting the track.


    Two reports had been waiting for him after deployment indicating she’d run the obstacle course several times during his absence—her time improving with each one. She did the rope climb repeatedly, burning her palms, and she shared an oversize bunk room with eight men, including him, and they weren’t the most polite company.


    To compound insult with injury, she had the wolves on her side. Winning them over one by one. She might not be a wolf, but they were taking to her.


    She smells like you.


    His wolf roused at the reminder drifting through his brain. Yes, she did smell like him. Telling Kurt it had been a necessary call to put her under his tacit protection with the other…


    “Fuck. Me.” He stopped dead and tilted his face to stare at the sky. The sun’s warmth did little to heat the chill in his gut. Of course she was winning over the wolves. She smelled like him, and he’d kept an eye on her, not letting any of them intrude. He’d all but told them to root for her.


    More, he wasn’t remotely sorry about it. He wanted Kat with them.


    JJ was going to have his hide. Avoiding his team and Kat, he reported to JJ’s office at 1400 hours.


    The colonel didn’t disappoint. “Why the hell is that woman still on my base?”


    “Afternoon, Colonel.” He saluted then held at full attention till JJ waved his hand.


    “At ease, Captain. Sit down and tell me what’s going on.” The older man had been their primary liaison with the military since the beginning of the Bravo Team program. Jax wasn’t the first captain to report to him, nor would he be the last. JJ persevered because he was a Marine to the core and he understood the natural pecking order of wolves.


    “She’s doing well,” he said with a shrug, slinging himself into the chair opposite the colonel. “Demonstrates skill, strength, and savvy under pressure.”


    Eyes narrowed, JJ pinned him with a hard-to-read look. The taciturn man could control his body language but not his scent. Disbelief rolled off him in waves. “Captain, to be specific, are you telling me Corporal Amador—a desk jockey from intelligence—is Force Recon field capable?”


    “Yes.” No hesitation marred his answer. “Corporal Amador demonstrates high levels of competence in all areas except one.” One he’d avoided so far, because he hadn’t actually thought it would be necessary. Correction—one he didn’t want to be necessary.


    The colonel leaped at the mention like a dying man going for the life raft. “Which area?”


    “Basic survival,” he began, then sat forward before JJ could say anything more. “The only reason she hasn’t demonstrated her capability there is because we haven’t tested it yet.”


    “Why the hell not?” A thread of nervousness wove through JJ’s scent. What had the colonel so uneasy?


    “Because that’s week four, and we’re just now at week three.” Not to mention the whole team had been deployed, but the colonel damn well knew their schedule.


    “Then move it up. Send them out on survival tomorrow.”


    “Not happening.” Defiance of the direct order earned him a glare.


    “Captain, that was an order.”


    “An order I have to decline, sir.” Besides being a stupid-ass order, it was also not the colonel’s call.


    “Explain to my satisfaction or you can face charges, son.”


    “First, sir, I’m not your son.” His alpha’s orders had been explicit. He was to follow the orders of his Marine commanders and serve the country by being the best damn Marine he could, as required by the pack’s contract with the U.S. government. He was not required to act in any way that directly contravened his nature. “Second, sir, we both know you won’t press any charges against me, because the others will not go into the field if I’m not with them.” Never make a threat one wasn’t willing to back up. “We’re too effective at what we do.” A point made by their recent trip to Central America. “Third, Corporal Amador was assigned to my team for our training and certification, which means I make the calls about the assignments and deployments. Survival training is week four for a reason, even for the average Marine.”


    Sending her out there the next day ran the risk of serious injury or, worse, death. Not putting her in that position had nothing to do with his desire to kiss her and everything to do with protecting her.


    “She needs a forty-eight-hour furlough before that begins, as is protocol.”


    JJ wasn’t buying it, though. “Your men don’t need a forty-eight-hour break to complete survival training.”


    “No, sir. They aren’t your average Marine, either. Standard protocol during hard training is personal time for recovery. In the field there is no time, but in training we do not have to take our own out of the running with bad decisions.”


    The colonel tapped his knuckles against the desk. Sour notes of disapproval and rage began to bleed through his nerves.


    “You want her out. I understand the mission, sir. I’m also capable of doing my job.” Was he? Was he really willing to find a reason to get rid of her? Even after all her hard work? “What I am not willing to do is risk the safety of Corporal Amador to a bad choice. Accidents happen, sir. Injuries happen. As a Marine, and as one of mine, I will not agree to any plan that cripples her from the get-go. If she fails, she’ll do it because she is not ready for the job.”


    After a moment’s pause, the colonel unlocked a drawer of his desk and pulled out a folder. He slid it over.


    “Sir?” Jax didn’t touch it. If it was deployment orders, JJ might shoot them in the foot. Every time they went out would extend Kat’s stay at Fort Edge. His guys had been holding it together, but as Norton had demonstrated at Abel’s, her presence was wearing on them. The constant vigilance to hide who they were, even in the relative privacy of the barracks created added stress.


    Three weeks and the stress fractures had begun to show. The unit was losing sleep from having to maintain their secrecy, and no matter how much they liked her, it got old.


    Then show her. His wolf pawed at him. He wanted to be seen—by her. The law said he couldn’t tell her, not without his alpha’s permission. Then he’d need a damn good reason.


    “I’ve had calls from two senators and one three-star general inquiring about the status of Corporal Amador.”


    That was the colonel’s problem, not Jax’s. Still, he opened the folder. It was the colonel’s call sheet. He wasn’t kidding about the dignitaries listed.


    “It seems word leaked about her vetting process, and they are very excited to hear the results.” JJ leaned forward. “If they think this is a successful embedding of a woman into your team, they are going to make more recommendations.”


    “You could have just turned it down,” Jax said, tossing the folder back onto the desk. “Denied her transfer.”


    “Politics.” In other words, the colonel’s hands were tied. Great—he’d put the noose on Jax’s neck. “Put Amador on twenty-four-hour furlough, then send her on survival training. Find me a reason to disqualify her.”


    The order combined with the base challenge and the colonel’s anxiety woke Jax’s wolf. The brush of fur beneath his skin served as a warning. The animal had noticed something, but Jax hadn’t tracked it yet. Some scents betrayed more than others. The colonel was afraid.


    Real fear. Not just irritation.


    “Sir, is there something you’re not telling me?”


    “You have your orders, Captain. Dismissed.” The colonel ended the appointment, and Jax rose, saluted, then exited the room. It went against the grain; his wolf wanted to stay in that room and go toe to toe with the colonel, drag out of him what he knew. Hell, the man wanted that, too. The Marine had made a commitment, though, and that commitment involved following orders. It wouldn’t be the first time JJ edited what he shared with the team. Most of the time Jax didn’t give a damn. Wolf politics were one thing, but human politics? They gave him heartburn.


    It rubbed him raw. Outside, he considered going for a run. Other than his hunting sojourn in Central America, he hadn’t shifted just to shift in a while. His wolf wanted out, and he needed to clear his head.


    Fort Edge had hectares of wilderness to roam in, and he would deal with Kat’s furlough and the survival training after he…


    “Captain?”


    Damn. “Corporal.” It came out a growl, nothing to be done about it, but even his wolf, whose hackles had been raised only a moment earlier, settled as Kat straightened from where she leaned against the wall of the building opposite the colonel’s offices.


    The sun shone against her whiskey-brown hair, highlighting the strands of gold and red. Saffron, cinnamon, and vanilla underscored by the unmistakable scents of saltpeter and sulfur with touches of gun oil assaulted him. She really was the last person he wanted to see, so why the hell was he staring at her so hungrily?


    “Permission to speak freely?” The measured request shoved him farther off his game.


    Considering all he wanted was a chance to run, her inquiry couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time. “Why?”


    “Because I have a feeling your foul mood is in regards to me.”


    Well, he had asked. “My mood—foul or otherwise—is none of your business, Corporal.” Perhaps they needed to apply stronger parameters between them. She’d made it clear they couldn’t have a personal relationship—yet. But he had asked for her friendship, and his wolf didn’t give a damn about any of the above. He just liked her. Jax liked her, too. After the guys and now JJ, Jax needed a break. It would be better for both of them. “You have another hour of personal time. I suggest you take advantage of it.”


    “I am,” she said, stepping into his path. “I know I’m overstepping, and if you want to write me up for insubordination, I won’t protest.” Dammit, she was only overstepping because they were on base and she’d made it clear when they were on duty, they had to keep it professional.


    Giving even an inch in their current situation invited further infractions on her part. More, his wolf would want to meet her infraction for infraction until they were hot, wet, and naked.


    Sex might solve all his problems, however. It would give him a reason to write her off. It would also chase her away from him, and— Fuck me. The last thing I want is to run her off… Except if she ran, then they could chase her. When he’d agreed to this assignment, she’d just been the gorgeous woman he wanted to take to dinner.


    Now he wanted way more.


    He hated the stupid-ass rules. “Corporal, when I require your permission to do my job, I’ll let you know.” Narrowing the distance between them, he crowded into her space. The need to flee flared in her eyes, but she held her ground. “You have your orders.”


    “No, sir.” Despite the quaver marring her voice, she didn’t withdraw. “I am on personal time, not disobeying a direct order. Personal time, sir, means I get to take downtime. It just so happens I am taking my downtime here.”


    He didn’t know whether to applaud or scowl. If she’d been a wolf, the argument would be moot. Bravado aside, she wasn’t completely oblivious to his commands. “Corporal, we can add another ten miles to your run if you find yourself short of things to do.”


    A moment before she opened her mouth to respond, he caught the sound of the door to the colonel’s offices and raised a single finger. Kat snapped her mouth shut, her posture going stiff. Grinding his teeth, Jax glared at her. The colonel’s aide hurried past them with only a cursory glance and a quick salute in Jax’s direction.


    “I’ll see you later, Kat.” He might have said more, but for the first time in his life, the wolf stilled his tongue. Their aggravation wasn’t with Kat, and the wolf wouldn’t let him take his temper out on her.


    Thankfully, she said nothing to stop him as he stalked away. He made it to the woods before he began stripping. Giving in to the shift, he freed the wolf, and they burst into action. The forest scents leaped to meet him, and he abandoned himself to nature.


    A part of him wanted to return to Kat, track her, and find out what she’d wanted. The notes of desperation edging her scent hadn’t escaped him, not even with the essence of gun oil to muddy it.


    More than want, he realized as he doubled back to track her path. Fort Edge was a secure facility. Surrounded by highly trained Marines and wolves, she couldn’t be safer. Yet his wolf pushed at him, demanded more of him where she was concerned.


    No, they couldn’t follow her. Not now.


    Maybe not ever.


    Ahead of them, Kat came into view. She hadn’t returned to the barracks; instead she stood out near the obstacle course. Hands braced on a rail, she scowled at the equipment as though she found fault. Curiosity speared him, but they were too close to the other Marines assigned here, and he was too exposed. The wolf wanted to look at her, and they tasted her frustration in the air.


    The need to make it better expanded within his chest. She glanced toward them, and he leaned into the shadow of the building he’d used for cover. Going absolutely still. Her gaze passed him by, and he could breathe.


    Too close.


    Deliberately, he fisted his control and walked in the opposite direction from where she stood. Run. Breathe. Get a grip.


    Women are a threat to unit cohesion. Jax snorted. Bullshit, women aren’t the problem. That woman is.


    A threat to his mental cohesion.


    He made it to the boundary where the base gave way to wilderness. This section opened into the mountain proper, and they used it for survival training and field ops. Currently, nothing on the schedule would interfere, and he needed to get clear of the sentries on overwatch duty.


    It took fifteen minutes to vanish into the trees and another ten to get clear of the last fresh scents. Only then did Jax relax his grip and run.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Every day seemed more intense than the last. Her exhaustion had given way to a bone-deep tiredness, but she was stronger, too. The latter kept her going, even when she thought she’d seen a wolf—again. A part of her really wanted to ask the guys about the local wildlife. They were in the midst of a mountain range and forest—it was possible the wolves were a known quantity.


    But right in the middle of the base?


    Really?


    The trouble with asking the question meant revealing she might be seeing things. What she needed was more sleep, more answers, and the weight of her subterfuge off her shoulders. Everything she’d learned about Bravo Team pointed to unnatural strength, skill, and speed. She’d also woken for the third time to discover the guys gone in the middle of the night.


    Tonight, she planned on following them. They were fast. They were strong. They didn’t get enough sleep. They ate three times what seemed normal. Taggart was right that they had a secret.


    She just didn’t know what the secret behind their behavior was—drugs? Special program? Clean living?


    Still puzzling through it all, the last thing she wanted to hear was a message from Taggart. A private had summoned her to the main office, where the major waited for her on the phone.


    “I know you don’t have time to talk, but you’ve been there long enough to have something on them.”


    “I’m sorry, I don’t” hadn’t been the answer he wanted to hear.


    “Then if you value your future advancement, Corporal, I’d get to work.” He hung up.


    Between the threat to her career that was Taggart and the threat to her heart that was Jax, she had to fight to maintain her focus. Even if the team was stronger and faster, they were solid Marines. They worked hard. They played hard. Who was she trying to convince, though? She knew this about them.


    They were the best, and they proved it every minute of every day. What stung, though, was that Jax seemed determined to wash her out. The question was why. Had they figured out her assignment? When she’d wanted to confront him on the subject, he’d brushed her off. For a split second after he ordered her to be quiet near the colonel’s office, she’d thought he’d been on her side. She’d been ready to confess Taggart’s assignment, then he shut her down. After, however, he seemed to have gone back on his desire for friendship and avoided personal contact.


    She was the one who’d drawn the line in the sand. They couldn’t take their attraction any farther. Agreeing to friendship had obviously been a mistake, especially since it seemed he was avoiding her. Yet she craved his company. Then again, she’d insisted that on base they remain professional. It shouldn’t annoy her that he’d taken her at her word.


    That part doesn’t.


    Kat readied her weapon, waiting for the all clear to enter the shooting gallery.


    They were working on close-quarters insertion and extraction training. Ahead of her, Silver had gone in to clear. They’d worked the exercise three different ways that day, and she’d already played the role of sniper—taking out one of the terrorists from a vantage point 250 meters away while Patterson cleared. They’d also gone in as a team, and it had been a heavy firefight with tear gas and the works.


    Her damn mask had malfunctioned, but she’d made it out the other side and they’d taken out all the targets. Eyes still smarting, she’d seen the medic as the captain had snarled at her to do when she’d protested she was fine.


    The bad mood he’d been in seemed to be growing steadily worse. It’s my own damn fault, she mentally castigated herself for what felt like the hundredth time. She should never have cornered him outside the colonel’s offices. Guilt combined with an almost pathetic need to verify his welfare contributed to her disgraceful lack of protocol.


    Just another day in the trenches, right?


    When she exited the showers, the last person she expected to see stood waiting for her inside the empty barracks. Where the rest of the team was, she didn’t know. It didn’t matter. She could be professional. “Jax.”


    “Kat.”


    Since it had been a while since he’d sought her out, it threw her. “Sir?”


    “You’re on furlough, and I have personal time.”


    What? He wanted to be friends again? Considering soot still streaked his face, the gruff tone didn’t do him any favors.


    Carrying her soiled clothes over to the laundry bag, she stowed them away. Since she was on furlough, she’d already changed into jeans. A night away from the barracks sounded ideal. Aware that he continued to track her with his gaze, she spared him a look. He was still the captain no matter where she was, so she had to keep it respectful. “And?”


    “You wanted to talk.” It almost sounded like an accusation masquerading as a question.


    “I did.” Then. It had been a while. “All good now.” If she gave in to the urge now, it would ruin the competency she worked so hard to cultivate.


    “Give me five minutes?” Definitely a question this time, and more uncertain than the accusation, though his tone had lost none of its rough quality.


    “You can have all the time you like.” She sat on her footlocker to pull on her shoes. “You’re the captain.”


    “I won’t make it an order.” Good, then she didn’t have to listen. It had been a long time since she had to bite her tongue the way she was at the moment. “Five minutes.” He held up five fingers, maybe in case she didn’t understand the definition of five? “I’m just going to wash up.”


    Kat sat for thirty seconds after tying her shoe, then stood. The fact she’d been willing to sink her career after such a short acquaintance was out of character for her. She respected them all and hated investigating fellow Marines. That said, Jax had gotten under her skin too much.


    Running away might not be the answer, either, but she was still investigating them, still reporting to him, and still lusting after him. One of those things flew in the face of the others. After retrieving her keys and wallet, she headed for the door. He’d said he wouldn’t make it an order. Still, a sick combination of guilt and curiosity nibbled at her insides.


    Compounding one mistake with a second didn’t promise to do more than create further problems. Better for both of them if she withdrew the personal step she’d allowed them to take and resumed their professional status quo. Exiting the barracks, she hurried for the motor pool.


    At the five-minute mark, she was in her SUV and heading to the main gates. Checking out was simply a matter of signing out and reporting she would return the following day. A shiver skated along her spine as she exited, following the road out to the state highway. Without meaning to, her gaze kept flicking to the rearview mirror.


    Maybe it was her exhaustion or the adrenaline rush from the earlier exercise, but she couldn’t shake the edginess of paranoia consuming her peace of mind. Only the agitation came not from the captain’s actions—all of which she understood—but her own.


    What this called for was a bottle of wine and a real break from it all. If she had a twenty-four-hour break, then she wanted to take the first twelve and sort through the mental math of what she had discovered so far and what she thought they were hiding. Are they really hiding anything?


    Didn’t her so-called dual assignment create an atmosphere where she was the one cultivating their trust in order to prove them to be the honorable Marines they seemed? Who did that? It robbed her of the success she’d damn well worked to earn. Relegating her accomplishments to a means to an end.


    Winding the end of her ponytail around her hand, she tugged lightly. The flare of pain along her scalp was a sharp contrast to the dithering in her soul. She didn’t care to be the helpless damsel, chasing her own tail in circles. It went against the grain.


    A single light in the dusk behind her alerted her to his presence.


    Jax had followed her. It should have surprised her, yet it didn’t. If she were honest, part of the reason she’d bolted had been to see if he would. How weird was that? Slowing, she pulled off the state road at the sign pointing her toward the scenic overlook.


    After parking, she sat and waited. It didn’t take long for the familiar rumble of his motorcycle to hum into the empty lot and park next to her. Leaving her engine running, she rolled down the window and studied him. No helmet blocked her view, and he’d forgone his jacket. A choice he might regret later if the temperature continued to drop.


    “Jax,” she said by way of greeting. Why bother with hysterics and demands?


    “I asked for five minutes. Was that too much?”


    “It wasn’t, but I kind of needed a break.” Admitting it left a sour taste in her mouth.


    “From me?”


    “From everything.” Sucking in a deep breath, she shook her head. “I’m tired, Jax. Tired. Sore. Maybe a little short-tempered at the moment. Not the best combination for hashing anything out.”


    “Is that your analysis?” Instead of being annoyed, he sounded amused.


    She’d thought they’d made a connection, even if they couldn’t have a romantic one—they’d made a professional connection based on respect. Maybe they had, but somewhere in the last few days they’d taken a detour. “Are you making fun of me?”


    “I would never do that,” he said with a slow grin. “At least not for real.”


    “Either way, I think we’re both better off keeping this professional.” Because she didn’t want him to tease her into laughing, relaxing, or ending up back in his arms again.


    “We agreed to friendship.” Something about the way his sensual mouth formed the words arrested her gaze. It took effort to glance upward and meet his eyes. He stood less than a foot away from the driver’s side door, not crowding her.


    Needing some distance, she fell back on what she knew. “Look, Captain…”


    “Jax. I’ll make it an order if I have to, Kat.”


    “Kind of ruins the whole professional thing if you have to order me to use your first name, doesn’t it?” Irritation crept into her tone despite her desire to keep things on a steady keel.


    “On base, we’re professional. Come on, Kat. We’re not on base. This is me. Just me, not the captain. Get out of the damn car.”


    The man was making her crazy. “You do realize that you’re a bit of a grouch?” She turned off the engine, but left the keys in the ignition. The corners of his lips tilted with a hint of a smile.


    “I can be a real grouch if that helps.”


    “Oh, I’m good, thanks.” He retreated a step as she rolled up the window, then removed her keys. After he opened the door for her. “I really don’t think we should talk like this anymore.” It was important that they set the ground rules for this interaction from the get-go. “I know I’m the one who approached you. I’ve had time to reconsider.”


    He didn’t seem bothered by her rejection. If anything, he seemed more relaxed. Gesturing toward the bluff, he said, “Let’s walk and talk.”


    Frankly, she was still sore, and sitting in the car even for the last fifteen minutes had allowed some of her muscles to stiffen. Not limping took actual effort.


    “You’re hurting.” It wasn’t a question.


    “I don’t think I’ve spent a day here that I haven’t been sore in some fashion or another. I’m kind of used to it.” Oddly, that was more truthful than she realized. “It’s like a reminder that I’m alive. Pain. My dad used to say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, or at least pisses you off enough to make sure it doesn’t actually get to kill you.”


    Jax barked a laugh. The sharp report of it carried and pulled a grin from her despite herself. “My father said something similar. Growing up, he used to push me. He said I could do great things if I could manage to control my temper and harness that energy.”


    Sliding her hands into her pockets, she walked along next to him. In twilight, the mountains were almost perfect, as if trapped between this world and the next. “Bit of a hell-raiser, were you?”


    “What? You don’t see it? I’ve been known to have my moments. I wasn’t born a captain of Bravo Team.” He snorted. The derisive sound seemed not so much amused as frustrated.


    “Nobody’s born to a role, only to the potential. You might even be born lucky enough to have the right guidance when you needed it.” Good idea or not, she liked having his attention. “There’s a whole argument in psychology about nature versus nurture. What’s in our nature? What are we destined to be because of our genetic makeup? How much of that is influenced by the people around us and the environment we grow up in? Maybe if my father hadn’t been a Marine, or my grandfather or great-grandfather, I would have chosen a different path. Maybe this wouldn’t be so important to me.”


    “I didn’t take you for a psych major.”


    What did he take her for? “Psychology is important when it comes to analyzing behavioral patterns. You can tell a lot about a person by the way they react to things. You, for example,” she said, giving him the side eye. He stiffened almost imperceptibly, yet the muscle in his jaw began to tic. Definitely a tell. It happened when he was grinding his teeth, as though he was physically restraining himself from saying anything further. Interesting.


    “You planning to leave me hanging, or are you gonna tell me what it is about me that you’re analyzing?”


    “It’s a little fun to watch you twitch. You’re always so in control. You know everything about your environment the moment you walk into it. Your awareness seems…I almost hate to use the word…almost supernatural. I’ve never seen anyone sneak up on you. Damn hard to get the drop on you anywhere—but especially in combat. The only times I’ve managed, I think you let me do it.”


    The moment his eyebrows jerked upward, she knew she’d scored.


    “Thank you for not insulting me by saying you didn’t.”


    “I did it once. The second time was all you.”


    Well, at least he wasn’t patronizing. “Then there’s the strength thing and the way you can fall and not get hurt.” She ticked them off on one hand. “And the sneaking out in the middle of the night, every night, with the team. Or did you think I wouldn’t notice? I don’t know what’s going on with the team or with you. I know you said it would be easier if I wasn’t on your team, and I don’t know if it’s because I won’t kiss you or you can’t get rid of me. In a way, it’s kind of a backhanded compliment.”


    The last was really just a supposition on her part, but when he didn’t deny her statements, it confirmed what she’d been thinking. “I can’t say I blame you.” No matter how disappointed his behavior left her, she understood it. The hell of it all—she was an outsider. An unknown quotient. And then there was the attraction between them. She’d have to be a fool to deny it. Especially when her awareness of him left her tingling all over even in the midst of this uncomfortable conversation.


    If only… If onlys didn’t get to exist in her world.


    “I may regret asking this question,” Jax began, his tone even. “Why do you think I want to get rid of you?”


    Really? He skipped right over the others and that was his first clarification?


    The light seemed to shimmer around him, as though the fading sun had gathered to halo him. Maybe the halo was one she kept trying to crown him with—attraction versus common sense waged war within her.


    Fine. If he wanted a rational response, she would give him one. “You don’t give praise easily. You don’t assume your team is going to do well simply because you gave them a task, but you don’t expect them to fail. Whereas with me, you seem more surprised when I don’t fail.”


    “You do realize those two items are not mutually exclusive, right? The very nature of success is defined as not failing.”


    She disagreed and paused to study the valley below as lights began to come on. The gradual spread of houses illuminating gave it the image of a river of light coming to life.


    “No, it’s not. Success means you exceed expectations. Not failing means you fail expectations. Correction, not failing means you simply meet expectations. To fail means you don’t meet expectations.” Irritation pricked her. “You seem surprised when I exceed, but even more so when I don’t fail. I know I’m not the fastest runner, but I’m getting there. Will I ever be faster than you and yours? Unlikely. The full rucksack at the weights you carry? I simply don’t have the body strength for.” She turned away from the light to face him. How could he look at her with such intensity and set her up for failure at the same time? Why the hell couldn’t this be easier? Personally and professionally? Sucking up her dismay, she shook her head. “Will I hold you back, however? That’s the one you keep asking yourself. It’s not ‘can I do the job,’ because I’m pretty sure you think I can do the job. I don’t seem to be able to do all that you can do—so the problem is whether my presence will keep you from doing your job. That’s the problem.”


    They were at an impasse, and it seemed insurmountable.


    Jax did her the courtesy of not denying it when he shook his head and released what sounded like a faint chuckle. Though the smile didn’t touch the intensity in his gaze or how he stared at her. “I get why they moved you into analysis. You read people really well. Better than I would’ve expected.”


    Why did he always have to sound so surprised about her abilities? It wasn’t exactly a balm for her ego. “What did you expect, Jax? For me to wring my hands and complain about how you set my blood on fire because you stare at me like a dying man starved from thirst, then treat me like an idiot who can’t put one foot in front of the other?”


    She could’ve sworn he snorted. “I didn’t have any expectations, except to invite you out to dinner. Then I found out you were assigned to my team. Did it ever occur to you that my issue has nothing to do with your abilities?”


    “Ouch. You think I got this assignment just because I’m a woman.”


    “Let’s not play that game, Kat, because it’s exactly why you got this opportunity. Most candidates for Bravo Team don’t come from the Pentagon. They don’t come on the recommendation of internal affairs or because Congress approved an amendment to the Uniform Code of Military Justice in allowing women into combat roles. You’re female. That’s why you’re here.” Then he raised his hand, palm forward. “And it has less than nothing to do with my problem.”


    “Don’t pull your punches.” She almost hated to admit the dismissal and the way he labeled her opportunity as gender specific burned.


    “As I said, it’s not why I have a problem with you being on the team.”


    They reached the end of the trail, and all that stood in front of them was the end of the world as the mountain gave way to the air. It dropped off into the darkness with only the river of light below sprawling away as though escaping to a better place. “Why don’t you want me on the team?”


    “The bitch of it is, I do.” Naked honesty. Absolutely preferable to any other comment he could have made. “I think you bring a unique quality. I think you’re talented. I think you deserve to succeed, because you’re earning it. You’re excelling in ways I didn’t expect. Does that mean you’re perfect? No.”


    He nailed her with a stern gaze. The moon was still low, but it gave enough of a glow for her to see the muscles in his face tensing. The light really did him a lot of favors. It gave him an almost primal quality, not that he needed the help.


    Why did he have to be so damn good-looking? Pretty faces had never done it for her before but there was something about him.


    “You have potential, Kat. Too much potential. On any other team, I think you’d make it. It pisses me off that they decided to assign you to ours.”


    “Because I don’t have your strength?” Would he tell her the truth if she kept pushing him? “Because I can’t fall two stories and land on my feet, no problem, no injury?”


    He paused, his expression frozen for a beat. “You do know people just like to talk, right?”


    It wasn’t an answer. “Jax…”


    “In twenty-four hours, you’re to begin a survival exercise portion of your training. You will be absolutely on your own in the middle of nowhere. There is no dishonor in stepping down now.”


    What the hell?


    Kat twitched. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t truly read his eyes or see everything about his face, half in shadows cast by the moon. Now, more than ever, she knew something was going on. Lifting her chin, she said as calmly as she could muster, “You can change the subject all you want. I don’t quit. I don’t give up. If you think you can throw me off the scent, then you picked the wrong girl.”


    …


    Challenge rippled through the cool evening air, practically pulsing from his sexy Kat. Her verbal claws dug into him, scoring as they left their marks.


    She knows…


    And his wolf couldn’t be more pleased by the prospect. The animal had been pacing inside him since they caught up to her. The moment he’d returned from the shower and found her absent, the urge to pursue flooded him. The need to chase was as much a part of his wolf half as his fur, teeth, and claws.


    Kat was the only woman who’d ever incited both sides of him. Her questions ventured too close to the truth. Protect the packs… The distance between them shrank, and he touched her chin with two fingers. Though he didn’t intend to trap her, he refused to let her look away. Staring into her eyes, all he saw was possibility. “The last thing I want you to do is give up. Quite the contrary.” His wolf hummed below the surface of his skin, urging him closer. They wanted to feel the heat of her skin on theirs. “I hate the idea of you being in danger. I hate the idea of you risking yourself. You are a damn fine and capable Marine, Kat. You have nothing to prove.”


    Doubt intensified the crease between her eyes as she frowned. “If that were true, you wouldn’t feel the need to tell me.”


    Her pulse hammered, and her respiration went shallow. This close, he couldn’t miss even a single nuance of her uneven breathing. His nostrils flared.


    “I appreciate you saying what you think I need to hear, but all I ever need in the way of praise is oorah.”


    Could he understand why she had to pass or fail on her own? Yeah. He got it. Kat’s pride and determination were two qualities that made her her. Even with JJ trying to ride herd on him, he’d let his wolf push the decision aside again and again.


    Beneath his thumb, her skin was silky soft. No, she wasn’t like them. She was softer, smoother, more delicate, and infinitely finer. He hated the bruises combat engagement training left on her.


    The rope burns on her hands reminded him of her fall. A split second—it was all he’d had to react. The wolf had flowed through him; they’d done it together. Saving her had been all that mattered.


    All.


    That.


    Mattered.


    He said nothing for a long moment, but he tipped his face closer, and she rose up onto her tiptoes. The motion sent heat licking across his skin. A breath away from her lips, he whispered, “Oorah.”


    The wolf flooded him. His eyes shifted, and he slid his hand from her jaw to her nape. Her pulse beat beneath his fingers, the rapid cadence matching the hammer of his. Desire perfumed the air, and he wanted to roll in her scent, cover himself in it. When his lips brushed hers, an electric surge fried his synapses. The kiss went from tentative to Mach 3. Then she wrapped her arms around him as he lifted her.


    When he tilted her head, she obeyed the silent demand, and then he took her mouth again. Where the first kiss had sated his desire to touch, this one teased them both. The gentle massage of her lips, the coaxing of her lips to part all played a role in his hunt for sensual satisfaction for both of them. The taste of her flooded him even as his tongue sought entrance.


    Fire blazed in his veins. She clung to him as she dared to twine her tongue with his. Everywhere his body touched hers seemed to dial the temperature to scorching. All trace of chill evaporated under the sensual tangle.


    She tastes so good…


    His whole system seemed to be in overdrive. Passion thrummed through him. The thunder of his pulse pounded through his system. His cock went to steel; the hunger to know suddenly ballooned into the almost violent need to possess.


    The fierce bite of her grip on his shoulders eased abruptly, then she flattened her palms to his chest. Though he released her lips, he didn’t move. The feel of her in his arms was right. She belonged there, the weight perfect against him.


    Even as he leaned away, she sucked in a noisy breath. Her passion matched his, and the wolf exulted. He’d been right about her.


    “Bad idea,” she finally managed, the words as ragged and thready as the rest of her.


    Canting his head to the side, he studied her. Bit by bit, he became aware of his grip on her nape. The other hand cupped her ass, and her legs remained wrapped around his hips. He held her still, the contact deeply intimate and leaving her in an intensely vulnerable position.


    Vulnerable.


    “Your eyes—” She exhaled again, even shakier than the first time. “I don’t know why the moonlight keeps doing that. Turns them gold.”


    Gold.


    Fuck… Jax blinked then fisted his control over his wolf. The animal’s smugness was overwhelming, the feel of her against him shocking to the senses. A shock he craved even as he ordered himself to let her go.


    He’d crossed a line. Fuck that. They’d shattered the line and plunged deep into new territory.


    Wearing an expression of almost tense desire, Kat eased her legs down, and he allowed her to stand. His hand remained on her nape even as his free hand drifted to her hip. “Captain…”


    Before she could finish the thought, he glided his touch to her lips and pressed a finger to them. His control was threadbare; his wolf allowed no quarter. It had been primitive, wild, and abandoned. She was all that mattered. “Don’t use rank to distance us. Not here. Not right now.” The wolf wouldn’t stand for it, not after the taste they’d had.


    “Unfortunately, we can’t divide our world that way. I thought we could—for a little while I hoped we could.” She murmured the words against his finger. Molten heat roiled through his system, even as it electrified his nerve endings with every caress of her breath against his skin.


    She smells so good…


    Yes, he couldn’t fault his wolf for taste.


    “I’m a Marine. It’s not what I do, it’s who I am. This attraction between us—there’s no way it ends well.”


    It didn’t need to end. The kiss had been the beginning of the paragraph, not the period at the conclusion. “You always look at the end of the journey before you decide to begin it?” Challenge inhabited every syllable. Get a grip. The order was as much for himself as his wolf.


    “It’s what I do. Why leap if you know it’s only jagged rocks at the bottom?”


    Was she genuinely worried about falling? Again?


    “Do you really think I would let you hit the rocks? That I wouldn’t catch you?” The growl rumbled in his chest. “Didn’t I already show you I could catch you?” What else did she need them to prove to her?


    His wolf would do it. Fuuuck… The wolf wasn’t alone in that pledge.


    “It’s hard to save someone if you’re also falling. Unless it’s just about the sex to you.” An unsettled quiver rocked beneath her words. Emotion tore her apart, and it snapped a leash on his passion more firmly than anything else. “I know some men can do that. Segregate the professional from personal, make it just about bumping uglies because it feels good.”


    Hating every word of that description, he scowled. “Nothing about you would be bumping an ugly. Damn me for saying this, but I like you. You, the woman. I like our friendship and the hope it offers us both.” The wolf wanted him to say more, but he maintained the leash this time.


    “You do realize that the woman and the Marine are the same person, right?”


    “No.” Surprise flared beneath her scent. “They are not. The Marine is highly trained, uniquely skilled, and dedicated to her duty. She’s earned and deserves every respect in accordance with her performance. The woman is passionate about her convictions, dedicated to bettering herself, and utterly aware of both her gifts and her flaws—yet deeply comfortable with both. They aren’t the same, though they may inhabit the same person. Kat…” he said, stroking his fingers down her cheek. “She becomes the corporal—she earned the rank. She’s never only a corporal.”


    “I can’t make that kind of separation. I can’t and I won’t.” She withdrew from his arms, and for a moment his grip tightened. The wolf wanted to fight her, make her stay in his arms, but Jax refused to do that to her. The only power he had over her was the power she granted him. He released her.


    Surprise kindled in her expression. Though he’d freed her, she didn’t retreat. “Thank you.”


    A peculiar response, and the corner of his mouth began to twitch.


    “What?” Then she was running a hand over her hair. It had come loose from the ponytail. He didn’t remember freeing it, and he tried not to growl at having missed the sensation of running his fingers through the silky mass.


    The long fall of it softened her face, gave her a gentler, more open demeanor. The strength he so valued remained present. “You thanked me for kissing you.” It was adorable.


    “No, I was thanking you for letting me go.” Yet even as she spoke, her posture changed and the stiffness eased from her shoulders. “But thank you for the kiss, now that you mention it—and you’re welcome.”


    A chuckle escaped, and he reached over to curl a lock of her hair around his finger. It was as soft as he’d imagined. “I like you, Kat Amador.” More and more.


    “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” She didn’t reject his touch; if anything she leaned toward him, and her gaze locked on his.


    She knew too much. He was far too attached.


    “Yeah,” he said, letting the hair slide through his fingers. “We are.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Her determination to ignore the attraction between them both annoyed and impressed Jax, nearly as much as her singular focus on the mission at hand. How could he fault her perfectionism when he valued it in spades? What she didn’t know was how the distance scraped off pieces of the soul. Respecting her need while resenting it in the same breath added a fresh layer of aggravation to his wolf—they didn’t want to ignore what the kiss had meant.


    Twice he’d considered stealing her away and hashing it out. She was not immune to him, and he wanted so much more than a stolen kiss on a moonlit night. Trips to Abel’s to play pool and dance, or an outing to Martha’s for pie.


    A run in the woods… The wolf wanted to meet her, to feel her hands on his fur and to run alongside her.


    The last was not really something they could do—I want to date her.


    Court. Pursue. Seduce. The wolf wanted the long game.


    Jax did, too.


    He had lied when he said kissing her hadn’t been his intention when he followed her out of the base. What he’d wanted to do was talk to her in the barracks, lay it on the line and figure out why this mission was so important to her. Find a way to reconcile washing her out while not destroying her pride. Her absence when he left the bathroom, however, had irked him.


    At every turn, she confounded him with her ability to stand up to them. Her dominance wasn’t in question. If anything, she demonstrated her ability to handle a male-dominated profession with grace and dignity. She didn’t cede her point no matter how tough the influences were around her, unless a reasonable and rational argument was made.


    Or she was ordered to. Her respect for the chain of command was damn near wolflike in its perfection. If only she could get past seeing him as her superior officer. Her determination to ignore their attraction no matter what he said or did frustrated him.


    A frustration that mounted as he rode with her out to the middle of the survival course seventy-five miles from base. He flew seated next to her on the helicopter, then had to watch as she shimmied down the rope. It was quite literally the middle of nowhere.


    Her task: make her way back to base, in one piece and under the clock. To survive off the land with what little supplies she been allotted. Her pack could be no more than twenty-five pounds. He’d checked it twice.


    Ten miles from where they dropped her, he had the helicopter drop him.


    Kurt—the only other member of the team to join them for the excursion—gave him a sharp look. She’d been steadily winning allies among the team; most wanted her to succeed. Jax couldn’t fault them the protective attitude they were beginning to exhibit. Not when he himself had long since lost his battle against it. That in mind, however, he did not want them to know where she was dropped. Lest they do what he was about to do.


    “This is a bad idea,” Kurt warned him, but Jax’s lieutenant didn’t try to stop him.


    “Tell me something I don’t know. I’ll track her, and I’ll stay out of her way. Cover for me back at base.”


    “So it’s like that?” His second knew him way too well.


    No point in denying it. “Yeah. It is.”


    “Good luck.”


    Ignoring the need for a pack, Jax shimmied down the rope then dropped. He signaled the helicopter, and it departed. He’d brought a smaller pack with him. One he could pack his uniform clothes in then wrap around the wolf’s body after he shifted.


    He hadn’t been kidding when he said he was going to trail her. On four feet rather than two, he would be able to monitor Kat’s progress, trace her by scent alone, and be there in case something went wrong. It was the only way to appease the wolf’s most basic need.


    Be near her.


    He lost the mental argument about respecting her space; she didn’t have to know he was there. It wasn’t about what she knew or didn’t know. Especially considering how suspicious of them she already was. It was about making sure she made it out of there alive. Her skill wasn’t in question. The colonel pushing him to move up her survival training played only a minor part in his decision. Ultimately, it was Jax’s call to send her out. That didn’t mean he was going to leave her to the wolves…


    Maybe it did. Only, in this case, the wolf was in her corner. As long as she made it out fine, in one piece, it was all good.


    He would be there if she needed him.


    He had to be there. The wolf’s driving need to protect her wouldn’t leave him alone.


    The next twenty-four hours had them roaming the woods. His wolf exulted at the freedom, and the shift absolved him of guilt and frustration. He and the wolf were of like mind. They tracked Kat to where she began her overland journey.


    She’d made good time. It took him a couple of hours to catch up to her, and she’d already cleared five miles of her track back to the base. Satisfaction settled in his bones when they laid eyes on her.


    All right, beautiful, show me what you can do. I’ll have your back every step of the way.


    …


    Kat drank sparingly and kept a steady pace as she followed the trail she’d selected from the map. She moved at a diagonal. It meant harder terrain, but it would also shorten the distance she had to travel. The nights would be cold this deep in the woods. The time of year didn’t lend itself to warm weather. Overhead, gathering clouds occluded the sunlight, adding to the chill. The humidity levels were climbing.


    The forest smelled damp, carrying the promise of rain. She only allowed herself fifteen-minute breather breaks after climbs. The breaks were more about conserving her energy and reviewing her course than needing the downtime. Seven hours after she dropped into the wilderness, she took time to make use of nature for the facilities then broke for lunch.


    Power bars were shit as far as taste, but they’d give her energy. Water washed them down. The air tasted fresh, and the woods were quiet—quieter than base. No cars. No voices carrying. No sounds of men training.


    Nothing to distract her from the inside of her own head.


    Or the memory of Jax’s lips on hers.


    Why could she not get that kiss out of her mind?


    The man invaded her dreams, occupied her waking mind, and here she was in the middle of the forest—alone—but she wasn’t, because he was in her head. Finished with her food, she packed away her trash and left little imprint of where she’d stopped for lunch.


    Stretching, she decided to limit her breaks. The last thing she needed was stiff muscles, so she maintained a steady walking pace, one she could sustain over long distances. Clouds continued to roll in, but they didn’t block the sun. It just made the air clammier.


    Do me a favor…hold. She sent the mental request to the sky and got moving. The range they’d dropped her in was somewhere in the same vicinity she’d stared at from outside Abel’s bar. It was gorgeous, uncultivated, and untouched by people—which was a frivolous thought. They used this verdant wild regularly for exercises just like the one she was on now.


    She’d traveled just shy of twenty miles when she stopped to make camp. The sun was still up, but she’d made hella good progress. The clearing she’d found had no nearby trees and little chance of her flames from a campfire sparking a natural disaster. If she pressed on, she might not find as good a spot.


    The survival mission wasn’t only about the time it took her to get back; it was that she made it one piece. It took her thirty minutes to set up camp and build a fire.


    By the time she sat next to the fire, the sun had sunk, and overhead, a few stars were visible. It was a perfect night…and a sense of longing struck her. Dammit, Kat. Am I really sitting here missing him?


    She was. MREs weren’t the tastiest food, but it was moderately more palatable than the protein bars she’d been eating all day. Heating it by the fire gave her the illusion of a hot meal. If Jax were here, he’d probably tell her a story or prod at her to tell him more about her childhood as a military brat. “But he probably wouldn’t answer any questions.”


    At least not about the things she’d seen. Staring at the flames, she replayed all the data she’d collected. Midway through her list, she remembered the feeling of his arms around her when he’d saved her from the fall. Having been in his arms, damn near climbing him like a pole while he kissed her, she knew exactly how rock solid he was.


    He’d caught her, fallen with her in his arms, absorbed the impact, and rolled them to their feet. During the fall, she’d impacted him but not the ground.


    And he wasn’t bruised the next day.


    Irked with both the questions and the fact she couldn’t stop thinking about him, she cleaned up and settled in to sleep. Instead of ducking into the tent she’d prepared, she spread her sleeping bag on the ground. Gun against her chest, she stared at the sky.


    At least the guys won’t have to sneak out after I go to sleep tonight… As tired as she was, though, sleep proved elusive.


    Jax wasn’t in the cot next to her. The soft sound of his breathing didn’t lull her to sleep.


    God, I have it bad.


    Her eyes snapped open near dawn. A glance at her watch told her that her body clock functioned as expected. Tiredness hit her, but nowhere near as tired as she was after on the base training. No, her weariness came from missing Jax until she went to sleep, then replaying their kiss all night in her dreams.


    The early morning was gray, more clouds having moved in overnight. The temperature had also dropped. It left chills racing over her skin. She built up the fire enough to heat an MRE and some water for instant coffee. Then she packed her gear and broke out the heavier jacket.


    By the time she sat to eat her breakfast, she studied the woods. No animals had wandered into camp the night before. Most wildlife preferred to avoid people—or so she hoped, since the Edge had wolves who wandered. The sum total of her camping experience before the military had been a scouting trip during the one year she’d joined a group—was that in Colorado? Texas? No, Georgia.


    A rattle of a bush had her turning abruptly and scanning the woods to the southeast. Nothing moved, but that didn’t mean nothing was there. Would her friendly base wolf show up to stare at her here?


    Still…she couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched. Maybe there was an animal out there. If it left her alone, she would return the favor. Finished, she broke camp and headed out.


    She had a lot of ground to cover, and the clouds continued to thicken overhead. The humidity had her sweaty even though the temperature was dropping. She had rappelling in front of her, at least on the route she’d chosen. There were easier paths, but they’d take twice as long.


    Fortunately cooler weather meant fewer bugs. It also let her push her pace without overheating. Arriving at her first drop spot, she inspected the face, then the land around her before she secured her rope.


    It was pretty sheer, and her pack was heavy, but the drop wasn’t that far. Gloves on, she went over the side and navigated her way down. Triumph flooded her. It wasn’t that big a deal, but not only had she made the climb down without incident, it really hadn’t been a big deal.


    Training pays off.


    Of course, that was the moment the first drops of rain began to fall. “Son of a bitch.” A little rain wasn’t a big deal, but it would take her challenge to a level of misery she had no interest in experiencing.


    Suck it up, princess.


    Not about to wash out due to some rain, she pressed on. It continued, soaking the landscape—and her determination—while turning dirt into mud and bending trees until their branches dipped toward the earth. Drenched to the skin, she didn’t pause for lunch.


    She had one more descent to make, and she could break after that. Debating whether to shelter and hunker down, she paused long enough to study the range ahead with binoculars. The endless steel gray of the skies extended as far as she could see, and the rain covered the whole area. If it persisted, it would make the descent even harder, break or no break.


    Better to make the rappel down. She couldn’t afford to be trapped by the weather.


    At the drop point, she secured her lines and fished her gloves back out. At least they were mostly dry, though they felt disgusting on her wet hands.


    I can do this. A short descent, then I’m on level ground. We’ll take a break. After testing her line’s security once, she went over the side and began the downward climb. Thunder rumbled overhead, and the rain lashed at her. The wind buffeted her and made the descent tricky, then a bone-jarring crack rippled through the cliff face she descended…


    Oh, shit.


    She released the rope to slide down. Better friction burn than…


    The rope’s tension vanished, the rock face in front of her split, and a wall of mud and water crashed into her. The force of it slammed the air out of her lungs, and she tumbled, slipping, sliding, and fighting for control.


    No way was she dying on this damn mountain.


    The fall really wasn’t so bad; it was slamming into the earth below that hurt like hell.


    Mud coated her bruised body, and she shoved her way to her feet. Standing, she swayed and pressed a hand to her side. Testing her ribs, she forced herself to take a deep breath. The throbbing in her ankle beat in time with heart. Nothing in her rib cage moved the wrong way. Breathing was possible.


    “Fuck,” she swore. Water plastered her hair to her face, and the mud ran into her eyes. Limping, she headed for the shelter of the trees. A glance back at the rock face shook her.


    It was just gone. A waterfall of debris spilled down where she’d been climbing. Damn lucky didn’t cover her current situation. Finding a relative dry spot beneath the wide limbs of a tree, she took a knee and caught her breath. In her pack was an emergency flare. If she really needed extraction, she could send it up.


    A couple of minutes of sitting and she had her respiration under control. Even though the trees offered a modicum of cover, they didn’t keep the rain or the cold off her. Rolling up her pant leg, she grimaced. Her ankle hurt, but a deep gash stretching up onto her calf oozed blood.


    Just great.


    Not willing to remove her boot and risk being unable to put it on again, she broke out her med kit to clean the cut and get it wrapped. She had to find shelter. The ground below her was too soggy to set the tent up safely here, and the rise in the wind meant it would grow worse before it got better.


    With calm, efficient movements, she cleaned out the injury, bandaged it, then added a second bandage over it to bind her ankle, as awkward as it was with her boot still on. She repacked the med kit. Standing, she tested her weight, and the ankle’s protest left her gasping.


    Okay, step one was treating the wound, step two was making a walking stick so she could keep up her progress. A search around the tree helped her locate a fallen branch from beneath the leaves. It was the right size, and she tested the strength of it before she flattened one of the ends with her utility knife.


    On her feet once more, with the stick for balance, she resumed her limping march. Fifteen minutes into her pressed march, she caught sound of something moving through the woods. She’d gotten so used to the wind and the rain, she caught the sound that shouldn’t have been there.


    It moved fast, whatever it was, and it was coming straight for her.


    Shifting her position, she freed her sidearm and pointed it toward the trees behind her. She was ready for—Jax?


    Shock rippled through her. “What the hell are you doing here?”


    …


    “Sir,” Jax tacked on for her, aggravated as hell she hadn’t taken better care of herself. “I’m here because you took a fall.” The speech came out guttural, a growl from his wolf throbbing in each syllable. Up close, she looked even worse than she had from a distance. Scrapes on her cheek highlighted deeper red marks, which would likely turn to bruises. A dark shadow decorated her chin, and a light trickle of blood oozed at her hairline.


    “How did you know I took a fall?” His appearance rattled her, but she recovered with admirable alacrity. Not that he had time to admire her.


    “Because I was following you. Survival training only works if you actually survive.”


    Kat shook her head, disgust curling her lip. “Good to know your faith in me is sound, sir.” She holstered her sidearm then retrieved her walking stick and set out again. “FYI, Mr. I Want to Be Your Friend, friends don’t follow their friends, and they sure as shit don’t make them call them sir.”


    “They do when they want to protect them.” Falling in with her, he shook his head. “What the hell are you doing? Send up your flare.”


    “Thank you for your opinion, sir, but as I recall, this is my mission. My determination on whether I can continue.”


    Yes, it was absolutely her determination, but she was obviously hurt. He offered her an arm as the trail went from slushy mud to uneven rock. She ignored him, however, grimacing with every step. Her pace was about one-third of what it had been before the injury, and at the rate she was pushing, she wouldn’t make the next mile marker before dark.


    “Kat,” he said, fighting for an even tone.


    “Don’t,” she cut them off with a slash of her hand through the air. “Just don’t. Injuries happen. I did an assessment, I treated the injury, I’m good to go. You shouldn’t even be here, sir.”


    Right or wrong, he was there. “Doesn’t change the fact that I’m present.”


    “If it affects my pass/fail of this exercise, it damn well does matter.”


    Damn stubborn woman. The temptation to just pick her up and carry her the rest of the way at a dead run rolled through him. Of all things, it was his beast that silenced the urge. The wolf recognized the depth of the mistake it would be to rob this woman of her independence and her freedom.


    Fine. He conceded the point to the wolf. They would simply stay with her. Sooner or later, she was bound to give in to the pain, and when that happened he didn’t want her alone.


    Kat said nothing as he kept pace. After another half mile, however, he said, “I can take your ruck.”


    “No, you can’t,” she retaliated. “You’re not here.”


    He almost laughed at the snarl in her words. Wasn’t the first time she reminded him of a snapping she-wolf, and perhaps he should do well to remember how the females in his pack would take his hovering.


    “Well, if I’m not here, then it doesn’t matter what I have to say, does it.” He didn’t let the statement become a question. “This is some seriously crappy weather. The rain doesn’t show any signs of stopping. If anything, it’s getting more intense.”


    Though she said nothing, he could hear the rapid increase in her pulse again. Either she was irritated or she was in pain. He didn’t scent any fresh blood, so at least her treatment of the injury had stanched that.


    “Temperature’s dropping, too. It’s not unusual to get freak storms out here, even this time of year.”


    Still no response. Patient, deliberate, and altogether stubborn, but he had to admit there was a certain amount of entertainment to be taken from her fierce denial.


    “If we stick to this trail, veer northwest at the next fork, there are some caves ahead. Might make for dry shelter to set up in one of those.”


    The caves were actually to the right, but he didn’t tell her that, because he had a feeling that she wouldn’t have listened. Sure enough, when they came to the fork, she went right. Impossibly stubborn woman.


    It just made him want her more.


    Kat kept pushing herself and went on well past her tolerance level. He could see it in her gait, how uneven it became. Hear it in the way she panted for every breath. Her clothes were sopping wet. Her skin pale. She had an almost hollow, glassy-eyed appearance, and he worried that she might be going into shock. Yet the same fire driving her earlier continued to burn in her eyes.


    Making a tactical decision, he cut ahead of her and began clearing the low-hanging branches so she didn’t have to duck them. Technically, he wasn’t helping her. He was just doing some pruning.


    Of course, the baleful glare she wore told him she didn’t share his understanding.


    With the storm showing no sign of relenting, darkness fell more swiftly. They were easily ten miles short of where she should have been had she not been injured. Though he didn’t say anything, she finally glanced toward the cave openings. It was the third one they passed, and this one didn’t smell like bear, unlike the previous two. Old bear, granted, but still there.


    When she changed course and began to limp for the opening, he let out a relieved sigh and made the climb ahead of her. It was a short vault into the cave mouth, and after he achieved the top, he reached down to offer her hand.


    As though taking exception, she treated his offer of assistance as a brand-new standoff. Ignoring his hand, she glared and made her way on her own.


    “Woman,” he growled.


    “That’s Corporal to you, buddy,” she snapped. Then it was as if he could hear the tether on her anger let loose. “Not sweetheart, not baby, not woman, not Kat. I’m Corporal Kaitlyn Amador, USMC. I did not ask for your help. I do not want your help.”


    Taking her arm before she could pull away, he hauled her the rest of the way into the cave then gripped her and kept her still as he glared at her. “Understood, Corporal. However, I’m the captain of Bravo Team, not Bravo I. This is a survival exercise, and in surviving, you have to be able to rely on your team. You also have to trust your team to rely on you. Do you understand, Corporal?”


    Her mouth opened then snapped shut again. The grind of her teeth grated along his skin. Finally, Kat nodded. “Understood, sir.”


    Not even bothering to disguise his groan this time, he slammed his mouth down on hers and kissed her. She met his ferocity with her own, her teeth scraping over his lower lip even as her tongue thrust against his.


    He ached for her. Hungered for another taste of all the possibilities her scent promised. Raising his head, he fought to override the elemental desire she aroused within him. Icy fingers captured his face, and she pressed another kiss to the corner of his mouth.


    “This is a bad idea,” she murmured.


    “Terrible,” he agreed, but unless she demanded he release her, he wasn’t going anywhere. Nuzzling his mouth to hers, he teased himself with another sample of her sweetness. It didn’t matter that they were both filthy, soaking wet, and standing in the mouth of a cave as the world darkened around them.


    “Then again…” She sighed. Whatever she planned to say was lost as she sucked his tongue. The laconic heat in his blood began to pound in time with her pulse. The throb of his erection straining against his trousers served as another reminder. He didn’t have her permission—wanting her and taking her were two totally different things.


    No amount of rational thinking managed to take root. It was her sweetness, her strength, and her determination that captivated him. She’s hurt. Knowledge of her injury allowed him to put a lid on his lust.


    Catching her hands, he shackled her wrists lightly and managed to pull away. “Then again…?” It was the first thing to come to mind.


    “Then again, you’re not here,” she whispered. The craving in her voice weakened his resolve.


    “Kat.” He said her name on a harsh breath. “Let’s get a fire started and get you off that ankle…” Disappointment broke through the longing, and her dilated pupils shrank. Hurt coated her scent, and he groaned, pulling her to him once more. “I want you,” he admitted. “Being this close to you is shredding every ounce of control I have. I need to make sure you are all right, and I need you to be sure.”


    They were the right words. She held him nearly as fiercely as he gripped her. Her hard swallow punctuated the silence. “Will you help me?”


    Jax closed his eyes at the note of surrender in her request. Yielding to his protective need, she’d given him permission to take care of her. “With pleasure,” he admitted, swearing to cherish her trust. Then he lifted her and carried her deeper into the cave and away from the rain.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    The ease with which Jax lifted her, twenty-five-pound rucksack and all, was hot. His strength didn’t surprise her anymore. Whatever he was…whatever he could do…he was like a certifiable superhero.


    “You’re not here under orders, are you?” The question slipped out, a needy request that left her flushing with embarrassment. Playing the demanding damsel wasn’t her, would never be her, but his presence, his kiss…she wanted him far more than she had any right. Passion-soaked inquiries aside, she hadn’t achieved so much in her career by giving in to impulse.


    “No.” The assurance helped to quiet the unsettling sensations surging through her midsection. Then he placed her on a dry rock. The cave wasn’t that deep, but they were rapidly losing the light.


    “I’ll get my flashlight out,” she murmured, but he stopped her with his hand over hers on the rucksack.


    “No, you sit tight. Let me get a fire going and the gear laid out. Then I’ll get you out of the wet clothes and look at your ankle.”


    “You don’t need me naked to look at my ankle.” Grateful he couldn’t see her face heating up in the shadows, she bit her lip. Look at her flouting all common sense and flirting with him.


    “No,” he agreed with her. Then his face was so close to hers his breath tickled her lips as he spoke. “I don’t need you naked to check your ankle. I need you naked for all other kinds of reasons…like this…” The slow, exquisite torture of his mouth closing over hers scattered all thoughts of propriety. They went up like kindling in a forest fire, and the heat spread through her chilled body. Even her pulse seemed to grow hotter, more urgent, and she opened to his tongue as he stroked it inside her mouth.


    Her sex clenched, wanton need overriding good judgment. If he hadn’t released her, she didn’t think she’d have been able to break the contact.


    “You taste fantastic.” The odd compliment stroked her ego. “I’ve never understood addiction before, but I know if one taste wasn’t enough—two won’t be, either.”


    “You’re not so bad yourself,” she admitted, cringing. The more she wanted him, the worse her flirting. When he left her, all she could do to track his movement was follow the faint rustle of her ruck. Somehow between setting her down and kissing her, he’d slid it right off her back.


    Oh, crap, was she in trouble.


    “I guess I should apologize,” she admitted, unwilling to sit there silent in the dark. If left alone with her thoughts too long, she was in danger of running a risk analysis. That might prompt her to stop thinking about how her nipples tingled at his kisses, how her thighs were locked together, or how her inner muscles kept clenching around the emptiness she desperately wanted him to fill.


    “For what?”


    She jerked, twisting to glance to where the rain fell. His shadow filled the opening, then shrank as he approached her. When the hell had he gone outside?


    Wood landed on the hard stone floor.


    “For being a bad friend—for being angry at you for trying to take care of me. For resenting needing to be taken care of and for being terrible at flirting.” Good lord, she was babbling. “The last time I had this kind of a chance, I was in high school, and I pretty much sucked at it then.” Why the hell had she admitted that? “I’m not a virgin or anything.” Or that?


    Maybe she should just shut her mouth. Could one actually die from real embarrassment?


    “Do tell.” His voice moved around, as though he were coming and going. Wood chunked together.


    “It’s all right, I can hang myself some other time.” Really, she didn’t need to feel any more foolish. She shivered, the breeze from the cave mouth leaving her damp skin cold.


    “Talk,” he said, though it sounded more like a request than an order. “It will let you think about something other than how miserable you are.”


    “Well, you have a point there, but I don’t really want to talk about my virginity or lack thereof.”


    Jax’s masculine laugher wrapped around her like a warm embrace. “Having had lovers is nothing to be ashamed of.” A pause, then his voice grew more guttural. “As long as you don’t have a lover currently.”


    Tempted to tease him, she refrained. “No. Not for a couple of years. I’ve been very focused on my career.” Her father had taught her to set her eyes on the prize and not to let anything get in her way. Dating could get in the way. “Especially since most of the men I meet or spend time with are fellow officers.” Which brought them full circle.


    “Good.”


    She opened her mouth to argue, but no words came out. What’s the point? Her whole system seemed to be in overdrive. Passion thrummed through her. God help her, she could feel her heartbeat in her sex, as though miming the need to have Jax pounding inside her.


    Light flared in the darkness, a single flame that sputtered and smoked, then began to grow. The warmth of it washed toward her. Feeble against the damp cold, but still present.


    He stared at her from across the flames, and his eyes seemed to catch their color, reflecting the yellow-gold. “We can do anything we want. In this cave, tonight—the storm. It’s just Jax and Kat.”


    “You know…we still have to go back. We can pretend, but it doesn’t change anything.” Wanting him killed her. It demanded she choose—her career or her heart. No matter how much she wanted to be able to put him first, her heart was as invested in her career, her family’s legacy…and dammit, she hadn’t been altogether truthful with him.


    His lips compressed, then he stood and he seemed—so much more. Was it the fire playing tricks on her eyes? Maybe she was simply exhausted. It was like he took up all the space and filled it with his presence.


    “You make me crazy, Kat.”


    Forming a gun with her thumb and forefinger, she cocked it and fired at him. “Right back atcha.” The tease was the right choice. He relaxed, and the wildness crackling in the air around her seemed to calm.


    “I’m going to get a bit more wood stacked here to dry,” he said, pointing at the pile he’d already made. Damn, the man was fast. Strong. Handsome. Sexy.


    “I could help,” she said idly. “I would, but I have a feeling you’d yell at me.”


    His heart-stopping grin floored her. “You learn quick, beautiful. I’ll be right back.” With that, he disappeared through the curtain of rain shielding the forest from her eyes, and she blew out a breath.


    They were going to have sex. She was tired of saying no. Tired of pushing him away. Tired of pretending she didn’t want him when all she could do was think about him. She had a hundred questions about him—his strength, his speed, how he was doing everything he was doing, but she didn’t care about those questions right now.


    All she cared about was him.


    The heat from the fire warmed her face and her hands. She didn’t know how he shaved the wood so fast to get from the damp exterior to the dry interior, and she didn’t care. She’d been far colder than she cared to admit. The crackling warmth also left her violently aware of the soaking-wet jacket and her damp hair clinging to her face. The braid had come loose, and long pieces of her hair stuck out in every direction.


    Unbuttoning her jacket, she peeled out of it. The plop it made when it landed on the stone had her cringing. Mud caked to her fingers, and she rubbed it off using the inner cuff of her jacket. Her standard-issue T-shirt had soaked all the way through and exposed her bra.


    A shudder caught her off guard, and she slid forward carefully, getting nearer to the fire. The stack of wood Jax brought in had all been split, the dry insides pointing at the fire he’d built. Yep, he was a damn superhero. Maybe it was a trick of the light. She hadn’t seen Jax return. The next time he appeared, he had an armful of wood, and mud slid down along his face, dislodged by the rain.


    They were both filthy, but he made it look good. Even when he’d had his face caked in charcoal during the search and rescue, it hadn’t disguised the noble cut of his jaw or his proud bearing—at least not once he was on his feet.


    “You’re cold.” It wasn’t a question. The clack of her teeth didn’t let her deny it either.


    “A little,” she admitted. Jax used a small hand ax from her kit, shearing away more of the wood to expose the dry insides, then added it to the fire. At least the smoke rolled out the opening, though some filled the ceiling. The water created a nice barrier, trapping the heat in the cave with them.


    Kneeling next to her, Jax grabbed the med kit, then pulled out the wipes inside it. After handing them to her, he rubbed his palms against her bare arms.


    “Good God,” she muttered, stunned at the heat radiating off his palms. The contact instantly sent a wave of goose bumps rippling over her skin. “I am going to have to stick with my earlier observation.” Her chattering teeth made mincemeat out of the sentence. Dammit, she’d sat still too long. The ambient heat she’d been generating while moving leached away.


    “I’m here,” he soothed her, continuing to warm her arms. “We need you out of these wet clothes.”


    “Oh, yay. I bet you say that to all the girls you find covered in mud in the woods.”


    Without missing a beat, he winked. “It’s a good line, isn’t it?”


    She was still laughing when he tugged her T-shirt over her head. The boots came next. A hiss of pain escaped, eradicating her laughter. “Goddammit.”


    “One more tug.” Calm, efficient movements and he got her pants off. Finally her socks. Her ankle had swollen inside the boot. The bandages she’d wrapped were soaked through and bloodstained. Concern etched his features, and it didn’t seem to matter she sat there in a thin tank over her bra and a pair of panties. His focus was wholly on her injury.


    “Jax?” The heat from the fire warmed her, as did the careful contact of his hands moving down her leg.


    “We’re going to need to remove the bandage, clean the wound again, then rewrap it.”


    Great. Whatever he wanted. “Jax.”


    “I’m here…” Before he could continue, she halted his words with a hand on his. Pausing, he glanced at her, and the firelight had turned his eyes almost pure gold in the dark of the cave. Familiarity tugged at her, but she shoved it all aside. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” she said, then touched her fingers to his cheek. “I wanted to make sure you were real before I told you yes—no more arguing. No more pushing you away. I can’t…not anymore.” She thought it would cost her to surrender, but it didn’t.


    It freed her. A strange, almost giddy sense of elation pulsed through her.


    “Stubborn woman.” He slipped his hand around her nape and pulled her to him for a swift, branding kiss. It stole her breath. Her body lit from within, a fresh heat flushing her skin and leaving her almost rosy warm.


    “Says the man who growls at me.” She meant to keep it light, but the light reflected on his eyes again. It was almost supernatural how he possessed so much energy.


    “I only growl because I care.” There it was, the lightness, as though all his power had been bottled. What would he be like if he really cut loose? When he released her, she missed the contact of his flesh on hers. “Let me take care of you.”


    “You already do.” She hadn’t meant to voice the thought, but his lack of response worried her. Stealing a glance from at him, she found his brooding stare fixed on her. “You know that, right? You’ve been taking care of me since you met me, even when I fought you tooth and toenail.”


    “You consume me.” Such a raw admission awed her. “I know I should remain professional, keep my distance. I should judge you only by your merits—of which you possess many—but you, woman, you consume my thoughts, my reactions, and, if you’re willing, my body.”


    The care he took with her ankle stole her breath. Jax canted his head, nostrils flaring as his gaze fixed on her wound. Aware of him, she flexed her toes and tested her mobility. It hurt to move it, but she could.


    “Pretty sure it’s only a sprain with a laceration.”


    “This might hurt a little,” he told her with an element of an apology. Gripping her ankle, he squeezed, testing the bones. It hurt like a bitch, but nothing ground or shifted under the pressure. She would likely need an X-ray to be certain, but for now they could treat it as a sprain. A sprain wouldn’t keep her from completing the survival task.


    “It really pisses me off that the rain washed out the cliff. I was making good time before that.”


    “You shaved time off, too.” Gentle admiration lifted the words. “I wasn’t sure about the route you took, and your first drop was at a much higher elevation. If you’d gone another fifty meters along the first trailhead, you would have found an easier climb.”


    “Good to know for next time.” Wound tended, she started to lean back but couldn’t find anything behind her to support her weight, and her arms ached. Whether from the climb or the fall, she didn’t know. An inspection showed a dozen new bruises, but they would only stiffen overnight.


    “I need the Biofreeze.” It wasn’t in the med kit. She reached for the ruck, but Jax beat her to it. He found the container she needed and pulled it out with a hint of mild distaste.


    “This stuff stinks.”


    “Oh, no,” she said, as she unscrewed the cap and began to apply the roll-on Biofreeze to her various bruises. It would help reduce the pain and ease the stiffening. “Hope it’s not a turnoff.”


    Jax snorted. “Hardly. You’d be sexy in a burlap sack and smelling of sulfur.”


    “What a charming picture.” Though she returned the feeling. Filthy and soaked, covered in bits of twig, bark, and mud—he still managed to devastate her senses.


    “Eat.” He grinned, then handed her an MRE he’d warmed next to the fire.


    “Yum.”


    Though when he helped himself to one of hers, she shook her head. “Where are your supplies?”


    A little start, and the hesitation before the muscle ticked in his jaw warned her. The simple question caught him off guard, and he didn’t have an immediate answer. “Left it behind to follow you down after you fell.” The guarded response didn’t allay her suspicions.


    Did it really matter? She could split her rations with him. They could eat them cold or hot, and right now she was hungry, so she went for lukewarm. Jax peeled the cardboard off his before setting it near the fire. After, he pulled out her sleeping bag. He spread it on a dry spot, then gathered her clothing and laid it out near the wall, close enough to the fire to dry it but not close enough to be in the way. He pulled out a tightly rolled blanket she’d secreted in, unrolled it, and he wrapped it around her shoulders.


    The kindness in his manner with only a hint of possessiveness added another weapon in his arsenal of assault against her intentions. “Why didn’t you use the emergency flares?”


    “Because I don’t give up. I could continue.” He eyed her, then the rain. No mistaking the doubt. The doubt hurt, a lot. She wasn’t helpless—current circumstance notwithstanding—and she would have made it on her own. Maybe colder and more miserable and certainly lonelier, but she would have done it.


    “Sheltering in a storm isn’t surrender. This is survival training. The way to win is to survive, right?”


    She was done with the direction of the conversation and determined to not get into a fight, not now. Not when he’d literally shown up to save her ass—again. “I’ll answer your questions if you answer mine.”


    His lips compressed, his expression tightening. “Or we could table the discussion altogether.”


    That’s what she thought. “Chicken.” Still, they weren’t going to fight, so she grinned.


    “You’re not going to bait me by calling me a bird.” His face relaxed, then he traced his finger down her cheek to her lips. Pressing against them, he narrowed the distance between them, and her heart thudded heavily against her ribs. The intensity of emotion in his eyes arrested her. “Kat, you’ve had me since that day on the road.”


    Her cheeks warmed, and his creased as his smile grew. “You’re teasing me.”


    “I’m playing with you.” The simplicity of the statement was so sensually provocative and inviting, it demanded a response.


    “I want you.” The admission cost her nothing at this point.


    “Thank God.” Then he claimed her lips. One moment she sat on the ground, the next she was astride his lap and his shirt was gone even as her tank top vanished. Damn, the man was fast. The contact of her bra-clad breasts against his chest electrified her. The scraps of fabric denying her nipples their freedom only heightened her awareness of him. She returned his kiss, as hungry for his touch as he seemed to be for her.


    The dirt didn’t matter. The cave didn’t matter. The rain didn’t matter. Her world condensed to that moment, in his arms. He dug his fingers into her hips and pressed her ass tighter to him. The thickness of his engorged cock tented his pants. Shuddering, she drew in a ragged breath, then he fisted her hair and pulled her back. The heat in his eyes seemed to set her on fire.


    “Kat, I want to fuck you, but you deserve more than just a fuck. I want to do more than just a fuck. I want more than one taste, one experience, and we have all night.” The intensity in his expression stunned her.


    “Why does it feel like you’re asking me for more than sex?”


    “You and me?” The corner of his mouth kicked into a smile. “We’re a lot more than sex.”


    “You’re dangerous.” To every part of her, he was a threat and a promise.


    He nuzzled a kiss against the corner of her mouth. “I promise you won’t regret it.”


    Amusement curved through her. “That sounds like a challenge.”


    “Or an invitation.”


    No more waffling. The beauty in him couldn’t be denied, nor could she fault his desire for absolute consent. “If you have me, then I want you. No boundaries, no holding back—give me everything you have. I don’t have any condoms, but I take shots to control my period—not that you need to think about that right now.” Why the hell had she brought that up? Jax seemed to bring out the best and the worst in her. “I’m healthy.”


    “So am I.” He buried his face against her throat and took a deep breath. The primal act sent a quiver straight to her clit, and she shuddered from the zing of it riding her nerves. “You are perfect. I am yours.”


    The savage hunger in his kiss fed her need for contact even as it stoked a hotter fire within her. She didn’t need nor desire gentle, and Jax didn’t play. He nipped her lower lip, the lightest scrape of his teeth against her softer skin sending a frisson of need to light up her spine. He seemed intent on taking her mouth in multiple different kisses, the gentle one nuzzling the corner of her lips. The full possession where he claimed her mouth and his tongue thrust against hers in an erotic duel. The playful one where he nipped at her lips, then he flipped her over and set her on the sleeping bag he’d spread out.


    Her bra was a memory, and it flew across the cave. Hopefully she could find it before she left, or some other survivalist was in for a surprise. Something in the way he stared at her held her in place as he glided his fingers along her chest. He traced each bruise with a featherlight caress.


    At her breasts, he brushed his knuckles along the curve, and she’d never been so sensitized to such an innocent touch. He moved lower, dipping his head, and kissed each part of her pelvis. An indescribable sensation welled up within her at the care he took.


    The same incandescent glow she’d glimpsed in his eyes across the fire flared as he glanced up along her body to meet her gaze. He rolled his finger along the hem of her underwear. They were practical cotton, not remotely sexy. Yet the way he devoured her with his eyes, she felt like a goddess.


    The man had barely touched her, and she wanted to squirm.


    “I want you,” he said in a harsh whisper, as though it was an effort to form the words. Unvarnished passion simmered in his gaze as he stroked one finger along the seam. The corners of his mouth curved as he stroked her curls. Dampness flooded through her, and her face warmed at the sudden, embarrassingly obvious show of desire.


    “You want me, too, my delicious Kat. I can smell it.”


    Kat groaned as his finger skated lightly over her sex, teasingly close to her clit, yet he avoided it completely. Her hips began to rise, but he pinned her with that look, and she forced her bottom back to the sleeping bag.


    What the hell was he doing to her? She wasn’t a lazy lover; she wanted to touch him. Hell with that, she wanted to throw him down and ride him for all she was worth, but he kept her still with only a look.


    Again, his finger curved invitingly toward her clit, but he only traced a circle around the area.


    No pressure. Closing her eyes, she tried to escape the compulsion in his eyes. A tug, then the soft rip of fabric as he peeled her underwear away.


    Had he just shredded them? Her eyes jerked open, and she rose on her elbows as he dangled the fabric from his fingers. “They were blocking my view.”


    Her inner muscles clenched with a sudden, almost desperate passion. Her earlier attraction had nothing on this. His gaze returned to her pelvis, and she angled her right knee to the side, spreading her legs. It was a vulnerable position to put herself in, splayed for his inspection. The admiration filling his expression emboldened her.


    Screw all propriety. Moistening her lips, she settled on her bruised elbows and drank in the sight of his sinewy muscles bathed in firelight.


    Man was a goddamn primal being. Pure masculine beauty.


    “I like your idea of play.” A catch in her throat had her swallowing as he teased a circle around her clit. If she bumped her hips up, she would feel the caress she wanted. Instead of feeding her desire, he tilted his head to study her. Goddammit. The intensity in his gaze seemed to increase, if that was possible.


    “I like playing with you.” Dark possession lit every syllable. The wild light in his eyes seemed to reflect the fire itself. It gave him an unearthly quality.


    She wasn’t sure she trusted herself with Jax—except she did. They’d butted heads on every issue, but he hadn’t abandoned her. He hadn’t allowed her to drive him away, either.


    “You’re thinking too much,” he murmured, the verbal pet amping her hunger for him. He pressed his thumb and forefinger against her clit, a sudden vise of pressure that catapulted ecstasy through her, and she shouted as she bolted up. His arm came around her, and the pressure increased. His mouth claimed hers as she cried out again, and then she forgot anything except the feeling of his hand wrenching orgasm after orgasm from her in relentless fashion.


    His tongue speared into her mouth, and she clung to him, sucking deeply even as she dug her nails into his shoulders. Shuddering with pleasurable quakes, she didn’t protest when he rolled her onto her tummy. The sound of a zipper had her fighting to lift her head.


    She wanted to see him, wanted to taste him. Another quake hit her as though his fingers still worked her clit. It didn’t seem possible to feel a mini orgasm when all he did was strip off what remained of his clothes. The thick head of his cock gleamed red, and the swollen length of his erection sent another quiver through her.


    “We’re just getting started,” he said, stroking himself from base to tip, and she wished it was her hand in motion.


    “I want to be the one touching you.” So much raw power contained within one man.


    “Next time,” he promised. “I want you so badly right now, I damn near came when you did.” As if to emphasize the point, a drop of fluid appeared on the head, and she closed her eyes.


    “You’re killing me.”


    “Oh, sweet lady.” He settled his weight behind her, his cock against her ass but without pressure. The brush of his lips against her cheek pulled a sigh from her. He was so hot—physically and temperature wise. Warmth penetrated her to the bone as he held his weight over her, but not pressing down. He glided his fingers along her side, a gentle encouragement, an almost petting sensation. “I’ve barely even started with you. Tell me, is this enough pressure here…” He slid his cock between her thighs, the head grazing her labia.


    Sensitive as hell, she hissed out a breath then flattened her palms to the ground. “Tease.”


    “Oh, you approve.” Then he sucked her earlobe against his teeth as he wrapped an arm around her middle and lifted her, bracing her weight as he went to his knees. The position gave him all the control, and her muscles clenched, stiffening against the vulnerability. “Shh,” he murmured, stroking his free hand over her ass then back up her side until he slipped around to cup her breast.


    “It feels almost too good,” she admitted, unashamed at the quiver in her words as he teased one turgid point, the barest scrape of his nails against the tip sending little bolts of excitement skating through her. It seemed to bounce the electricity between her clit and her breasts, the overload eradicating her nervousness.


    With Jax, it felt right. His control, his care—he took care of the people around him. He took care with her—combat training, obstacle course, live rescue operations. He’d put himself in there, to be saved by her.


    “You tell me if it hurts, if it’s too much, if you can’t take it.” He bent over her again and pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “You let me hold you. I can keep us both up.”


    He nudged his hips forward, the pressure easing his length along her labia. Then his groan echoed hers.


    “No more talking,” she managed to push out, shuddering as he clamped her nipple, the pressure a split between pain and pleasure. Her hips jerked back to meet his, and the tip of his cock nudged her entrance, the pressure spreading her.


    Another groan escaped her. Teeth grazed her shoulder, the pressure slight but there, and longing spiraled through her core.


    He withdrew, and she wanted to weep at the absence, then he gripped both of her breasts, her nipples pressing into his palms. He massaged their weight, and yet she seemed to float there, braced only on her arms. She almost forgot to breathe when the stiff, erect length of his cock rubbed along her slickness. The bare brush of force against her clit sent a riot of sensation to pulse along her nervous system.


    He lifted her higher, and she wanted to whimper as the friction stroked her up his length to the tip. Fresh liquid warmth escaped her, and she squeezed as he rubbed the ridges of his abdomen against the curves of her ass—the contact a tease, amping her excitement while not delivering the pleasure she craved.


    Jax prolonged her sensual torment, letting her get used to the feeling of him behind her as he stroked her breasts, nipped at her skin, and sucked against her throat. He was going to give her a damn hickey. His hands seemed to be everywhere, yet the weight of his cock was tantalizingly just out of reach.


    “Too much,” she protested. The sensory overload pummeled her. She wanted to tell him to take her, to stop playing, but the words fragmented as soon as they formed. He fisted her hair, the tug of it sending a fresh wave of lightning to arc through her before he slammed his cock into her, the pressure an exquisite invasion as he stretched her to make himself comfortable.


    Surrender was the only option, and she gave in to his command, allowing him to set the pace as he played her body. Every stroke seemed to drive him deeper, the pressure in her mounting until she thought she might explode. He toyed with her breast, held her in place, and controlled their every action as his hips slapped against hers.


    A dream made form, one she’d never dared to give voice to or experiment. When he ran his free hand down her pelvis, she hadn’t expected the caress, but he pressed his thumb against her clit, and the waves of orgasm swamping her shattered her.


    She would have fallen if not for the way he held her, and still he maintained his deep, penetrating strokes. Driving her to ride the waves of pleasure as it eddied out of her. Each time she thought she might emerge, he sent her over the edge again.


    His shout took her by surprise, as did the feeling of his teeth on her shoulder. A sharp pierce, the barest edge of pain, and then liquid heat spreading through her triggered pure bliss. The vibration of his moan serenaded her as she collapsed, his cock buried deep within her.


    Parachuting from an airplane didn’t have the thrill of being in his arms. Being with him turned her to mush. Made her think all those damn romantic comedies might be right. Maybe there was someone for everyone.


    Did it make her less for wishing he was that guy for her? His weight blanketed her, a shield against the world, his face buried against her throat so she could feel the ragged pants of his breathing. Her eyes grew heavier even as she fought it. She wanted to savor the moment, elongate it to treasure for all the days after.


    “Mine,” he said, the word so low she didn’t think she’d heard it right. Then his lips were on her cheek and at the corner of her mouth, and she twisted slightly to meet his kiss. It slid his cock against her oversensitized flesh, and they both groaned.


    “Mine.” At the repeat, she forced her eyes open to see his golden gaze piercing her. The ferocious declaration added to the bliss leaving her limp.


    Deep down, a single thought bubbled perilously close to the surface. They had only one night, but the word hovered on her lips. Another kiss stole her breath, and she let the word sink back to the depths, an unreleased response.


    Yours.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Dawn arrived in a gray haze of damp and more rain. The fire had banked, diminishing through the night, but Jax had kept Kaitlyn nestled to his side. Had anyone looked more beautiful? It was closing in on seventy-two hours since she’d been dropped into the survival range. Sitting, he braced his forearms against his knees. Sex with Kat left him intoxicated, hungry for more. He’d been right—one taste would never be enough.


    The light stroke of her fingers along his spine sent a wave of lust crashing through him. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” he lied. If he looked at her, he would be lost and they would be wrapped in each other, again. Only his need to let her sleep had kept him in check after two passionate rounds. Force of will had him containing the urge to clamp his teeth down when he’d taken her, so perfect in her climax. The wolf wanted to claim her, but the man remained in ascendance. “The fire is dying. I’ll get more wood.” Rising, he dressed in his mostly dry clothes and grabbed her ruck before descending out of the cave.


    It took him less than ten minutes to jog clear of the trees. The curtains of rain had given way to gray drizzle. The rain would have created more treacherous terrain ahead, and her ankle remained injured. He couldn’t sex her wounds away.


    Listening intently, he caught the faint sound of rotor blades. The helicopter had been deployed. Jax didn’t doubt at least Kurt would be aboard. They would be near the extraction point, but if she didn’t put on an appearance soon, they’d begin their sweeps.


    Removing the flare from the rucksack, he glanced toward the mouth of the cave. We’re not just Jax and Kat. I’m the captain, and it’s my call. The exercise was over, and he sent up the flare.


    Right choice or not, his gut churned as he returned to the cave. Kat had abandoned the bedroll and dressed. Her clothes had to be damper still than his own, but she said nothing as she pulled on her boots. When the silence continued, he followed her stare to the rucksack.


    Quiet accusation inhabited her eyes. Standing, she hobbled to her gear and began to pack it. Jax debated offering assistance, but a wall had erected between them—the flame of intimacy banking as effectively as the fire.


    When the rotors neared, he ducked out into the rain and darted down the hill into the clear. With a wave, he signaled the copter, and they hovered. Kurt stood above, one hand braced on the open door.


    “Hold here,” he called, and Kurt gave him a thumbs-up to indicate he’d heard him. Kat appeared, limping, rucksack in hand, before he reached the edge of the wood. Without a word, she bypassed him and slung her ruck onto her back. When the ropes dropped, she gripped one and began her ascent.


    Without question, any assistance he offered would have been rejected out of hand, but he maintained his position beneath her in case she slipped. The woman climbing that rope might be the very capable Corporal Amador, but she was also his Kat, the sensuous beauty who’d come apart in his arms.


    As soon as she neared the top, Kurt hauled her inside. Jax glanced toward the cave, his nose telling him the fire was out. Regret soured in his gut, and he disliked the sensation immensely. Gripping the rope, he began his own ascent. Once aboard the chopper, he found Norton already examining her ankle. “Let’s go, back to base.”


    “Crappy weather,” Kurt commented, but he stood side by side with Jax, and his nostrils flared. Meeting his lieutenant’s reproachful gaze, Jax said nothing. “Colonel wants you in his office, double time.”


    No wonder Kurt had come with the retrieval team. He nodded. “Get the ankle X-rayed and have her see the base doctor.”


    Kaitlyn, for her part, said nothing, and the wall between them seemed to thicken. It aggravated his wolf. His beast wanted her, demanded they stake their claim. It disliked intensely that another man had his hands on her. It didn’t matter that the other wolf was Norton, a teammate, a brother. It only mattered that Norton touched her.


    Slow. She let us play with her. We’ll play with her again. Jax resisted the bestial side of his nature. The part that, left unchecked, would assert his dominance and claim her for his own. To hell with her assignment and the test of running a woman with the team. We have to do this right.


    His wolf didn’t like the idea, but he settled. It wasn’t just the wolf who wanted to claim her.


    Jax did, too.


    Could he wear her down? Probably. Yet he couldn’t justify subsuming her will for his pleasure. Wanting her to want him? To give it up for him? Yes. How could he take away her life to fulfill his fantasy? She’d taken him as a lover; it was a good first step.


    Now, to persuade her to keep him as her lover.


    Decided, he silenced the fuming from his wolf. They could chase.


    They had time.


    But thirty minutes later, when he stood in the colonel’s office, his time ran out.


    “You’ll be taking Corporal Amador on the mission.”


    “Not only no, but hell, no.”


    JJ stared at him, unperturbed by his explosion. “Captain, I wasn’t asking for your opinion. I’m giving you your mission.”


    “You’re pushing it, JJ.”


    The colonel raised a hand. “Believe it or not, you actually need her on this mission. She has knowledge of the region you’re heading into…and I have my suspicions about her.”


    “What suspicions?” Their work protected the pack; their obedience to the chain of command protected the pack. Protecting the pack remained his primary objective—except the colonel’s orders meant taking Kat into a live fire zone.


    “She’s not here just to test a theory of women in combat. I’m fairly certain she has an ulterior motive. Her CO in intelligence has been digging. I’ve been busy dealing with him while I waited for you to get rid of her. Whatever she is up to, or not—we need her on this mission.”


    Kat was a spy? His wolf snarled, a fresh wave of fury swamping him. His gut reaction was to say hell, no.


    “Orders are orders, Captain. Your team will be wheels up within two hours.”


    “You tell me you think she’s spying on us, then you order me to take her into a live fire zone, handicapping the team.” The team could handle it. They could handle anything. He didn’t scent a lie on JJ, but then, he hadn’t committed to any of his suppositions about Kat as anything more than a suspicion, a speculation. “Details of the mission, sir?”


    “A team of six State Department employees and a handful of civilians from a world health federation have been taken hostage by Tikitsi rebels outside Kharkana in Mamballa.”


    Mamballa was a central African country that seemed to trade sides based on which rebel faction had the most arms. Internal strife coupled with racial and religious differences made it a hot zone year-round. “How long ago?”


    “Eight hours. Ransom demands have been communicated to both the State Department and the World Health Federation.” The colonel slid a photo across his desk. “Satellite images are sketchy at best. We don’t have updated files on the local population. We do know they pulled them out of Kharkana, but that leaves hundreds of miles for them to hide their hostages in.”


    “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”


    “We’re not negotiating now. Bravo Team will insert, locate the hostages, eliminate the rebels, and bring our people home.”


    “Mobility will be key.” Kat had a wrenched ankle.


    “Information is more important. Corporal Amador worked the Central African desk for six months earlier this year. She speaks the language—some bastardization of Dutch—and she’s familiar with the terrain.”


    Why the hell did Kat have to be familiar with Mamballa?


    “She did three months of relief work as well as coordinating intelligence briefings from the region. The Pentagon has given us an intelligence officer—we’re going to use her.” By dropping her into the middle of what promised to be an ugly firefight? The only way to do a clean extract would be to eliminate all hostile targets. They were likely holed up in a town or urban area, making the fighting street to street and building to building.


    “JJ—is this your idea of getting rid of her? Get her killed in the field?” Jax would kill JJ first.


    The colonel actually looked stunned. The shock rippling through his expression echoed in his scent. “No. I want her gone because your team is too valuable to be compromised, and I don’t know if we can trust her.”


    Jax trusted her—more his wolf did. That was all he needed. “That’s my call. Not yours.” They reported to him, but the team was Jax’s. Kat was his, too. No one, not even JJ, was going to hurt her. His team, his mission, and she would stay here.


    “Then you make the call. I’ll back it.” JJ flattened his hands on the desk. “But be damn certain. Taggart can make trouble for all of us.”


    “Understood.” Jax left the colonel’s office to start across the base to the barracks. The guys would already be getting their gear together; they knew they were being deployed. Kat didn’t, should have no expectation of it. Though he’d sent her to the medics, she was in the barracks when he arrived. Her damp hair and fresh clothes served as a testament to how long she’d been back. What had she done, simply limped through the doc’s office?


    More than one unfriendly glance flew his way from the team, but for the time being he ignored them. They were wolves—of course they’d scented him on her. No way to avoid it. Even after his shower, he could still taste her essence with every breath.


    “Kat,” he said sternly. “Med report.”


    She glanced toward him as she rose from her seat on the footlocker, straightened then said, “It’s a sprain, sir. Not even a bad one.”


    “Head back to the med bay, get medical leave.”


    “For a wrenched joint?” Silver muttered.


    “Now, Amador.”


    “With respect, sir, I spoke to the medic, and they gave it the once-over. Gash is already healing, and I’m clear to return to duty.” A sprain wasn’t enough to end basic training. Wasn’t even enough to end specialized training. If the medical experts were concerned, they’d have sent her for X-rays. No, they’d done what most would—slapped a Band-Aid on it and returned her to duty. Dammit.


    “Bravo Team is deploying. You will stand down.” They’d done plenty of missions without an intelligence operative. He wouldn’t risk her.


    Her jaw tensed as she raised her eyebrows. No way to miss the anger souring the air in the room. It wasn’t only hers, but the other wolves’ as well. The team watched him with dour expressions.


    “Not to countermand your orders, sir,” Kurt said in an even tone. “Corporal Amador also received deployment orders, sir. Intelligence specialist for the region.”


    Jax was going to kill Kurt. Pivoting, he faced off against his lieutenant. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Lieutenant.” His wolf’s agitation ratcheted higher at the promise of challenge in the other man’s eyes.


    “Not offering an opinion, sir.” The last syllable squeezed out from between his teeth as though fired from the chamber of a gun. “Colonel Jones brought me up to speed in the middle of the night when he couldn’t find you.” A not-so-subtle reminder that with Jax gone, Kurt had been in charge. “Corporal Amador knows Mamballa, has been to Kharkana, and speaks the language. She’s a leg up on all three where we are concerned.”


    “I’m fit for duty, sir.” Kat just had to jump in with that last.


    “I didn’t ask if you were fit for duty, I didn’t ask for the lieutenant’s opinion. I am ordering you to stand down, Corporal. You will decline this deployment. You are not a member of Bravo Team.” The moment the last sentence left his lips, Jax regretted it. Kat’s eyes went hard as diamonds, and all emotion erased from her expression.


    Her resentment simmered in the air, and he realized he’d done exactly what she hadn’t wanted from him. He’d brought their intimacy right into the barracks. She’d told him they couldn’t stop being captain and corporal. She’d warned him—warned herself. Too late now. If it had only been her anger, he could have lived with it. The hurt, though, the disappointment discoloring the very air around her, raked claws across his guts.


    “I’m sorry, sir. The colonel’s orders outweigh those of the captain’s. I cannot follow your order when it directly contravenes the colonel’s.” The verbal gauntlet slammed between them. Refusal to follow a direct order was grounds for discipline. Yet she wasn’t alone in her rebellion. Silver came to stand next to her, as did Patterson and even fucking Norton. Their show of solidarity pitted wolf against wolf, Marine against Marine—and in his case—woman against man. A gulf of dissension split the team right down the middle.


    “A word, sir?” It was too little too late for Kurt to try to soothe the disharmony, but Jax needed to step out before he said something else he truly regretted.


    “Prepare for deployment.” With that, he gestured toward the door with his chin, then exited the barracks, Kurt right behind him. A dozen steps away, Jax pivoted to face his lieutenant. Kurt’s right fist caught him hard just above the jawline. Unprepared for the blow, Jax hit the ground. Rebounding, he and his wolf lunged upward, but Kurt didn’t back off.


    “You fucked her.” The harsh accusation carried a wealth of disapproval and no small measure of challenge. “You followed her out there, got her alone, and fucked her—now you wanna fuck with her career?”


    “Be careful, Kurt.” It was the only warning he would offer. Direct challenges between the team were settled as wolves. Period.


    “No.” His lieutenant blinked, and his wolf glared at him from his eyes. Pure, undiluted fury filled the air between them. “You need to be careful. We’d follow you through fire, Jax. That was a dick move, and you were a bigger dick to her in there. Not just because she’s a woman, but because she’s one of us.”


    “She is not one of us.” Why were they even having this damn argument? “You know that. I know it.” Hated it and wanted her anyway. “She’s injured, her training is incomplete, and we’re taking her into hostile territory where every second counts?”


    “She is one of us. She’s been proving it every day since she got here. You might have noticed if you hadn’t been panting after her like she was a bitch in heat.”


    Jax held his temper until the last six words. He feinted a blow, which Kurt went to block, then plowed his fist into Kurt’s jaw. Bone cracked, blood sprayed, and the other wolf went down. He didn’t stay there. “Watch your mouth, or challenge me and get it over with.”


    Wiping the blood from his mouth, Kurt stared at him. “Keep it up and I will. We follow you because you are the strongest among us, the most grounded, and the one we know has all of our interests at heart. What you just did divided the whole team. You may not think she belongs here, but she’s earned a place. She’s taken everything we threw at her and given it back in spades.” Then he shook his head. “Get your head out of your ass, Jax. We’re going to need her.”


    The problem was, he didn’t want to need her. “It’s too damn dangerous.”


    “I’m a Marine.” Her voice sliced between them. Jax closed his eyes. “I swore an oath to defend my country against all enemies, foreign and domestic. Nowhere does it state I serve only in situations deemed safe.”


    Silence, punctuated by drips from the storm gutters, spread between them.


    “The team is ready to go.”


    Jax faced Kat, but she refused to meet his gaze. In fact, hers seemed pinned somewhere beyond him. The distance between them grew wider. All he wanted was five minutes back in the cave, five more minutes to savor the way she fit him. Not… “Five minutes. Head for the helipad. We’ll debrief en route.” They had to fly to the plane that would carry them overseas.


    She nodded, then walked away. The limp remained, but it had improved. Perhaps she stubbornly put her weight on it anyway to demonstrate she was far from weak.


    “Fuck.” He poured all his frustration in the word.


    Kurt came to stand next to him. “Yeah, I don’t think you could have screwed this up more if you’d tried.”


    “Not helping.”


    “Not trying to help you,” his second admitted. “I get the attraction, I do. But…you crossed a line, one you might not come back from.”


    “I don’t care if I make it,” he said. “She has to.”


    “We’ve got her back.” It should have offered him a measure of relief, but it didn’t. “Even if she gets it into her head to prove how wrong you are. We’ll take care of her.”


    “She’s a distraction.”


    Clapping a hand on his shoulder, Kurt dismissed the disagreement between them. Hot tempers might blow, but they resolved as swiftly. “She’s been a distraction since the moment she got here—especially for you. Might be worth examining the why behind that. Until then, head in the game, Captain. We’ve got some civilians to rescue and bad guys to kill.”


    “That boils it down.”


    “Easiest way to parse it. There’s us and then there’s them. She’s us. We take care of our own.”


    Yes, they did. “Assign her to partner with Silver.” The sharpshooter would provide them sniper cover, and it would put Kat at the greatest distance from the fight. Plus, the other wolf had already proven he’d stand up for her.


    “Done.”


    “It’s gonna be a long fucking flight.”


    “Yeah.” Kurt walked away. “Just thinking about the tension—I get chills.”


    The flight to the air base wasn’t only long, it was also miserable and silent. The wolves made no effort to hide their disapproval. Patterson glared at him until Jax met his gaze, and only when his wolf peeked out did the Marine look away. Silver seemed to mirror Kat’s stance by not looking at him at all. They had to listen to him during the briefing, but neither engaged.


    At the air base, they went over their requisition and stowed their equipment. Every weapon would be checked, every bullet counted before they were wheels up. A pair of Humvees had also been loaded. Everything they needed, they had to take with them. Surprises in the field sucked. When Kat strode out, full combat gear in place, the team greeted her with applause.


    Silver slung an arm around her shoulders and held up his phone to snap a close-up of the two together. “Just want to remember the moment the team got a little class.”


    Laughter filled in the potholes left by silence and resentment.


    “Mount up, ladies,” Kurt called, then he paused to give Kat a wink. “And gentleman.”


    The remark earned a fresh round of humor, deflating some of the anxiety generated by the disagreement. Jax was the last to board, and he took a jump seat ahead of the others, where he could stare at all of them. In truth, he only studied Kat, but she made no attempt to look in his direction.


    When had it changed? He was supposed to shield her from the team. He was supposed to be the one protecting her. Now his team stood between them. They had taken his place.


    It didn’t matter that he was the one at fault. The whole situation pissed him off. He wanted more time to resolve the hell between him and Kat. They’d run out of time. Civilians needed them, and his team was the best at these kinds of heavy-fire incursions and extractions.


    So it was time to do his damn job.


    Jax stood, and what conversations had begun ended. All attention focused on him. “At 0500 Zulu Time, six aid workers and six State Department officials were seized from a hotel in Kharkana by Tikitsi rebels. We don’t have their identities yet. We’ll have the information by the time we’re on the ground. Reports indicate an overwhelming force of about thirty heavily armed soldiers stormed the facility, killed four locals, and dragged the Americans out of their beds. Satellite coverage was spotty, and as of wheels up, we have only a limited knowledge of where they were taken. Drones working the area are trying to track them.”


    Turbulence rocked the C-130, but he held his position.


    “Our mission: go in, kick their ass, and rescue the hostages. Our…intelligence specialist, Corporal Amador, has more details on the Tikitsi.” It stuck in his throat, but he got it out there. At least if she spoke to the team, he’d hear her voice.


    “In 1989, Mamballa declared its independence from the Netherlands when the Dembo overthrew the Tikitsi king. It was a bloody insurrection, and it didn’t end there. Over the next two decades, ethnic tensions led to the slaughter of thousands of Tikitsi tribesmen. The Dembo—a minority at the time of the independence—sought to drive out all Tikitsi from the country. In addition, three other minority tribes were embroiled in the conflict—the Hua, Ansi, and Mahado. Of those three tribes, only the Ansi remain, and they occupy a narrow strip of desert.”


    “What happened to the other two?” Silver asked at her pause, and he wasn’t the only wolf leaning forward. Even Jax wanted to know.


    “As far as we can tell, they were exterminated by the Dembo. Some of our sources indicate what little remained of those tribes were caught in the crossfire between a Tikitsi insurgency and the Dembo military. Either way, they’re gone or absorbed.” Her lips compressed into a thin white line, but she gathered her poise and continued. “In 2009, the Dembo declared their supremacy, stating that all other tribes had been absorbed or removed. A man named Amon Janko began organizing Tikitsi refugees displaced in a dozen other countries, unifying them under one goal.”


    “Retaking Mamballa,” Norton stated. It wasn’t a question. Among packs it was the same way—if another pack took their territory, the displaced pack would never give up on reclaiming it.


    “Humanitarian aid and donations poured in from around the world. He parlayed this into funding for a military movement. He began arming children and sending them in to create havoc. For the last several years, they’ve made several incursions into Mamballa and have taken about one-third of the country back. While no formal war has been declared—the current king of Mamballa denies there is even a problem—the whole country remains on a travel ban for U.S. citizens. Aid workers and idealists, however, will fly to Europe and make the journey from there. It’s also not uncommon for workers to drive over the border to help the populace. Most of the country is damn poor. Food and water shortages along with a depleted workforce and damaged infrastructure have created unlivable conditions in most if not all of the cities.”


    “Great, we’re airdropping into hell. Good to know.” This from Cage. Everyone laughed, even Jax, but the sound held no humor.


    “Not like it’s our first trip,” Silver agreed, his tone easy and his posture relaxed, but he kept his attention on Jax. The wolf was annoyed with him. Locking gazes briefly, Jax raised his brows. Were they going to have a problem?


    Silver shook his head and glanced at Kat.


    That’s what Jax thought.


    “Local common language is a Dutch derivative, but tribal languages also prevail. If Dembo encounter Tikitsi, expect heavy gunfire, possible IEDs, and slaughter. Neither side lets the other live if they win.”


    “Even better, it’s the bad part of hell. Got it.” Thumbs-up from Silver.


    “Wait,” Kurt said, leaning forward, his brow furrowed. “If there’s a travel ban, what the hell are State Department officials doing there?”


    Good question.


    “Why the hell do they go anywhere?” Jax supplied for lack of a better answer. “It’s above our pay grade.”


    His lieutenant shrugged. What else was new? Still, Jax tucked the question away in the back of his mind. Travel ban. State Department officials. The middle of nowhere. And his team pulled from training for the second time in as many weeks to recover the victims. It seemed to be happening a lot lately.


    “Kharkana is the largest city in Mamballa. It’s also the seat of the king and their—well for lack of a better term, congress. It’s mostly a cabal of local tribal leaders. The city does have some international investors and an airport. Though the whole country is landlocked, it has an extensive lake system, many of which were heavily poisoned during mining operations in the fifties. If I had to guess, if the Tikitsi wanted to hang onto their prisoners, they’ll withdraw them to Barouhn, a smaller town, about 150 kilometers southwest of Kharkana. It’s in Tikitsi-held territory. Constructed primarily of adobe-like houses, it has tight streets, a sandstone wall surrounding it, and cramped quarters. Getting vehicles in and out will be a challenge, but it’s also in a valley, which gives us better vantage points.”


    Jax took up the thread. “We’ll have confirmation on our drop before we make Mamballa airspace. This is a covert assignment. We will not have any backup to come get us if we fail. We will airdrop the Humvees, then we will follow. We will split into three teams. Silver, you will be on overwatch with the M8. Amador, you’ll be his spotter and on comms if we need you for translation. Patterson and Norton, you’ll be on Cage, designation Bravo-3, and you will handle extraction of the hostages.” Norton had to be on that team in case of injuries to the civilians. Cage was more than capable of watching both of their backs. “Jeremiah, you’re with Kurt, designation Bravo-2, you’ll secure the main gates and our egress point. Butler, you’re with me as Bravo-1.”


    “What do we get to do?” Butler met his gaze, a glimmer of anticipation in his eyes. At least one of his Marines had his head in the game.


    “We’re gonna make some noise.”


    “Oorah!”


    The flight passed uneventfully. They had the time to rest, so they took it. Once they hit the ground, they would have to move. Most of his men were able to sleep, catnapping to conserve energy before the mission. Even Kat had leaned back against the hull and closed her eyes. The lack of regular respiration betrayed her wakefulness. The man in him wanted to take her aside, talk to her, and clear the air. The Marine in him knew better. They’d all turned their focus onto the mission, and he’d already distracted her enough. Distraction in the field could get a person killed.


    He’d given her the most secure assignment, but one that was also mission critical. Silver didn’t need a spotter, but considering the number of unknowns in their situation, more eyes were better. Safety in a war zone was an illusion. And no doubt about it, they were going into a war zone. It might not be their war, but for the six State Department officials and their civilian staff currently being held, it definitely was.


    With his wolf pacing restlessly, sleep eluded Jax. An hour out, confirmation came in from the drone searches. Kat had been right—the hostages had been moved to Barouhn. With quiet efficiency, they ate, went over their equipment again, then reviewed the plan. Jax had a map up on a digital tablet, and they passed it around.


    Better to memorize their positions ahead of time.


    “We’re dropping ten kilometers from the target. We’ll approach overland. Silver, I will drop you and Amador in the green zone.” They’d sectioned the map. “Then we’ll proceed. Kurt, you and your team will secure the town gates and the east wall in the orange zone. If we have to take down that wall, do it. My team and I will proceed in, on foot, building by building. Best estimate, hostages are secured in the red area—it’s a collection of six buildings also once designated a prison. Reinforced walls, steel bars, the works.”


    “Here I thought Alcatraz looked crowded when I visited it,” Butler muttered.


    “Probably as pleasant—thinking this place doesn’t go on the spring break plans.” Cage ate one power bar after another. He wasn’t alone. Jax unwrapped his. They were going to be moving fast, faster than human most of the time, and they needed a lot of energy.


    Halfway through his second bar, he caught Kat staring at him, the weight of her gaze a visceral caress to his senses. Locking eyes with her, he read the question in them. Why was he doing this to her? Therein lay the problem. Too many questions separated them. Too many answers he couldn’t give her. Waving his power bar at her, he nodded to her jacket. She had her own food. She needed to eat.


    The night in the cave, she’d said he’d been looking after her from the beginning. That hadn’t changed.


    Mouth tight, she lowered her lashes as though dismissing his suggestion. When she didn’t pull a bar out to eat, he had to clamp his teeth together to keep from snarling. Her nervousness couldn’t be denied; the tang of it salted the air. The team had too much experience in the field, and he’d know if one of the wolves was worried.


    The urgent need to comfort her burst from his wolf, but he wrestled the desire away. He had to focus on the battle in front of them. Kat could tear a strip off his hide once they’d successfully completed the operation. She didn’t have to like his protectiveness; he would still keep her safe.


    Field ops meant danger. In their case, it meant parachuting from a plane into hostile foreign territory and killing people.


    The thirty-minute warning flashed overhead. His team moved; gear was checked, then rechecked. The Humvee parachutes would deploy and pull vehicle one, then vehicle two from the plane. Thirty seconds after they dropped, the team would follow.


    Making his way down the line, Jax did a parachute check on each Marine himself. It wasn’t an unusual task, but his fist bump to each shoulder was, as were his quiet words.


    When he reached Kat, the combined pressure of seven other wolves focused on him. His snapped internally, but the man ignored them all. He went over her buckles, the rip cord, and the secure straps. Her secondary chute looked good, as did the primary. Bumping his knuckles to her shoulder, he locked gazes with her. “Embrace the suck, Corporal.”


    “Semper Fi, Captain.”


    Five-minute warning went off.


    “Lock and load, ladies,” he shouted, moving back to his position as the rear hatch began to open.


    The parachute for the first Humvee rippled, and Kurt hit the release. The vehicle shot down the ramp. Twenty-second count, and they sent the second one. A green light signaled it was their turn.


    Cage made the first leap, with Kurt checking each Marine as they passed him. One by one the wolves dived out of the plane, and Jax couldn’t help it—his heart fisted when Kat flung herself out like the professional she was. Silver followed a heartbeat behind her, then Kurt, leaving Jax as the last one off the plane. Normally the experience of free-falling exhilarated both him and his beast. This time, he had no patience for the thrill, his attention riveted to the darkness below as one by one their chutes popped open.


    When all eight were accounted for, he exhaled his relief, then pulled his cord.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Kat had to admit, jumping out of an airplane to parachute into hostile territory while surrounded by some of the best Marines in the Corps thrilled the hell out of her. Didn’t matter how sober the situation was, for just those few minutes that she glided, she experienced the power of flight, and it did more to lift her mood than the whole trip combined. Even if she washed out after this, even if her illegal relationship with Jax came back to bite her in the ass, it didn’t matter. She’d soared out of a plane, then pulled a rip cord to float to earth with a badass group—and their Humvees. Her. She’d done it.


    She touched down with far more grace than she expected, considering the ache in her ankle. However, hours of rest on the plane had done wonders for it. As had the pain reliever she’d taken. Around her, the rest of the team landed and made quick work of packing away parachutes then double-timing it to where the Humvees landed.


    Everyone had tasks, so she went straight to the first vehicle and opened the portable satellite computer, then got the signal up. They needed any updates on current troop movements or positioning as soon as they were available. The others stowed the parachutes for the vehicles, then got the engines running. She and Silver rode in the back of Jax’s vehicle while Kurt took his and Cage’s team ahead.


    The landscape rolled past as they turned both vehicles toward Barouhn. She got the satellite online and the new intelligence loaded.


    “We’ve got pictures. I’ll get them sent to your devices.” They didn’t use their digital tablets, but each one had a phone-like device capable of downloading images, recording intelligence, and transmitting back. She once joked they were mission black boxes, designed to be accessed with the correct passwords back in Washington. As the images transmitted, she scrolled through them. While she wasn’t one of the ones going in to retrieve the hostages, it might be good to be able to identify them in a crowd, particularly since she had to work as spotter for Silver.


    One of the images designated as an aid worker jumped out at her, though. Something about the face seemed familiar, but she couldn’t put a finger on where she’d seen it before. Too soon they were at the drop-off point. She shut down the equipment, checked her weapon, and then as soon as Jax stopped the vehicle, she was out the door. Thankfully, he didn’t say anything this time.


    Packing away the personal baggage, she followed Silver up the hill, looking for a good vantage. He was moving double time, and it was a strain for to keep up, but she didn’t complain. Her ankle held up well enough, and soon they were planted. Keeping her attention on the task, she thought about the face of the aid worker. Where had she seen him before?


    “Amador,” Silver said as he placed his hand over the throat comms. She knew it would pause the device and keep it from transmitting. “Eyes front, head on a swivel. Just because we’re out here doesn’t mean we won’t see action.”


    Suitably chastised, she nodded and got her weapon back in position. He wasn’t wrong, and she knew better. Pivoting, she double-checked their back trail then followed a 360-degree vantage before resuming pace behind him. Ten minutes after leaving the vehicle, they were in place. Silver selected the spot he liked, leaving her to scout the surroundings while he set up. The Humvees were approaching Barouhn. It was dark, and no floodlights or intense city lights occluded her view of the stars above. Too bad she couldn’t really enjoy it. Nightscopes on both the rifle and the binoculars would give them a clear field of vision.


    Even as she settled into place next to Silver, binoculars up, she couldn’t help but shake the feeling that something was off.


    Maybe it was because everything had been going so well so far. She knew better than to simply count on the smoothness of their luck. It took very little to send a mission straight to hell—sometimes not even that.


    The lack of an external patrol around Barouhn troubled her, however. She measured the distance and read off the numbers to Silver when he asked. Then she returned to scanning the walls. There weren’t even sentries up. The team was the most exposed while on the approach to fort-like town, so why wasn’t more alarm being raised?


    “Barouhn’s a small town, but it’s designed like a fort.”


    “I think ‘town’ is a generous word for it.” Silver didn’t look away from the scope. Lying flat on her belly, binoculars to her eyes, she didn’t disagree.


    “Yeah, but it’s also one of the largest structures in Tikitsi-held territory. They have hostages there…” Hostages confirmed by drones. The only way a drone would’ve confirmed was if they’d received visual confirmation. Just heat signatures and buildings wouldn’t do it, not out here. Not in a place where families crammed together in tight rooms—it would throw off the readings, not to mention it wouldn’t distinguish between civilian, soldier, or hostage.


    “Can the chatter.” Jax’s voice echoed in her ear, the quiet, authoritative command soothing the unsettled part of her more than she cared to admit. The rapid beat of her heart, coupled with her position, forced her to breath shallowly.


    “There should be sentries. Guards. Something.” The Humvees were right on top of Barouhn, with Kurt’s Humvee swinging straight into the gate and taking it out. Jax swung his into a V formation with Kurt’s, creating a cover position for himself and the others as they spilled out. They moved right into the city as expected. Everything appeared to be going according to plan.


    “Silver, something is wrong.” She knew the city’s layout, had seen enough reports on Tikitsi encampments to know what to expect. The plan called for Kurt and his team to secure the gates, which would remove any and all opposition at that area, but there was no opposition. Switching the lenses on the binoculars briefly, she checked heat signatures. The infrared setting wasn’t that great at this distance, but there was plenty of red in the town all concentrated near the center—more than would just be families together. Far more than would just be Jax and his team going in.


    “It’s going to be fine, Amador. Take it easy.” The soothing assurance did nothing for her, though. Not when her instincts were screaming. It was the middle of the night, closer to dawn than dusk, the perfect time to take an enemy encampment when the guards would be at their sleepiest.


    Still no movement. It didn’t make sense—the Tikitsi were an endangered people in their own country. They would have guards, especially after taking hostages. Damn, the team moved fast through the night. She could barely keep up with Jax’s position. One minute he was near the gates, the next he was halfway through the town, heading for the reported location of the hostages. Within too short a time frame, Jax’s team made entry at the prison-like facility.


    How the hell were they moving so fast?


    “Hostages located, prepping extraction.” Not even a hint of emotion or anxiety ridged Jax’s words. Yet even as he spoke, she couldn’t escape the ever-ballooning sensation something was about to go horribly wrong.


    “Correction, one hostage missing.”


    So they had eleven of the hostages. That didn’t bode well—maybe that was the feeling that she was fighting, but she still couldn’t put a finger on it.


    “Still clear, boss,” Silver said steadily next to her.


    “All clear at the gate,” Kurt confirmed.


    Why the hell was it all clear? Where the hell were the guards? Where were the men who taken the hostages in the first place? Some thirty-odd men had participated in the raid at the hotel. Even if that was all they had, where did thirty men vanish to? Swiveling her position, Kat scanned the walls once more, checking each area where the team deployed.


    “You’re panting,” Silver warned her. “Deeper breaths, Amador, deeper breaths. Don’t want to blow your wad at the beginning.”


    The weak quip did little to distract her. Shifting slightly, she was able to catch sight of Jax and his team leading the hostages out. Switching back to night vision, she studied each face. Thankfully, she’d memorized all the faces in the file, a talent that had served her well as an analyst. Familiarity with information was what her stock in trade.


    State Department. State Department. Aid worker. Aid worker. Aid worker. She sorted them out, name, occupation, and employer. They were moving again, but nowhere near as fast as the team had made their entrance.


    There was one missing. It was the same face that had jumped out at her when she first looked at the file. Just like that—his name pulled from a different file in her brain. Marlon Henderson.


    Henderson was not an aid worker, and he didn’t work for the State Department. What the hell was the CIA doing here?


    “Silver, how often are recon teams sent out for these types of hostage rescues?”


    “Happens all the time, far more than you ever see on the news. In fact, if we make it on the news, it’s because we didn’t do our job.”


    Standard operating procedure to deploy a recon team to rescue Americans being held by rebel forces in third world countries, particularly where it was easier to simply extract their own than to handle it through diplomatic channels.


    Something Marlon Henderson would be very well aware of.


    Why else would State Department officials be meeting in a country that had a travel advisory against it? Had they really been brought in there to simply secure the freedom of the aid workers…?


    “How many of these missions has Bravo Team done?” She’d read all of the files on them, though many had been redacted, including mission scope, so she hadn’t always been able to determine what they were sent to accomplish.


    “Our specialty, Amador. Seriously, take it easy. I can practically smell the fear rolling off you. We trained for this. We’re okay. We’ve seen stranger scenarios. Trust me.”


    “Would any other teams be sent out on this type of mission? The team was in training and recertifying, and they pulled you out to do this. Is Bravo Team the only one who handles these?”


    “Of course not. There are a couple other teams that handle hostage extraction, but we’re the best. If we’re not already on a mission, it’s always our call.”


    It was always their call. Bravo Team, who didn’t fail missions. Bravo Team, who never came back in body bags. Bravo Team, the best of the best. So good, in fact, that even other divisions within the military were starting to ask questions, enough to assign her to their team in order to gather intelligence on them.


    Had their favor earned them a look-see from the CIA? It wasn’t beyond the scope of the agency overreach to test the team.


    Trusting her instincts, she put her hand to her comms and activated them. “You have to abort, extract now. It’s a trap.”


    Silver jerked next to her. Though he didn’t move his eye away from the scope, she could almost feel the tension pouring off him.


    “How do you know it’s—”


    Explosions lit the dark sky in bright orange as flames ballooned upward. IEDs exploded on either side of the gate, too close to where Kurt and the others were holding station. The flash burned white in her night-vision goggles and assaulted her eyes. Gunfire echoed across the valley. She dropped the binoculars and jerked at a second wave of sound, this one approaching from their six. She was on her way up, gun in hand, when Silver gripped her arm and flipped her. They rolled away from their position as bullets slammed into the dirt.


    “Take the two on the right,” Silver ordered, then he was gone in the dark and she came up. Five shadows swarmed their position, and she targeted the men on the right. Her first target went down, but her second lunged.


    She didn’t overthink, relying strictly on her training. Blocking his weapon, she sent it up and away then caught his thumb and bent it backward as she stepped into his forward motion, using the combination of their momentum to drive her strike into his elbow joint. Not slowing, she slammed her foot against his instep, then ducked and rolled him over her shoulder.


    As they landed, she locked her arms around his throat in an applied chokehold.


    Silver appeared in front of them, and he took her soldier’s face in his hands then twisted sharply, snapping his neck.


    “Don’t play, we have work to do.”


    It shouldn’t have been funny. Yet a laugh almost escaped. They locked gazes for the space of a heartbeat, then she shoved the man away and they lunged back to their spots.


    Through her binoculars, she stared at the carnage below. Fresh explosions had rattled the town, leaving walls and buildings in rubble. The rapid staccato beat of gunfire shattered the night. She couldn’t find anyone in the smoke and flame; the whole team seemed to have vanished into the chaos—and they weren’t on comms.


    Silver cursed, then fired. His finger steady, he put no more than two bullets into any target. She picked out two snipers on the wall for him, then tracked the range on a fifty caliber—it was a hell of a shot, but Silver took the son of a bitch.


    It was like a scene out of a nightmare, the smoke occluding everything. Amid the bark of guns firing, she heard howls and, worse, the sounds of screaming. Worried for the hostages, she kept scanning.


    Movement flashed near a burning truck. A rebel was there then went down—and if she hadn’t been watching, she wouldn’t have seen him. Studying the motion, she narrowed her focus to closer to the ground, then froze. It wasn’t possible. Her brain refused to accept what her eyes were telling her.


    Because it wasn’t men fighting the other men, racing through the smoke and the flames.


    It was wolves.


    “Amador,” Silver snapped next to her. “Heads up, we’re about to have more company.”


    The command jerked her to the present, and she lost track of the mirage in the smoke. Wolves. They couldn’t be wolves. In the middle of a firefight, she shouldn’t need a reminder to wake up and focus.


    “Six o’clock,” he told her without looking away from his scope. Dropping the binoculars, she rolled over and fired at the shadows coming at them. Three men. Six shots. Hot air sizzled past her, but the bullet kicked up dust next to her.


    “Keep your eyes on our six,” Silver told her unnecessarily. “You were right. This is a trap.”


    The only way out for the team was to plow through numbers far greater than theirs. Studying the night, she considered the terrain. They were still ninety minutes from sunrise. The moon had set, leaving them limited visibility.


    “How long before we go after them?” Nothing moved, at least not in her line of sight, but she maintained position. Silver had given her the impression of uncanny observation. He’d also heard their would-be attackers well before she did. Actually, she hadn’t heard them at all.


    “Retrieving them isn’t in the plan,” Silver said, pausing as he took another shot, then continued, “We stick to the plan.”


    Sounded good, exactly as they would fill in on a report. Maybe even repeat in a debriefing.


    “Until…?”


    Silver chuckled, a cold and unfriendly sound. “Until we need to change the plan. Straggler at seven o’clock.” She’d actually already clocked their new arrival trying to creep up on them and fired at the same moment Silver finished his sentence.


    She checked her rounds, then reloaded the sidearm. As long as they didn’t come at them in waves, they had a chance—


    A howl rose from the roaring below, and a chill raced up her spine.


    Wolves?


    As much as she wanted to go for her binoculars again, she didn’t dare confirm the theory. It simply wasn’t possible.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Mission planning done the right way incorporated the element of surprise. No mission ever went exactly as it had been planned on paper, however, and Jax’s experience accounting for all the possibilities removed from them the ambush.


    Arriving at Barouhn, they found no guards and no sentries. It was a dead giveaway. Neither he nor Kurt reacted well to such an obvious ploy. However, in very few instances, they’d encountered situations where hostages were guarded by a lack of guards.


    If you didn’t see security in place, you wouldn’t think they were hiding anything. Still, he didn’t believe in too much of a good thing. Leaving Kurt with his guys on the gates to keep their extraction point clear, Jax went in. One thing was true of working with wolves—they communicated as much with a look as they could with words. The combination of military training and body language gave them a definite advantage in these situations. Having Kat on comms meant they had to limit those interactions so that she didn’t hear things like what was scented or heard where a normal human wouldn’t.


    That said, Jax picked out the scents of gunpowder, gun oil, and explosives, yet he saw no evidence of them. Moving through the streets, they ran, cutting in and out, following the predetermined path. When they encountered zero resistance until the prison, he knew something was up.


    “Hostages located, hostages extracting.” He needed to let Silver know to watch out. If this was a real trap, chances were the rebels were going to come at the team as soon as they had the hostages. Where else did one set the bar to close on the trap, except where the rat grabbed the cheese?


    A quick head count revealed they were missing one of the hostages. He didn’t have time to do an identity sweep, but they did question the hostages in hushed tones. The traumatized aid workers and State Department officials didn’t have information. Only one, a young woman, mentioned one of her colleagues been taken earlier in the evening just before dark but they hadn’t returned with him.


    If he were a victim, they’d have to get these hostages out, then return for the missing man. If he was still alive. The needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few or, in their case, the one. Without more information or details, the whole operation seemed pretty damn hinky to begin with.


    “You have to abort the mission. It’s a trap. Abort.” Kat’s frantic warning came a split second before the red dot of a sniper’s rifle landed on the aid worker next to Jax. The wolves scattered, dragging the hostages down to get them out of the fire zone even as explosions shattered the quiet. The booms released sent pain ringing through his ears, and the light dazzled his eyes.


    Training kept Jax on point. His men knew what to do, and they acted rather than reacting. Their hostages weren’t so lucky. Panic swelled around them, stinking up the air as much as the sulfur and explosive compounds. The constant explosions were also muddying everything, which made it hard to determine which direction the insurgents were coming from, but he knew they were coming.


    “Jeremiah, secure the hostages while we do a clear.”


    His wolf understood the command. He’d get them out of sight, because the wolves would need every skill in their arsenal to retake the advantage. Corralling the hostages back into the prison, they left Jeremiah with the additional weapons and ammo, then shifted. Kurt’s men had gone quiet on comms. The howl of battle rose near the gates, and Jax dived in.


    They cleared the area around the prison, moving with speed and strength they didn’t hold back. None of their targets would be getting up again. Stray bullets flew through the air, but Jax focused on his task, trusting in their training. Worry for Kat intruded, but he had to rely on her training, too. She’d proven time and time again she could take care of herself.


    She was stubborn enough to keep fighting. She wouldn’t give up.


    As soon as they secured the immediate vicinity of the prison, he and the others streamed out like radiating bolts from a central target. Any insurgent between them and the gates went down. The trap had been laid, and far more than thirty men waited for them. They boiled out like ants from a kicked-over hill, hot air washing out with them—as though they’d hidden in an overheated room on purpose.


    To mask their heat signatures.


    Someone, somewhere, knew something. It was a matter for another day. For now, Jax had his goals. Clear the targets, secure the hostages, and extract his team.


    The battle took on a surreal quality as time seemed to elongate. Target after target fell to teeth and claws, yet bullets struck out of the darkness. One sliced a furrow across his shoulder, but he continued. The burn reminded him he was alive. An explosion knocked him off his feet, the stun lasting seconds, but it served only to piss him off.


    Ears ringing, he had to rely solely on his instincts as a man, a Marine, and a wolf. That training saved him twice, but as he cleared his section and doubled back, he joined up with his other wolves. The town had turned into a charnel house.


    At the perimeter, he joined with Kurt’s forces to clear out the stragglers. He cleared their vehicles, then headed toward Silver and Kat’s position. If the trap had been sprung in the city, they’d likely caught hell outside. The click of a gun being cocked stilled Jax.


    “I knew you guys were something, but I had no idea. This isn’t a secret. It’s a fucking nightmare.”


    Definitely an American voice, and not one that Jax recognized. He swiveled an ear in the direction of the sound but didn’t move another muscle. If the speaker was close enough to get the drop on Jax, then he was close enough to do severe damage. Jax had to get a feeling for exactly where he was so that he could make every motion count.


    “If I hadn’t seen it with my own fucking eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it,” the man continued. “No offense, whatever you are…I definitely need proof to take back to the Agency, and your corpse will do.”


    C.I.A. Fucking spooks. Out of options and time, Jax’s world narrowed, and he prepared to lunge even as the sound of a gun firing exploded in the night air. The crack of the shot so close blotted out his hearing and muted the second shot, which tore through his assailant. Whirling, Jax found an exit wound had opened the man’s forehead right between his eyes. A spray of blood had landed on the muddied earth. More trickled down his face, then the man dropped, revealing Kat behind him.


    She met Jax’s gaze, and he froze. As did she.


    “Jax?”


    There was no escaping it. She knew. He wanted to rend something apart. Starting with the stupid guy in front of him, but he was already dead.


    “It is you, isn’t it, Jax?” Worry and hope tangled together in her voice, pushing at him. Secrecy was primary to their mission—they were under orders from their alphas as well as from the military to never reveal their presence to the outside world. She couldn’t know. Her knowing could get her killed.


    Worse, her knowing could make him have to kill her.


    “I saw you…through the smoke in the fire. One minute you were men and then…then you were wolves.”


    He wanted to shake his head, he wanted to snarl—God help him, he wanted to go to her. The faint scent of fresh copper tangled with her scent told him she was bleeding somewhere, but she looked healthy, she looked alive.


    She took another step in his direction, and he held firm. He was still having trouble hearing much. Even her voice was muted, but his nose worked, and nothing else moved around them, except… Silver appeared out of the darkness behind her.


    Question filled the other wolf’s eyes. He was in a position to deal with the problem. What did the captain want him to do?


    Jax sneezed, then shook his head. Relief swamped Silver’s features, and he backed off. Kat never even seemed aware that he was there.


    “This is your secret,” she murmured, awe and disbelief twining in her tone. “It’s why you have such a high success rate on your missions.” Then she pulled her gaze from him to look at the carnage littering the area. “It’s why they set the trap for you.”


    The moment hung suspended between them, with only the crackle of flames from the smoldering piles of the town’s walls to fill in the void. She couldn’t know. The orders were explicit—their secrecy took precedence over everything else.


    Killing Kaitlyn wasn’t an option.


    Her confusion called to him. All he wanted to do was comfort her. When he took a step toward her, the spell holding them seemed to evaporate. “I’ll take care of the hostages—they’ll need to be debriefed.”


    Then she fled him.


    Silver and Patterson took care of final sweeps. The town itself had all been a trap. The heat signatures in the buildings had been the soldiers lying in wait. Baited perfectly, they’d been drawn in with Kaitlyn in tow. Jax had only two regrets for Kat killing the CIA operative—he couldn’t question a dead man, and he hadn’t killed him himself.


    Kat focused on the hostages, checked them over for injury, then took their statements while they waited for the copters to drop in. The change in circumstance led to Jeremiah calling an audible. Black Hawks had been deployed to their location.


    A search turned up a couple of computers and a thumb drive. They packed them up for transport. He and the others resumed their human forms as soon as everything was secure, and they made sure none of the hostages saw them. As soon as the Black Hawks arrived, they boarded—the wolves divided their attention between keeping watch on Kat and on the terrain.


    The urge to talk to her pressed in on Jax, but they had to wait. Too many ears, and she kept busy, pressing the hostages for any details. Her questions about Henderson interested him, but he soon realized she wanted to make sure the aid workers and State Department employees hadn’t been in on Henderson’s plan.


    Their answers verified their innocence, but Kat proved diligent and compassionate. Once they reached the aircraft carrier, the civilians would be shuttled one way and Bravo Team the other.


    Stress rose in waves from the wolves. They knew Kat had seen them. They knew the law. A law that protected not only the secrecy of the program and the military’s investment in them, but the packs. It wasn’t only their lives she held in her hands.


    It was on him to execute the final edict, to secure the future for them all.


    How could he kill her?


    When no moment presented itself on the aircraft carrier, he spent his time studying her, trying to gauge her mood. Powerful scents of ocean, airplane fuel, and more than five thousand souls aboard the ship muddied the air around them and kept her shrouded from him.


    Worse, she didn’t look at him. Her attention had been on the hostages, then on her gear, and on the flight back stateside, she hadn’t sat with the team—choosing a forward jump seat near the pilots. Every mile closer to stateside they drew, the higher the team’s anxiety ramped.


    Just thirty minutes from landing, Kurt switched seats and sat next to him. Jax knew what he would say before the words left his mouth.


    “I can do it,” he offered, in a quiet, subvocal tone, which wouldn’t carry to the other wolves, much less Kat. “I know what she means to you.”


    No. He didn’t. “I’ll handle it.” He could not, would not, abdicate the responsibility.


    “Jax.” Sympathy rolled through the syllable of his name, a sympathy he neither wanted nor deserved.


    “I said I’ll handle it.” No matter how ugly or brutal the next few hours might prove to be. “None of you will touch her. Is that clear?” He looked sideways at his second, his wolf burning in his eyes. In this, he and his wolf were in one hundred percent agreement. She was theirs. They would defend her.


    The half-light of the interior cast shadows on Kurt’s expression, but he cut his gaze away first. He ceded the argument. “If you don’t,” he warned, “you know what happens.”


    He did. Kat’s life? Or the lives of their packs? The agreement with the government protected them all. Drone strikes could deliver a vicious payload into the heart of their homes, erasing them from existence. One-on-one, the wolves could take the humans any time they wanted.


    Missiles were another story.


    “Kurt—challenge me or shut up.” The ultimatum ended the discussion. His second tapped his shoulder with a fist, then leaned back in his seat. Awareness swept over him as he sensed the weight of Kat’s stare. A glance caught her looking at him.


    The last thing he’d wanted—the worst had happened.


    As soon as they landed, he freed the seat restraints. “Secure the plane,” he ordered, and the wolves understood. They filed out and took the pilot and copilot with them. Fear flickered through Kat’s expression as she watched their exodus. When her gaze tracked to him, the terror in her sweet brown eyes eviscerated him.


    Kurt was the last wolf off, and the ramp closed behind them, leaving them secured inside. Hours after the fact, he was finally alone with her.


    “Kat,” he said, trusting his men to have created a secure perimeter, which afforded him privacy. He took one step in her direction, but the combination of her retreat and her hand going to where her weapon had been halted him.


    No mistaking her scent now—he frightened her. Loathing the rancid disillusionment permeating her spicy fragrance, he raised his hands, palms forward.


    “You’re impossible,” she whispered, the harshness in her tone undeniable.


    “Yes.”


    “How do you even exist?”


    He hadn’t believed her reaction could cut him deeper. He’d been wrong. “I can’t explain that to you. You already know too much.”


    “You’re wolves,” she repeated in a shuddering voice. Her disbelief etched into every third syllable. “I mean, you’re really wolves—huge freaking wolves.”


    He nodded. The sooner she accepted the reality, the sooner they could work together on a solution for their predicament. Whatever else happened, they had to settle this here. “Kat, you know something very few people do.”


    She scrubbed her hands over her face then shook her head. “This is the secret, the secret behind your success. How you’ve completed so many missions.” The echo of what she’d said to him as a wolf scored deep. “It was you at the Edge—on base. I saw you. And it was you in that village, the wolf I was talking to? Right?” She paced away from him suddenly. “I was talking to a wolf.”


    He’d never wanted to go to her more, desperate just hold her. To comfort her and tell her everything would be okay. “Yes, that is our secret. It has to be yours, too.”


    “How does anyone keep that a secret? There are satellites. We have intel from Barouhn via satellite. They’ll have video—they’ll have seen you were wolves—seen what you did.”


    “Command knows what we did, and they are very well aware of who we are. Satellite footage will be scrubbed, the intel destroyed. They’ve been doing it for years, and they’ve gotten really good at it.”


    “This is too big a secret. How can you possibly keep it? I mean, every time someone finds out, you open yourself to more risk, unless…”


    She sucked in a deep breath, the precariousness of her situation finally hitting home.


    “The colonel takes care of all of that. No satellite data, no observation posts. It’s all erased. When we go in and do an insertion, it goes black. Yes, Kat, this is our secret, and it has to be your secret, too. If you don’t keep it, they will kill you.” It was the first time he admitted it aloud, at least to himself, that it wouldn’t be him who killed her. No, he would die to defend her first. Damn the colonel and perhaps even his own alpha—they would come after him as well as her. So be it. Jax couldn’t reconcile his orders, not when all he wanted to do was protect her and keep her safe.


    “Do you have any idea what you’re asking me to do?”


    He did. More, he knew what he was asking of himself, and of his team particularly, if they didn’t agree. Bravo Team existed to protect the packs. The moment he violated that, he became the threat. They would come for him, too.


    “I’m asking you to live. I can’t make it any plainer. I need your word, Kat. I need you to swear to me you won’t say anything, that you will keep this secret.”


    “How would you even know? How would you know to trust me? How could I swear to you right now? How could you possibly believe me?” Was she trying to convince him or herself? The conflict playing out across her expression and in her scent tormented his wolf.


    “I know because I trust you.” The words were a revelation for both him and his wolf. Yet there it was. A truth he couldn’t deny. “I believe you to be an honorable Marine, but more than that, you’re an honorable person. This country, the Corps—it all means something to you. You understand the need to protect what is yours or, in this case, what is ours. If you give me your word, I know you will honor it. The safety of everyone involved, including you, depends on it. No one can know our secret.”


    Kat began to pace back and forth, shaking her head. “Don’t you see? They already know you have a secret.” For the first time since boarding the plane, she narrowed the distance between them. “Why do you think that mission just happened? Henderson set a trap. He baited it perfectly, designed to your skills, knowing yours would be the team sent. You think they don’t know? Maybe they don’t know you turn into wolves, but they do know you’re something. Your record of mission successes, your lack of casualties, it’s created questions.”


    That didn’t matter, and Jax waved off the concern. “It always has. We always take care of it. One great thing about the military chain of command—when someone gives you an order, you follow it, and the rest sorts itself out. Not to mention the paperwork. Things get lost. They get classified. All that matters is that we are successful. We protect American interests, therefore, they protect ours. Kat, just say you’ll keep the damn secret. It won’t hurt anyone, least of all you.”


    She sniffed, and for a moment the sheen of tears in her voice scalded him as she said, “That’s the point. It’s why I was even on this team.” His blood ran cold at her assertion. “The questions have gone as high as the Pentagon and quite possibly up to the joint chiefs. Who knows, maybe even the president. That’s above my pay grade. All I know is that Major Taggart tasked me with joining Bravo Team, with going through the training so that I could get on the inside and tell them your secret. Do you see now? Do you see what you’ve done?”


    She paced away from him, hands on top of her head. In all their time together, from training to the cave to the field, he’d never seen her this vulnerable.


    “To keep your secret, I have to violate my oath. If I tell your secret, I have to violate your trust. Do you have any idea? I didn’t even know people like you could exist. You’re a fucking myth standing right here. One I saw with my own eyes.”


    Her agitation drove his wolf crazy. When she paced back toward him, he closed the distance between them and gripped her arms. She flinched, and his wolf cringed. When she brought her hands up as if to ward them off, he released her. He’d faced all kinds of battle, all types of war and horror. Her terror of him? He couldn’t live with that.


    “My orders were to wash you out. How could I? You didn’t give up; you proved time and again how capable you are and that you are a member of this team. I won’t order you not to tell, but I am trusting you. That’s all I have left.” As he withdrew a step, he realized that was it. His faith in her was all that stood between him, the team, and the pack’s ultimate disaster. “Our lives are in your hands, Corporal Amador. You’re an exceptional Marine, an exceptional member of Bravo Team. I can’t ask you to be anything else. I won’t.”


    Needing to say more, wanting to say more and knowing he couldn’t, Jax pivoted and stalked toward the exit. He hit the button on the ramp, allowing the breeze from below to wash into the plane, pushing aside the smell of fear and sweat and disappointment. It couldn’t erase his loss.


    At the foot of the ramp, he met Kurt’s stare. “Time to go home.”


    They were almost to the vehicles when Kurt said, “Kat?”


    Jax didn’t have an answer, so he didn’t give him one.


    They loaded into the vehicles, a strained silence holding them in place. Instead of rolling out, they waited. It took a moment for Jax to realize what they were waiting on—or, more specifically, whom.


    Kat disembarked, then slowly walked over to join them. A low exhale of relief issued from Silver, one the other wolves echoed. When she slid into his vehicle, he braced himself. If they went for her, he would have very little time and maneuverability to deal with the threat.


    The silence to Fort Edge was deafening. None more so than hers. The colonel waited for them, unusual enough to ramp up the tension once more. The senior officer blinked when Kat stepped out of the vehicle, but Jax made it to her side, intent on intercepting any questions.


    “Good job, gentlemen.” The colonel searched her face, then his, and Jax narrowed his gaze. Had the colonel insisted she go specifically to reveal their secret and force him to act? The suspicion left a sour taste in his gut. “Debrief in one hour. Corporal Amador, with me.”


    Everything inside Jax froze as she followed the colonel. It went against his instincts to let her go, but he had to. He trusted her.


    Needed to trust her.


    An uneasy quiet rested over the team as they filtered into their barracks. He wasn’t alone in looking to her empty bunk. Nor was he alone in keeping watch on the door. They cleaned up and changed. At the one-hour mark, Jax went to face the music.


    Kat hadn’t returned.


    The colonel’s aide waved him into the office. JJ rose at his entrance, a wide grin on his face. Stunned, Jax almost forgot to salute. Then JJ offered him a hand. “Good job, Captain. I apologize for doubting you.”


    Delight suffused the man’s scent, delight and triumph. “Sir?” What the hell was going on?


    “Corporal Amador has resigned. She washed out voluntarily.” JJ clapped his hands together. “Drink?”


    Loss staggered him. She’d done what?


    “She reported a conflict of interest in her assignment. I knew Taggart was up to something, and she threw him under the bus.” The colonel paused after pouring his drink, then shrugged. “Well, not technically, and not enough for me to bring charges, but her assignment was to infiltrate Bravo Team and discover something to bring your team up on charges. She disagreed with it from the beginning, and apologized.”


    The colonel passed a drink to him. Jax accepted automatically, but the roaring of his wolf drowned out most of the colonel’s words. She’d washed out? Where was she?


    “She’s already on her way back to Washington. We’ll send her gear on later. She wanted to assure me that your team is the finest she’s ever served with and it would be a crime to sabotage you.” The colonel clinked his glass to Jax’s. “This is good news, Captain. Great news. You got the hostages, took care of the CIA mole, and we’ve gotten rid of the Pentagon’s spy. Well done.”


    “Thank you. Sir.” The automatic reply took effort to push out. Kat was gone.


    She’d left them. Left him.


    His wolf clawed at him to go after her, but they were trapped—toasting her exodus.


    As soon as he could, he excused himself and left the colonel’s office. Unable to stop himself, he went straight to the motor pool. Her vehicle was gone.


    It was real.


    At the barracks, the team rose as he entered, their concern a palpable force in the air. “She’s gone.” Two more hollow words he couldn’t imagine.


    No cheers or relief echoed from the men. Silver stepped forward. “Gone where?”


    “She resigned,” he admitted, then, because they deserved the truth, he gave it to them. “Her original mission was to infiltrate the team to learn our secrets. She knows them, but she is refusing to be a part of it. She told the colonel we’re the best team she’s ever met and she won’t be a part of our downfall.”


    Silence met his declaration.


    Then, of all of them, Norton growled. “She’s taking a bullet for us.”


    Yes. She was.


    Anger simmered to the surface, bubbling past their veneer of neutrality.


    “It’s done.” He wanted to die. His wolf thrashed inside him. Letting her go wasn’t an option. They needed her.


    “It doesn’t have to be,” Kurt said into the emptiness.


    Jax focused on his second. “Bravo Team is wolves only.”


    “Yeah,” Kurt said, nodding. “If she is your mate, you can turn her.”


    Mate.


    “The alphas haven’t approved a turning in fifty years,” Cage said slowly. “Mates are different.” Turning a human was one thing they’d done their damnedest to keep from the military, and they’d enacted strict protocols among the wolves. To turn without permission was to court a death warrant. They wouldn’t be used to create a lethal wave of individuals who couldn’t be trusted. Pack meant something.


    “Is she your mate, sir?” Silver demanded. “Will you fight for her?”


    He’d kill anyone who went after her—military or wolf.


    His mate. The need to be with her. The drive to protect her. The attraction of her scent. It had all been there from the beginning. The longer he knew her, the stronger it had grown.


    “I have to make a call,” he said slowly. His alpha had to give his consent, but Cage was right. Mates were different. Mates were already pack.


    “Oorah.” Silver pumped his fist, but his shout of exultation landed flat. Then one by one, the others took it up. Their approval. Kat was theirs, too.


    “Go get our intelligence officer,” Kurt told him, a faint grin curving his lips. “God knows she classed the place up.”


    His wolf rebounded within him. Yes. They had the scent of this hunt now.


    They wanted their mate.


    Come hell or high water, they were going to get her.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Three days later


    Even with Taggart threatening to add a disciplinary action to her jacket, Kat didn’t budge. She’d turned in a report to him about washing out of training, and that she’d found nothing of note meriting further investigation. He’d ordered her to withdraw the last, and she’d refused.


    He could submit her for disciplinary action. He could make her life a living hell. He could scrap her career, but she wouldn’t budge.


    He gave her forty-eight hours to reconsider her options before dismissing her. Leaving the Pentagon, maybe for the last time, she returned to her apartment in Alexandria. It seemed a century since the last time she’d actually been home. After tendering her resignation to the colonel and washing out of her own volition, she’d driven straight back. Not saying good-bye to Jax or the others had hurt, but a clean break was best.


    She barely stopped at her apartment except to shower and change into a fresh set of Class As. The rest of her gear was still back on base. Even her breeze through to change before she presented herself to Major Taggart hadn’t given her enough time to actually be at home. Returning to the apartment now felt like surrender. Maybe escape.


    In the three days since she left Fort Edge, she still hadn’t wrapped her mind around the idea that Jax and the rest of the team were wolves. It explained a lot of things as far as their skills. It offered her insight into their speed and strengths and even into their eating habits. But did it really change who they were? Were they any less the great Marines she’d met and served with? Did it diminish the good work they had done?


    She couldn’t say that it did. They were still Bravo Team. They went into the fire; they pulled Americans out. They served their country with distinction. Okay, they were wolves.


    Would that ever not be weird? In her apartment, she kicked off her heels and padded through the bedroom, where she stripped out of her uniform and pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a light tank top before brushing out her hair. Her ankle was still sore and hated the heels almost as much as it had sensible shoes.


    She glanced around her bedroom at the quilt her mother had made, a stuffed animal that dated back to her childhood, an unfinished book on the nightstand. How long had she been gone? Nothing in the room had changed and yet…she was the one who was different.


    Her objection to the mission aside, she’d enjoyed working with them. She enjoyed the opportunity. For a brief time, she’d actually believed she could do it.


    Then she’d slept with Jax. Could she make her screwup any worse? Oh, God, she’d slept with a wolf.


    Kat sat down and turned it over in her head again. He was still Jax. He was still that alpha male asshole who gave her orders and barked at her and pushed her and demanded she give her best. He was also the same man who respected her ability and trusted her on a mission.


    She’d saved his life.


    What she needed was to eat, then to sleep. Maybe for a few days. She had forty-eight hours before she had to go back in and let Taggart rake her over the coals when she wouldn’t give him what he wanted. Somehow, she knew it wasn’t over for him. Bravo Team was in danger, whether they knew it or not. She’d already fallen on her sword with the colonel—maybe she could gut herself the rest of the way with Taggart. In the long run, it wouldn’t stop someone like Taggart. He was suspicious of the team’s success, and who could fault him? Their record was damn near unbelievable. He was old-school when he got a bone in his teeth; he didn’t let it go.


    Forcing herself off the bed, she headed for the kitchen. God knew what was in it, hopefully a few frozen meals. Otherwise, it was calling in a pizza for her. She’d barely cleared the threshold of the bedroom when a knock sounded at the front door.


    Who knew she was home?


    She wasn’t friendly with the neighbors. To be honest, she wasn’t all that friendly with the people at work. Except when she was at work.


    Instinct had her checking the peephole before she opened the door, then her heart stuttered.


    Jax.


    Retreating a step, she thrust her fingers into her hair. What the hell was he doing there? He’d told her no one could know. She hadn’t told anyone. It was over between them, right?


    “Kat.” His low voice carried through the wood of the door. “I know you’re there. Let me in.”


    A nervous laugh escaped her. The big bad wolf was at her door. What was he going to do if she didn’t open it? Blow it in?


    “Kat, I’d never hurt you,” he said. “Please, I need to see you.”


    It was the please that did it. Just like the first time he’d said it to her, the please transformed it from an order to a request. It was more than just the word; it was the need underneath it.


    Sucking in a deep breath, she freed the lock then pulled the door open. God, he was just as beautiful as she remembered. Dressed in a plain T-shirt and jeans. The motorcycle jacket and boots told her he’d probably ridden down. He looked good. A little haggard around the eyes, but she had the inexplicable urge to throw her arms around him and give him a hug. To tell him it would be okay.


    Not trusting herself, she folded her arms and backed up a pace. “Come in.”


    “Thank you,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. He stepped inside and seemed to fill her apartment. What had seemed a surreal bastion against the world suddenly held something far more familiar. It hadn’t been home until he walked inside.


    Oh, she needed help.


    “I just got here.” She wasn’t sure why she told him, but he should know. Especially since she was standing there with no armor, and no uniform to hold her emotions at bay.


    “Me, too.” When he smiled, her heart did this little flip-flop thing. Yeah, she needed something to do, because he was making her crazy. Pivoting, she walked into the kitchen.


    “I was just going to get some food. Are you hungry?” Should she care if he was hungry? Why was she asking him that question? Why not just let him say whatever it was he wanted, then let him leave? Undecided, she paused and turned only to find him right on her heels. When he touched two fingers to her cheekbone, the contact was so exquisitely gentle she forgot how to breathe.


    “If you have enough to share, I’ll take it,” he said. “Just give me a minute.”


    “For what?”


    “I’ve missed you.” Such a basic admission from such a powerful man stunned her.


    “I haven’t been gone that long.” Not that she hadn’t missed him. She’d missed all of them, to be honest, but him most of all. She just hadn’t allowed herself to think about it. Better to compartmentalize.


    “Too long. Before I could come, I had to make some calls and I had to go see…I had to go see my alpha.”


    His alpha. The weirdness monster all over again, and she released a shuddering breath before backing away from his touch. When she encountered the counter, she caught herself and stared at him. “Your alpha? Is that like your king?”


    His crooked smile beckoned her to join him, but he nodded. “Very much so, but not in the way of the standard monarchy. He didn’t inherit his role. We follow him because he is the strongest of us, and the best of us. He would give up everything for us, and we for him. Wolves crave order—we like to know where we fall in terms of dominance. To be dominant is to protect, and the alpha is the most dominant of us. Thus, he protects us all.”


    Great, more information for her to away into the cabinet of don’t ever open or share. Holding up a hand, palm forward, she closed her eyes and said, “Let me stop you right there. I really think we shouldn’t be discussing this. That whole secrecy thing. Doesn’t work if you keep talking about it.”


    The last thing she expected as a response to her statement was his laughter. Cracking open an eye, she found him staring at her with the most bemused expression, warmth flooding his gaze, and oh, Christ, his eyes were almost golden.


    “It wasn’t the fire.”


    He blinked. “What?”


    “Your eyes—they’re gold. I mean, they were green before, but now they’re gold. I thought they were gold when we were in the cave, but it wasn’t the firelight reflecting, was it?” Was she babbling? “They’re gold right now, and there’s no fire. Your eyes are gold.” Yes, she was babbling.


    “Because my wolf wants to see you.” Again with the information.


    “Jax, please get with the secrecy program. You can’t tell me these things, things I’m not supposed to know.”


    “Who says?” Oh, he was having himself a grand old time. His amusement struck her not only as odd, but also kind of mean. Why was he enjoying this so much?


    “As I recall, you said it. You said I had to keep your secret. Keeping that one is hard enough. I have only so much bandwidth for how much information I can keep a lid on. Could you please not fill it up with more details of things that could be tortured out of me?”


    Her last comment arrested all the humor in his expression, and his lips firmed. “No one will torture you.”


    “Okay, great. Glad that you think so. Still…why are you here? Shouldn’t you be back training? Saving the world? Doing whatever it is you wolves do?”


    “I told you why I’m here. I missed you.” He took a step toward her, and she didn’t move. She probably should have, but she didn’t have anywhere to retreat to. More, she didn’t want to. He really did look good. “I miss you, and I wanted to see you, but I had to talk to my alpha first.”


    “Established.” It was getting very hard to take a deep breath. “What does that have to do with me?”


    “I talked to him about you.” That couldn’t end well.


    “Should I be afraid right now? Are you here to warn me to run?” Where did one run to get away from wolves? More, where did one run to get away from highly trained combat Marine wolves?


    A weird thing she’d never thought she’d have to ask.


    “Nowhere. You don’t have to run anywhere. If you do run, I will follow.” The sincerity coupled with admiration in his tone robbed it of anything creepy.


    Intrigued, she straightened and studied him. “Okay, let’s back this up a step. You talked to your alpha about me. Does that mean he knows I know?”


    Jax nodded.


    “Are you in trouble?” He was the one who was letting her keep the secret, after all, and he was the one disobeying direct orders. She was already facing a ration of shit for her part, but how much danger could he really be in?


    “I’ll be fine. I explained to him what happened, I told him about you. I told him how beautiful you are, how talented, what a badass you can be in combat.” The last he said with a smile. “I told him that you’re loyal and dedicated and one of the finest people I’ve ever met. I also told him that I love you.”


    He went there. She couldn’t breathe. “Don’t,” she squeezed out, shaking her head. “Just don’t.”


    “Don’t what?” Jax brushed his knuckles down her cheek, and she wasn’t sure whether to slap him or kiss him. Maybe both.


    “Don’t say you love me.” It hurt to breathe.


    “I won’t apologize for telling you the truth, Kat.” He drifted his touch to her throat, then stroked his thumb against the pulse point. It hammered away, and she couldn’t get her respiration under control. “I love you.”


    “Yeah, I heard you the first time.” The words came out, quivering with everything she was trying to suppress. “I’m not even supposed to know about you. I’m a liability.”


    “Never.” A growl underscored the word, and a shudder went through her. All those times she thought he’d growled, had he really been growling? All those times when he stared at her, studying her, and she’d felt like she’d been under a microscope? Was it a primal reaction to a predator? So many questions. “Kat, I want you—I could never hurt you. My wolf realized very early on that you were important to us, but I’m a little dense. It took me more than a minute.”


    She almost laughed at the description. “It must be the hard head.”


    “Entirely possible.” He gave her a crooked grin, then lowered his forehead to rest against hers. Their breath mingled, and she closed her eyes at his nearness. The world seemed right somehow, which contradicted the craziness she’d been gliding along since Barouhn. “I didn’t want to lose you. Not from the team, not on a mission, and not from me. I refused to wash you out because you worked hard and you had skills. You would never match us, not in speed or strength. It wasn’t physically possible, but you were leagues ahead of any other human candidate who thought to try.”


    “Not sure whether you’re complimenting or patronizing me, but go on.” A distant part of her mind told her to back off, get some breathing room away from him. He had a hand on her throat, and she’d seen how easily Silver snapped a neck. Without a doubt, Jax possessed the same strength, if not greater.


    Yet she didn’t move, because he would never hurt her. The flash of fear she’d had on the plane aside, she’d seen how it wounded him. If he’d wanted to hurt her, he’d had ample opportunity.


    “I didn’t want you to know, because our law precludes revealing our presence to the public. It’s why I and the others serve on Bravo Team. Our alphas negotiated a treaty with the government. We provide wolves for a specialized unit, and we help defend the nation. They allow us our pack lands and leave us in peace.”


    Her stomach bottomed out. “They blackmailed you into serving?”


    His shrug didn’t deny it. “Doesn’t matter. My alpha asked who would serve, and it protects the pack, so I volunteered. Does that make it better for you?”


    “A little.” Yet the condition of the pack protection for service bothered her on an elemental level. “I hate the idea of forcing people into corners.” Hadn’t she been stuck in one on her assignment?


    “My goal is my pack’s safety. We were born here—we’re Americans, too. Protecting my country also protects my pack, but I’m getting way off the subject.” The growl returned to his tone, and she laughed. He blinked, then gave her a puzzled look. “What’s so funny?”


    “I’m just glad I can frustrate you the way you’ve been frustrating me.”


    “Huh.” With a grunt, he slid his arms around her then lifted her. His strength shouldn’t surprise her, but there it was. He set her on the counter, then settled himself between her legs. Trapped as she was, she also felt cossetted. “You’ve been frustrating me since day one, my bad Kat. You wouldn’t let me protect you, insisted on pushing yourself even when you were exhausted, then you wrenched your ankle in that fall—”


    “You followed me as a wolf.” The realization struck like a lightning bolt.


    “Yes,” he admitted without even an ounce of remorse.


    She whacked his shoulder, the blow hardly enough to hurt him, but it made her feel better. “That’s cheating.”


    “That was cheating?” His eyes widened, and he shook his head. “Again, we’re off the subject.”


    “Fine.” Though she’d enjoyed sparring with him. “You serve to protect your pack, and you spoke to your alpha about how outstanding I am. Oh—and you love me.”


    “Yes, I do. You could never have joined our team as a human—it would have been too much danger to you and to our missions. The argument about cohesion and needing to protect you would have overridden everything…”


    “Point of order, I went on that mission with you and everyone handled themselves just fine. My human butt being there or not.” When had she ever imagined she would refer to herself by her species rather than her gender?


    “Yes, you acquitted yourself brilliantly.” Another heart-stopping grin, then he kissed her, the touch of his lips to hers an electric reminder of the connection sizzling between them. When she would have followed and deepened the kiss, his chest rumbled with another growl. “No,” he muttered, holding himself at arm’s length. “I’m yours, putty in your hands, and I want you more than I can describe, but we must settle this first. I seduced you without you knowing, and that is on me.”


    “I’m a big girl. I own my choices. If I hadn’t wanted you, too, no amount of persuading in the woods would have worked.” They needed to be clear. “We made that choice together.”


    His expression softened. “I loved that night.”


    “I could have lived without the rain and the mud.” It was the right comment. Humor was restored in his gaze. “I loved being with you, too. Didn’t like what you pulled after.”


    “I noticed.”


    “That said, I get it now.” The conflict within her raged, but she wanted him now as much as she had that night in the cave. “You were trying to protect me—both from combat and from the truth.”


    “Yes. I also suspected the colonel’s motives, but he is irrelevant in this. Only wolves can serve on the team, and the team and I want you with us.”


    Didn’t he just contradict himself? When she opened her mouth to ask, he pressed a finger against her lips.


    “Woman, just this once, let me talk and you listen. After—argue, debate, question, challenge as you must. But give this to me.” Hard to ignore a demand issued in such a deep, guttural voice, which left her quivering on the inside.


    When she said nothing, he traced the line of her lips, then stepped into her again and braced his hands against the counter. His whole body seemed rigid, his frame tense and his expression intent.


    “We recruit volunteers from within our packs, and I went to my alpha to tell him I had found my mate.” Her heart squeezed, and the words she wanted to ask clogged in her throat. “I told him of my love for you, and how well you suit me—how well you would suit our pack. I needed his blessing, not to mate you, because mating is very personal, but to make you an offer.”


    The urge to kick him swelled within her. He needed to get to the damn point or she might explode.


    “I asked for permission to turn you. We can, if we choose, turn humans—make you like us.”


    A buzzing in her ears threw her off. “What?”


    “I can turn you. Make you a wolf. Like me.”


    Too many questions collided in her mind, not the least of which was “Why?”


    “Why wouldn’t I?” Jax canted his head. “I love you.”


    “Wait—you want me to turn into a wolf, too?” She’d returned to the status of babbling idiot.


    “I want you to be my mate, I want you at my side, I want you to be my partner—I need your consent for all of the above.”


    “We’re going to come back to the mate comment, because I’m pretty sure you’re proposing to me, only on a permanent basis. The wolf thing—I still can’t decide how I feel about you being a myth, and you’re asking me to be a myth, too?”


    “I’m asking you to be mine,” he said slowly, then knelt before her. “I’m asking you to let me be yours. Everything else is noise, Kat. A way to let us be together in everything—you belong to the team. You have the skills and intelligence, proved yourself vital.”


    The hits just kept coming. Kat couldn’t breathe, and she put a hand to her abdomen. Wolf. He wanted her to be a wolf? How was that even possible? Forcing her respiration to calm, she held his gaze. If she said aloud all the feelings in her heart, it would be her absolute undoing.


    “I need to see,” she managed.


    “What?” Gentleness marked his inquiry, and yet he remained on his knees, waiting for her answer.


    “Can I see your wolf again? Is that possible?” To see him shift and reconcile the disparate images in her mind.


    Without hesitation, Jax stood and lifted her from the counter. He set her on her feet then drew her back to her living room. Glancing around the space, he nodded toward the sofa.


    “Sit there, please.” Then he shoved her coffee table away, along with an armchair, until the center of the room was clear.


    Kat’s legs trembled as she took her place, and she clasped her hands together as she fought to hold her fraying emotions intact.


    “It takes me a minute after a shift to get my bearings, so don’t scream or run—just give me that minute. No matter what you see, I would never hurt you.”


    “Thank you, but that was an unnecessary assurance. I know you won’t hurt me. You didn’t in Barouhn.” At her reminder, he smiled.


    Then he began to strip. Kat raised her hand, and he paused after tugging his T-shirt off.


    “I prefer to be naked—most of us do.” Eyebrows raised, he folded his shirt then removed his boots. “We can shift in clothes, but it hurts like hell and can destroy the clothes.”


    “Good to know.” Not really. He wanted her to do this?


    When he went for his jeans, she felt like she should afford him some privacy, but she couldn’t look away from the sculpted muscle he revealed. She’d thought she’d remembered how beautiful he’d been in the cave, but the real thing seemed so much more. Thick arms, trim waist, and thighs thick with ropey muscles.


    She’d felt the power in his body. More she’d experienced the control he had over it. Pressing her hands to her mouth, she met his gaze then laughed at his wink.


    One moment he was perfectly still, then a ripple went through him. His green eyes had gone pure gold. It was hellish and fascinating to observe as his body twisted and reshaped itself. His expression went from agony to ecstasy, and then he landed on four legs in front of her, his fur spreading over his form in a wave.


    From his broad head to his long body and powerful hindquarters, he was every inch a wolf. His tail wagged once, then he shook, like a dog shedding water. It was so utterly adorable for such a regal animal to behave as such that a giggle escaped.


    His gaze arrested her as he padded forward. Bowing his head, he pawed the carpet in front of the sofa once without shredding the carpet with his very long and obvious claws. Extending her hand, she said, “Jax?”


    Then he pressed his face into her palm, and she let her hand skate over his muzzle, then up to his ears. His eyes closed as she began to scratch lightly. The fur was so soft and warm. Then he settled his head in her lap, and she continued to pet him.


    “You’re beautiful,” she admitted. Then a dark kind of amusement filled her. “Way easier to talk to when you aren’t staring at me with those luscious green eyes of yours.”


    His eyes opened, and she found his gold irises no less impressive.


    “Even seeing you like this, it’s so hard to imagine. My world has always been made of concrete facts, of people and things and history—and now you throw magic into the mix.”


    With a rub of his nose against her leg, she accepted the comforting gesture.


    “Maybe it isn’t magic, maybe it’s just who you are. A wolf who wears the clothing of a man from time to time, or a man who can slip into a wolf.” Somehow neither sounded right. Fingers poised above his head, she tried to piece it together. “You said your wolf knew before you did—does that mean you’re both? All the time?”


    As if in agreement, he bumped his head against her palm.


    “All right, I’m guessing the answer is both. You want me to be like you.”


    Another bump, then he landed with a paw on either side of her legs, leaning into her on the sofa, his face level with hers. When he opened his mouth and his tongue lolled out, he utterly ruined his noble effect.


    Biting her lip, she needed all of her training to not laugh in his face. His ears focused forward, and his tail continued to wag. If she were to judge him by canine body language, she would guess he wanted to play.


    “I don’t know if I can do that,” she admitted. “You make a tempting offer.”


    His mouth closed and his head tilted, his concentration on her clear.


    “Made more tempting because I do love you.”


    His bark stymied her next words, and a laugh escaped.


    Did wolves really bark? What the hell did she know about wolves? She studied people and intelligence, not animals.


    “Hush. I don’t have any pets on my lease, and the neighbors are jerks.” It shut him up. “I was doing very well with leaving and walking away. I did everything I could to keep it professional, but you’re in my brain and my heart…and, to be blunt, you put me through hell.”


    Crushed, her wolf laid his head against her lap. The sweetness in the gesture threatened to melt her heart.


    “I want to just leap and not look back, but that isn’t me. I need more information. I deal in intelligence and rational decisions. Nothing about you or us has been remotely rational.”


    His ears flattened. His tail ceased wagging.


    “Still, you did come all this way, and you did say ‘I love you’ first, and that counts. It really does count. You let me go, knowing I knew your secret, and you protected me.”


    His ears perked.


    “You’ve made a compelling offer, and you do lead one of the premier Force Recon teams. You’re not asking me to stay behind. This also counts.”


    His tail began to wag.


    “I don’t know that I can say yes to being—changed—not when I’ve only just learned about this and not—not when I’m not as forever sure as you are.”


    His ears focused on her intently, and his tail’s motion ceased.


    “I’m not saying no permanently…but maybe we should date? Do wolves do that?”


    His tail thumped once.


    “Okay, so dating is an option?”


    Another thump.


    Blowing out a breath, she ran her hands over his furred head then said, “Cool. Then before we make any other decisions, I have one condition, and it’s nonnegotiable.”


    The wolf straightened and met her gaze, the weight of his demand smacking her like a visceral force.


    “No,” she said before he could deny her out of hand. “I mean it. I have to do this—for me, and for you—before I do anything else.”


    He let out another bark, and she didn’t need a translation for spit it out.


    “You have to trust me to handle the survival exercise on my own. You have to drop me in those woods and fly away. I need to know I can do it—on my own. Good weather or not. You can’t follow me in the woods.” At his thoughtful look, she added, “Don’t overthink it, either. You can’t send any of the others. Trust me to do my job. Trust me to survive on my skills—my paltry human skills—and when I come out the other side, I’ll say yes.”


    He growled.


    “That’s my offer,” she said, her heart decided. If he didn’t trust her as she was, she could never become his partner, no matter what they did. “You want to date. You want me on the team. You want to find out if we’re forever. Then take it or leave it.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Jax never should have agreed to her plan. Five days he’d waited at the extraction point with the full team. The only person not waiting with him was the colonel. JJ didn’t approve of the plan at all, but Jax had given him no say in the matter. The alphas took care of it for him, so he and Bravo Team dropped Kat into the wilderness, then set out to the extraction point.


    The team stayed with him because, as Kurt put it, a good team didn’t let their commander fail in battle. His battle to remain where he was and not go check on her wore on him. No matter what Kat thought or how long she needed to agree with his assessment—she was his mate. Time and distance wouldn’t change anything for him. He could afford to be patient.


    Just not with her out there alone.


    “Latest weather readings,” Jeremiah called as he exited the tent. “We’ve got a storm front moving in, and this one definitely has rain. It’s dumped about twelve inches on the Smokies. If temperatures continue to drop, we’re going to have snow.”


    Snow. Jax scowled, his gaze fixed on the mountain. The temperatures had been hovering in the low forties all week, dipping dangerously close to freezing at night.


    “Don’t do it,” Kurt said from where he lounged in a chair with his feet up on the portable card table they’d dragged outside to play on when he wouldn’t stay in their shelter. “You’ve made it this far. Just stay here.”


    “Twenty-five says she’s out by sundown tonight,” Patterson suggested as he dealt cards out.


    “No takers,” Silver grunted. “I’m already out of the running since she didn’t make it back last night.”


    “You were the only one stupid enough to bet on the fastest time,” Butler countered, then tossed a chip into the pile as they anted up.


    “He wasn’t stupid,” Jax corrected them, his wolf as agitated as he was. Their presence helped, but only just to edge his need to find his mate. “He showed faith in her.”


    “Hey,” Norton called. “We’re all showing faith. We’ve been sitting out here freezing our asses off to make sure you don’t do anything stupid. We’re all pretty sure she’ll be fine.”


    Laughter greeted the statement, and Jax shook his head, a reluctant chuckle escaping. They had stopped him. Twice. The first when the temperatures dropped close to freezing, and the second when his own impatience got the best of him.


    Mate.


    It was a biological imperative, especially once it had been acknowledged. He might have pined for her if he’d never admitted what she was to him. Now? Now he would never be able to stay away. It was why he’d spoken to his alpha first.


    “Fifty says we have to tie him up before sundown.” It was the first bet placed by Cage. While he didn’t disapprove of Kat joining them, he’d been more reserved in his open support.


    “Oh, I’ll take that bet,” Silver said, twisting in his chair. “’Cause we’re gonna have to tie him up within the hour after that weather report.”


    It was only midafternoon. Sundown was still a good two hours away, but he could smell the snow on the wind. The crisp cleanness of it coming for them. If she hadn’t made the pass before it hit… His gut churned.


    “Hang in there, man.” Jeremiah bumped a fist to Jax’s shoulder, then handed him a coffee. “She’s damn good with directions, and she doesn’t give up. Maybe she needed to take the scenic route to consider all the downsides of hooking up with you permanently.”


    Jax growled for show but refused to rise to the rest of the bait. He knew a distraction when he smelled it. Instead, he sipped his coffee and studied the forest for any sign of movement.


    “I can think of several things. He snores, for one,” Norton offered.


    “So do you,” Patterson chuckled, tossing another chip onto the pile. “Besides, she slept in the same room with all of us for weeks. If that didn’t scare her off, nothing will.”


    “He has a point. Maybe the bossy streak will wear on her.” Silver slid all his cards in. “Fold. There are perks in it for him.”


    “Sex,” Patterson chimed in.


    “Lots of sex,” Butler agreed. “And shower time.”


    “Oh, hey.” Silver sat forward. “Maybe I should mate her, then I’d get the extra time in the shower for sex.”


    Jax didn’t ignore that one. He set the coffee down then tackled Silver right out of his chair. They tumbled, pounding on each other. There was no heat in the battle, and the guys—even the smart-ass wolf he pummeled—laughed.


    “Whelp, you’d be lucky to have a woman half as good as her give you the time of day,” Jax warned them, then gave Silver a hand up.


    “True. She will be my measuring tape. I will look at every woman I meet and say, ‘Is her ass as good as Kat’s? What about her boobs? Do they measure up? What about her—’”


    Kurt silenced him this time by hitting him with a wrapped sandwich. “Stuff that in your mouth before you really do piss him off.”


    More laughter, and Jax reclaimed his coffee cup. It did help. They were with him—


    Movement.


    He stilled, and he wasn’t alone. The teasing and humor behind him ceased as they all came to their feet. Jax took a deep breath. The breeze came from the woods, and he tasted the rich, wild spice of Kat riding it. Starting forward, he stopped at the edge of the camp.


    Too close to ruin her triumph now, he ached for the sight of her.


    “Who had this afternoon?” Silver asked.


    “Hang on…” Norton grumbled. “Everyone kept changing their times…it’s…”


    Between one heartbeat and the next, she appeared from the far side of a tree. Bundled in her camo, her face reddened from the wind or the sun, chapped lips and a scrape to boot—and she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.


    “You’re shitting me!” Patterson snarled. “That can’t be right.”


    Kurt chuckled. “Suck it up, princess. She wins the bet, fair and square.”


    “How did she get to bet on herself?”


    Jax held himself completely still until she crossed the line, then he hauled her into his arms and kissed her.


    She was there.


    She was alive.


    “I can’t believe she won the bet!” Patterson was still complaining. “Seems to me there should have been a rule against that.”


    “Does this mean we’re going steady?” He had her in his arms—he could afford the question.


    Kat hugged him, the fierceness of her grip a gift. Then she raised her head and said, “Yes.”


    The wolves’ howls joined his. Kat hadn’t won—he had.


    He’d won the best prize ever.


    He’d won her.


    Oorah.
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