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			Chapter 1

			“Admit it,” Sabra Donovan, very soon to become Sabra Nektosha, coaxed her companion. “It’s perfect up here.”

			Celeste toyed with the stem of her wineglass and looked over its rim at the expanse of Alaskan perfection that surrounded them. “Point taken. It’s breathtaking.”

			The testing and development cradle of Tarak Nektosha’s all-terrain business was in a pristine setting. So was the house he’d built overlooking his entire operation. Huge floor-to-ceiling double-paned windows gave Celeste a bird’s-eye view of the dozen huge warehouses where Tarak’s line of monster vehicles was produced. The warehouses were surrounded by a test track, complete with viewing platform.

			But what claimed Celeste’s attention was the granite bowl surrounding everything. Sometime in the distant past, it had been carved out by a glacier. Now it was green with new grass and tall timber. Overhead, the sky was a majestic deep blue, looking close enough to reach up and touch. In the distance were glistening white glaciers.

			“Pure paradise,” she added, to her friend’s delight.

			Sabra beamed. Celeste offered her a toast. “And you look happy.”

			“Told you. There is nothing here not to love.”

			“You did promise me that.” Celeste took another sip of her wine. “I’m planning on testing you, though. It’s been ages since I took a vacation.”

			She seemed to have picked the right spot to remedy that.

			The main house was a mansion constructed of large timbers and offering even more floor-to-ceiling windows to let viewers take in the surrounding scenery. The air smelled clean and fresh, even if it had a bit of a chill, but that was also a slice of perfection for Celeste, since she’d just left the heat of the Southern California summer.

			This was all good, given that a portion of her motivation for making the trip was to check up on Sabra.

			Sabra was her best friend, so Celeste didn’t plan to apologize for showing up to scope out the situation. Or for tucking an extra credit card into her purse in case they needed a couple of emergency plane tickets. That was the maid of honor’s duty too—driver of the getaway van in the event of a change of heart. In the remote Alaskan wilderness, Celeste had recognized the need for a getaway plane.

			But one look at Sabra, and Celeste knew that wasn’t going to happen. Sabra was glowing, and not just about the amazing house her soon-to-be husband had built in the middle of the wilds of Alaska. No, Sabra’s eyes sparkled with joy—true joy. The sight made Celeste realize how long it had been since she’d felt anything close to that sort of elation.

			This vacation was definitely overdue.

			Even if it was immeasurably sad to be so jaded. Celeste could only believe in love as something that blinded you to men’s flaws while you were busy feeling deliriously happy.

			“Jaded” was the word, alright. She took another sip from her wineglass and tried to let the flavor fill her senses and restore her faith in life. But the hard facts of her past remained unchanged.

			Love had been nothing but a toxin for her, and that just seemed to be her piss-poor luck. So she smiled brighter to avoid being a killjoy while her best friend was in love. She was the maid of honor, after all.

			Tarak Nektosha, the object of her friend’s affection, was leaning against the kitchen counter on the other side of the room with his best friend, Nartan Lupan. Turning her attention back to the scenic view took more effort than it should have, but there was no way she was going to admit that she couldn’t look away from Nartan.

			She so wasn’t going there.

			Their first and only meeting was branded into her memory, which pissed her off. Nartan Lupan was everything she needed to stay away from. Tall, dark, and handsome, with the kind of money a gold digger would be willing to undergo plastic surgery to get her hands on. His kind understood their power too. They wielded it like a whip, expecting women to be their pets. They only wanted control in a relationship, not equality or partnership. No, Celeste would never again submit to that kind of subjugation.

			You’re accusing him without evidence…

			Her inner voice had a point, one a lawyer would agree with.

			She’d already admitted to herself that she was jaded. It was on her to-be-dealt-with list, emotional baggage she knew she needed to let go of if she was ever going to be truly happy. Even though she knew she would end up independent and taking care of herself, Celeste didn’t ever want to turn bitter.

			Things were going well, though. She was on her first real vacation since her divorce. Her boss was likely still in shock. Maybe it was time to really cut loose. She looked over at Nartan again but lost her nerve and looked back at the scenery.

			One step at a time, she decided.

			Chicken…

			Yeah, but better safe than stuck in a relationship with a psycho.

			Men with too much money tended to slip into that category all too often. Celeste looked back at Sabra, giving her friend another quick once-over just to make sure everything was good. Tarak Nektosha was loaded and a noted recluse.

			But Sabra was swirling her wine around the inside of the glass, a perfect look of relaxation on her face.

			“Told you the trip up here would be worth it,” Sabra crowed, glowing with her victory. “I find it so peaceful.”

			“It’s that.”

			“But you’re still worried about me,” Sabra said. “Don’t be. I’m happy. You’ll see. Tarak isn’t like your ex-husband.”

			A huge diamond flashed as Sabra moved her hand. She extended it so that Celeste got the full view of the three-plus-carat center stone.

			“I thought it was too big at first, but it’s growing on me.”

			Celeste took a long sip of her wine to ease the knot that had formed in her belly. Sabra knew her too well and raised an eyebrow.

			“Don’t hate the diamond just because Caspian was a total prick about making you wear yours like an owner’s label.” Sabra suddenly grinned in a very menacing way. “When is he due out of prison? I think I know just the right girl for him…”

			Celeste gave a husky chuckle. “Thinking of setting up Anastasia?” She offered the name of Tarak’s last girlfriend, who had done her best to scare Sabra off. “They might just deserve each other, but trust me, Caspian wouldn’t go for someone who just took his shit.”

			No, her ex-husband liked to break down his pets, crushing their spirit a little at a time to make the experience last longer. The harder the chase, the more he was interested.

			Oh yes, she’d been a prized possession.

			One of his favorite toys.

			He’d courted her for two years, and she’d been stupid enough to think that meant he loved her. No, he was a collector and she had merely been a challenge.

			Her insides chilled for a moment. She hated these echoes of being traumatized. She didn’t want to live the rest of her life bitter, angry, and afraid. She knew how to defend herself now, and she was never going back. She had a bright future ahead of her. She told herself that again and again, but the wound was still healing. The moments when it reared its ugly head were less frequent now, but no less dismaying.

			Yeah, the to-be-dealt-with list.

			It was like a flashing sign that wasn’t going away until she faced it. Master Lee often reminded her that martial arts training needed to be total and complete and more than just the physical body. True peace came from within.

			But Sabra was looking at her suspiciously.

			Celeste fluttered her eyelashes and wrinkled her nose, the way they’d both done when they were eight, and that was the perfect moment to change the subject. “It took all day to fly up here. My backside is numb.”

			Celeste offered Sabra a grin to let her knew she was teasing, then forgot what she was thinking as someone cupped the right side of her bottom. She nearly jumped out of her skin, whirling around instantly to come face-to-face with the person she’d been spending a lot of time trying to avoid thinking about.

			“Definitely not numb now,” Nartan Lupan observed as he reached out to take the wineglass away from her before she spilled the dark contents all over herself—or him.

			Celeste automatically raised her opposite arm and adjusted her stance to keep him from claiming his prize. She was pleased with how her martial arts training had become almost instinctual, and she allowed herself a gloating smile.

			But she was less than pleased to notice that his cobalt-blue eyes and coal-black hair were a stunning combination, with an added hint of boyish mischief that was almost endearing. Her eyes narrowed. That observation wasn’t going to keep her from killing him. Sabra slid between them while her groom-to-be choked back something that sounded suspiciously like a chuckle.

			“Okay…” Sabra hooked Celeste’s arm and tugged her away. “I think it’s girl time.”

			“More like pest-control time,” Celeste grumbled loudly enough for Nartan to hear as she fell into step with Sabra. He offered her a smug smirk that said he’d welcome any attempt on her part to bring him to heel. The hint of boyish playfulness melted and forged into something harder, something far more mature.

			“Bring it,” he challenged her softly.

			Sensation slithered through her belly, one she pointedly refused to name because she wasn’t answering any challenge that concerned him.

			“Don’t get your hopes up.”

			Because she wasn’t going there. But a gleam entered his eyes that caught her attention. Sabra tugged on her wrist again.

			Shit.

			She turned around to follow her friend. Had she really just let the guy mesmerize her?

			That was off-the-scale stupid.

			She wouldn’t be answering a challenge that rose up from inside herself. That was just nature’s way of leading her into trouble, and she had no intention of being controlled by her hormones’ reaction to a gorgeous hunk of ultra-alpha male—even if he was one of the most striking men she’d ever seen.

			Even if he made her shiver for the first time in far too long.

			There was something about the way he moved that made her think of an animal on the prowl. He kept his hair long enough to brush his collar, but it didn’t strike her as messy like a teenager’s, or overly styled like a metrosexual trying too hard to be something beyond a boardroom jockey. Instead, she discovered herself recognizing that he wasn’t quite tame. He’d conquered the business world, but he was still Apache and proud of it.

			The distrust that had sent her flying up to check on Sabra returned, only now it settled on a much more personal target. Money often translated into power for a man. A normal man wouldn’t have reached out and touched her. Nartan was arrogant enough to think himself entitled to that kind of uninvited intimacy because he was master of his world.

			Awareness rippled through her again, awakening urges she’d thought long dead. It was sort of a relief to discover herself emerging from the coma her failed marriage had left her in. But with another look at Nartan, she dismissed the idea of having anything further to do with him.

			Really, it was a no-brainer.

			Pure and simple, she outright rejected the notion. He was dominant and just waiting for her to show him she noticed, daring her really. It was there in the way he watched her. His focus was unnerving, which alone was a good reason not to have anything to do with him. Some women were foolish enough to think a man could change, that he’d settle down once he connected with the right girl. Stop playing games, become docile. She was no longer that naive.

			Nartan’s boldness hinted at what could be an impressive experience. But knowing she needed to let go of her reservations about men didn’t mean she was getting anywhere near someone like him. There wasn’t any inner peace connected with that blue-eyed Apache. He was a bundle of fire and ambition, and proud of it. For just a moment, she considered making an attempt to shove her fears aside. It wouldn’t kill her to flirt with him. It might even be fun.

			It would be a kick-ass ride and you know it…

			Temptation was like rich food. It might taste divine, but you’d pay for it the next day when you looked in the mirror.

			Still, she lost the battle to ignore him and sneaked another glance. For a moment their gazes fused, and she felt the connection like it was physical. Sensation rippled across her skin, awaking a thousand little nerve endings while her heart accelerated. His lips thinned, hunger darkening his eyes as the unmistakable glint of demand entered them.

			He’d heat her to the melting point and mold her to suit his whims if she let him get too close. It was his nature.

			So she wouldn’t engage him. No, she’d had a taste of his elite world and didn’t want another sample. Getting on with her life would require someone a little more run-of-the-mill. That might translate into boring, but it also could be defined as steady and reliable. Two things she was positive she needed for inner peace.

			Still, she couldn’t deny that the current between them left her breasts feeling heavy and her clit sensitive. Honestly, she didn’t want to deny it. It was selfish of her, but she clutched the knowledge to her heart and enjoyed the evidence that she wasn’t so scared. She pressed her tingling lips together and reached deep within for her self-discipline. She was going to condemn herself to disappointment. The reason was simple. If the man could affect her so strongly from just being near, she’d be helpless against her own desires once she was in his bed.

			She wasn’t going there. She didn’t trust herself to make a wise judgment call.

			And that was sad because it was going to cut her off from something that might have been mind-blowingly intense.

			Completely pathetic.

			***

			“That was a little bold,” Tarak observed as his bride took Celeste off to explore the house.

			“Couldn’t resist.” Nartan slid onto a barstool in front of the marble-topped breakfast bar while Tarak tended a pan on the range top. “She’s such a tempting little bundle. You can hardly blame me.”

			“Work a little harder on that self-discipline, would you?” Tarak slid a salmon steak onto a plate and sent it across the counter to Nartan. “Holidays could get tense if you piss off my soon-to-be wife’s best girlfriend, and I don’t need my wedding ruined by a death in my family. Namely yours. I understand Celeste is a black belt.”

			Nartan made a little sound of appreciation, earning him a warning look from Tarak.

			“She needs to grow a sense of humor, but I’m open to the idea of her trying her luck at taking me down. Might even lie down for her.”

			“That will be the day,” Tarak countered. “You never could lose with any amount of grace.”

			“Guess that’s why I’m the one who stuck it out with you when the rest of the tribe told us we were never going to strike gold up here.”

			“Maybe,” Tarak agreed with a satisfied curl to his lips.

			Nartan lifted a bite of the salmon to his mouth. He chewed slowly before nodding. “I might have a job for you at Angelino’s if you fuck up your own business.”

			“Very funny.” Tarak took a clean pan from the rack and set it on the range. He tossed butter and olive oil into it and swirled them around with a practiced motion of his wrist before adding another piece of freshly caught salmon. “I’ll have you know that my profit is four percent above what I predicted for this quarter. We’re completely in the black. Solid. So don’t look for me to be joining you at your cliffside restaurant.”

			“Not too bad,” Nartan remarked as he polished off his meal. “Nice to know we’re not heading back to that shack on the claim and to winters of blackened mountain goat.”

			Tarak ate his meal leaning against the kitchen counter. He surveyed the house, and satisfaction covered his face. They were both a long way from the reservation they’d grown up on.

			“Nice to see you’ve made peace with the past at last,” Nartan remarked before standing up and taking his plate to the sink. He washed and rinsed it before depositing it in a drying rack.

			“Yes,” Tarak agreed, his eyes on the back patio where Sabra and Celeste were settling into two of the lounge chairs. “Feels good.”

			Nartan only glanced momentarily at Sabra. She was her friend’s opposite, with dark hair and full curves. Celeste had blond hair and a trim figure. He would have questioned if blond was her natural color, but she had a pair of light green eyes to go with it.

			But there was more to her that he found worthy of a second glance. She was fit and toned, like an elfin princess. But one of the warrior class. It wasn’t the sort of tone a woman got from marking time on the local gym’s exercise machines to burn calories. She trained her entire body, and the stance she’d taken when she turned on him told him exactly how she got the body she had. Martial arts training made sense to him, while at the same time she didn’t look like the sort of woman who would mix well with an all-male crowd at a dojo. That only made her more intriguing.

			“Here.” Tarak tossed something at him.

			Nartan caught it, scowling when he realized it was a dish towel.

			“You look like you’re about to start drooling,” Tarak informed him.

			Nartan thought about flipping him off but settled for a shrug instead. “Can’t tell me she’s not worthy of it. I know quality when I see it.”

			Celeste suddenly turned her head and caught him watching her. Nartan held her gaze, curious to see what she’d make of his interest. He wanted her to see it, wanted to watch her reaction to him. Her entire body tightened, the tension clear and almost palpable. She turned her back on him, but not before he caught the hint of awareness in her eyes. An unmistakable flare of interest that she shoved aside, denying it, denying him.

			Staying in the kitchen took a little more effort than he was comfortable with.

			“What’s the deal with her?” Nartan turned back to Tarak. “First time I met her, she burned my business card like it carried a contagion. Lesbian? That would be such a waste. Maybe I can talk her into giving men another try. Go for bi. I could share her with a girlfriend. In fact, I know a few girls who would love to double-date with us.”

			The words rolled off his tongue but left a sour taste in his mouth for some reason. The idea of sharing was suddenly unappealing. He was used to possessiveness in business, but he avoided it like the plague with women. Getting caught up in anything more than sexual interest with a woman would be nothing but a time-sucking nuisance.

			“Something about her ex-husband. Sabra didn’t go into details,” Tarak answered. “I understand the prick is in prison for assault. On her.”

			Nartan felt the muscles in his neck tighten. Rage flashed through him a second before a detail about Celeste surfaced from his memory.

			“That explains the black belt.”

			And the reservation flickering in her eyes.

			Nartan felt something new filter through his brain. Lust he was used to. His upscale restaurant and spa attracted gold diggers and trophy wives who spent a lot of time and money making sure their assets were in prime condition, so he wasn’t really surprised to feel his cock twitching over someone as delectable as Celeste.

			But there was something else now. A feeling that he’d almost forgotten he was capable of. It was the distinct sensation of protectiveness, one that had nothing to do with being a decent human being whose hackles rose in the face of injustice. This was deeper. Far closer to the part of him reserved for family. It was striking dangerously close to what he’d call personal.

			It wasn’t welcome at all.

			In that respect, he and Celeste had something else in common besides attraction. Now that was twisted humor from fate.

			“I haven’t seen that look on your face in a long time, Nartan.”

			Nartan turned and gave Tarak a blank look.

			Tarak shook his head. “We’ve played too many hands of poker. I know you, Nartan.”

			“I don’t do relationships,” Nartan cut back. “She’s put together nicely. I’d have to be blind not to enjoy the view, but that’s all I’m interested in.”

			Tarak folded his arms across his chest and pegged his friend with a dark gaze. “Bullshit.”

			Nartan felt heat gathering on the nape of his neck. “You want to get married, fine, but I’m not following you this time. Hope you have a prenup because a divorce at your financial level would be hell on your bottom line. I’ve worked too long for what I have to see a failed relationship take it away after I let down my defenses enough to share my personal life with someone. Like I said, I don’t do relationships, just hookups. Celeste looks like fun. That’s all I’m interested in.”

			Tarak shrugged. “Keep telling yourself that.” He looked out at his soon-to-be wife. “I used to think the same way.” Tarak turned his attention back to Nartan. “I don’t regret changing my tune.”

			“I didn’t come up here for a matchmaking session. Leave that to my grandmother,” Nartan warned. “She’s got the guilt tone down perfectly.”

			Tarak snorted. “Agreed. Nothing like tribal guilt. Your grandmother has already called me to ask if we’re going to start a family, since I don’t have a grandmother and you and I are as close as brothers. To her way of thinking, I’m her son now so I need to think about putting family first. Seems I’m not getting any younger.”

			Nartan held up his hands in mock surrender. “Like I said, she’s the master.”

			“She’ll be here in another day.” Tarak’s eyes narrowed. “She won’t miss the charge in the air between you and Celeste.”

			“She will if I avoid Celeste.”

			Which didn’t give him any satisfaction. In fact, it was irritating the hell out of him. Tarak was watching him, his lips slowly rising into a knowing grin.

			“You know, a true friend would have eloped.”

			Tarak shook his head. “Having the ceremony up here in Alaska got me a long enough lecture.”

			“I bet.”

			Nartan took one last look at Celeste before turning his back on her. Once the wedding was over, he’d be on his way back to Southern California and the plentiful contact list he had stored in his phone for times when he wanted female companionship. The last thing he needed was the complication of a relationship. Or the risk of letting someone close enough to his heart to sink a knife into it. Women like Celeste were dangerous because they were quality, and dismissing her wouldn’t be possible.

			His damned fascination with her would die. He was sure of it.

			***

			Celeste skipped down the stairs the next morning, eager to enjoy her time in Alaska. Seeing the last frontier was on her bucket list. So now that she didn’t need to implement the escape plan, there was nothing to do but enjoy her trip.

			Let the fun begin.

			She’d dressed in sweatpants, layered a sweatshirt over a T-shirt and a long-sleeved shirt, and tied on some good hiking boots. She tucked her cell phone into her pocket and made a stop in the kitchen to fill up a water bottle. Snapping the lid shut with a satisfied smile, she was ready to begin her adventure.

			“Wait.”

			She thought she might have imagined the curt word, but when she turned around, she discovered Nartan Lupan in the oversized living room of the house. He’d transformed a corner of it into an office and stood typing on the keyboard of a laptop placed on a raised desk.

			That suited him. He didn’t strike her as the type to drive a desk. No, he was the one in the position of control, no mistake about it.

			But he had his back to her and had still noticed her. That sent a little chill down her nape. No matter what she’d decided about ignoring him, men who had sharp senses were just damned sexy in her book. That sense of awareness was building inside her again.

			The sound of him tapping the keyboard filled the room. He continued, his attention on the screen in front of him. Celeste turned toward the door, taking her chance to escape from the sizzling aura he radiated.

			It was practically tangible. Her awareness increased with every second she shared air with him. Her heart was accelerating as Nartan pressed against her comfort zone. She was responding to him, feeling like she was being drawn to him. And the longer she stood there, the more aware she became of details about him. Tiny things that shouldn’t have drawn her attention, like the way he used his fingers on that keyboard so precisely, so expertly. With just a hint of excessive strength that sent a curl of heat across her clit. She turned and headed toward the door before her self-control crumbled any further. Either he had some imbalance in his pheromone levels or she was more desperate than she’d realized.

			She needed to upgrade his priority on her to-be-dealt-with list.

			“I told you to wait, Celeste.”

			She stiffened and fought the urge to snap at him. He was being arrogant, and she was ultrasensitive about being ordered around by men. Especially when she wanted to leave the house. A dark memory stirred, and she pushed through the entryway door before her past got its claws into her.

			She was going to enjoy her Alaskan vacation, and she was going to let go of her emotional baggage. A hike into the pristine wilderness would be perfect. Maybe she’d find some of that inner peace Master Lee was so often telling her about. As much as she loved her martial arts training, she had to confess that meditating to calm her inner spirit was something she still struggled with.

			The air was crisp when she exited the house—a sharp contrast that helped snap her out of the trance Nartan’s presence had sucked her into. She drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes for a moment, and did her best to hear Master Lee’s voice instructing her.

			The beauty of the forest and the granite outcroppings was a welcome distraction. The freshness in the air smelled fantastic, and she felt her troubles dwindle in the face of the timelessness of her surroundings. There really was more to life than a bad choice in her past. She set off, smiling as the gravel crunched beneath her boots.

			***

			Nartan snapped his head around as Celeste disappeared into the entry room. Arousal surged through him, taking him by surprise. It was intense and sharp and shouldn’t have been so acute, considering he’d tried to take the edge off his appetite in the shower.

			That had pissed him off.

			He’d worked his ass off for years in the Alaskan wilderness so he’d never have to jerk off again. He liked success and women and all the comforts that went with making sure the gold he and Tarak had unearthed was invested in businesses that would continue to increase his fortune. Women were plentiful in his world, and he gave them only as much as they gave him. A balanced, fair exchange.

			He walked over to the entryway doors and pushed them open. Celeste was already gone. He stopped in front of the outer doors, looking at the Nektosha test track, but she was nowhere in sight. She’d gone around the side of the house and out into the forest to avoid him.

			Alright, he was being a little dramatic to take it personally.

			But that didn’t stop a second wave of heat from rising along his cock. It thickened behind his fly, beginning to ache. He should forget her. Women who wanted to be with him were a lot easier to deal with.

			That thought didn’t stick because the intensity of their connection lingered, with a sting that wasn’t fading.

			He debated for a moment. His childhood was full of stories about listening to his instincts. Those memories conflicted with the logical side of his brain that knew without a doubt how much trouble following Celeste promised.

			It promised something else though, something that made his blood heat with anticipation.

			He should walk away. Sex shouldn’t be controlling, only enjoyed.

			His lips curved into a very confident grin. He’d enjoy the hell out of Celeste’s delectable body, that was for damned sure.

			He reached for a rifle sitting in a gun rack by the door and checked it before slinging it over his shoulder. Celeste was inexperienced at hiking through the Alaskan wilderness. A gun was as essential as a solid pair of boots. Nartan opened the front door and went down the steps to the edge of the driveway. He crouched down, studying the dirt until he found a set of fresh tracks. Satisfaction moved through him, surprising him because he hadn’t expected any sort of challenge in tracking her. But it was there, warming its way through his blood, a level of enjoyment he hadn’t felt in a long time.

			Just maybe, his buddy’s wedding would have some fun attached to it after all.

			***

			Celeste smiled.

			Once she’d hiked up to the ridge above Tarak’s massive house, she could see the ocean on her right and glaciers to her left. The forest was thick, rising high above her head. Birds were calling to one another as a breeze moved the branches to produce a rustling sound. For a moment, she closed her eyes and let the sounds fill her senses. She drew in a deep breath and smiled at the earthy scent of the air.

			Now this was vacation. No sounds of cars, no smell of exhaust fumes, and she didn’t need to check her inbox every half hour. Her clothing was designed for practicality instead of the ability to impress her next client. It was the whole “escape from reality” package.

			Nartan Lupan could put the cherry on top of it all…

			She laughed at her own thoughts but realized she was avoiding admitting just how much the guy buzzed her system.

			There was nothing tiny about the disruption he was sending through her. In fact, it was really starting to snare her curiosity because it was such a change for her. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t had opportunities to date in the last month. But having her sexual appetite turn back on so suddenly was actually sort of a triumph, proving that Caspian was losing his grip on her more and more. It was a moment to be celebrated, but all she ended up doing was shivering as the memory of Nartan’s hands on that keyboard surfaced.

			She noticed details about him. Too many of them. It had to be an unhealthy level of attraction.

			Like an addiction.

			She went down the other side of the ridge, leaving the house behind.

			Okay, the house and Nartan Lupan. Fine, she was a chicken, but the guy oozed sex appeal, as well as arrogance. There was no way she was going to do anything about what she felt for him. The bottom line was that she wasn’t going to play with fire.

			Chicken.

			Guilty as charged.

			But better safe than sorry.

			Sabra and Tarak had left early that morning to run errands for the wedding, including fittings on Sabra’s bridal gown and Tarak’s tuxedo. Celeste was just happy to have some free time. She had no problem being alone, and she loved to move her body and feel her own strength and limberness. Her childhood had been a series of foster homes, which had taught her to enjoy her own company. So had her marriage to Caspian. Today, she aimed her attention at the wonder surrounding her, snapping a couple of pictures with her phone before setting off again.

			She walked further along and heard water rushing in the distance. As she got closer, it turned into a roar. Just over another ridge, a massive, bubbling river was being fed by the glaciers high above them. The water was moving at an incredible speed, tumbling huge boulders that clunked together every now and then as she watched. The energy was raw and hypnotizing, drawing her closer to the display of nature’s power.

			“Be careful, Celeste.”

			She jumped, stumbling as she landed on the uneven bank.

			“Even shallow rapids can sweep a full-grown man off his feet.”

			Nartan was poised halfway down the ridge in a low crouch. She blinked, doing a double take.

			“How did you find me?” she blurted out, betraying just how startled she was.

			He slowly grinned, the curving of his lips arrogant and full of pride. He pointed at the dirt he was crouched over. “If you want to give me the slip, better learn to cover your tracks, Celeste.”

			Something slithered through her gut again, just a little stronger than the first time. This time, there was no way to avoid facing what it was. Sexual hunger gnawed at her insides, refusing to be ignored. She didn’t need it complicating her life, but it rose from some dark corner where instinct refused to be ruled by logic, leaving her with one irrefutable fact.

			Cravings didn’t have rules or respect for her desire to play it safe.

			The guy was so damned sexy, drawing her attention to every detail of his person. Logically, he was everything she didn’t want anything to do with, but that had no effect on the excitement the sight of him set off inside her.

			Every detail about him was mesmerizing. She knew he was full-blooded Apache, but somehow seeing him so confident outdoors drove that home. It struck her deeply. His high cheekbones and sharp features made him more attractive than any man she’d ever seen. He was dredging up an approval rating from some deep, dark part of her mind. It was pure reaction, and it shocked her into stunned silence. He held himself in that half crouch without any effort, proving he had serious strength, and no one got that strong without training.

			The clothes had to be throwing her off balance. The first time she’d met him, he’d been in an Armani suit. It was a far cry from the jeans and cotton button-down shirt he had on today.

			But that wasn’t the reason she was having trouble dismissing him. Even in the suit he’d looked primal. She’d sensed something about him that made her stomach flutter.

			Her gaze traced the expanse of his forearms where he had the shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows. Sharply defined muscles were on display, covered in cinnamon skin. Nartan let his hair grow until it was brushing his collar. It was almost as if he was making sure everyone knew he wasn’t tame and had no desire to be.

			“I told you to wait.”

			She jerked her attention to his face but found his expression unreadable. She expected her temper to flare, but instead she had to fight the urge to prop her hand on her hip. The desire to flirt rose up, recklessly tempting her to engage him. The problem was that she had no doubt he’d rise to the challenge.

			“Tarak didn’t need to set you to minding me. I’m just fine on my own.” Celeste turned and began hiking along the edge of the river, breathing in the beauty of the scenery, the rushing water, the brisk air. Okay, and doing her best to clear Nartan out of her senses.

			But she only felt the charge that came with knowing his gaze was on her.

			It was like an advanced game of chicken. The urge to turn her head was driving her insane. She was stubbornly determined to prove that she could and would ignore the riot he was causing inside her.

			Which unveiled another problem: she was enjoying the challenge of pitting her will against his.

			Celeste headed back toward the top of the ridge. She could feel her heart working harder to fuel her body as she pushed herself. Heat moved through her legs and sweat coated her forehead, but the effort was worth it. The hours confined in an airline seat melted away.

			Her sense of triumph was short-lived. Just before she made it to the crest, Nartan came into her peripheral view, his longer legs allowing him to overtake her and reach the ridgeline first. He scanned the area on the other side before nodding and looking back at her. She felt the connection between their gazes, his cobalt-blue eyes stunning her with their brilliance and the unmistakable energy burning there—burning for her, she realized with a sense of shock and even, if she were honest, satisfaction.

			Playing with fire…

			“You can’t be full-blooded with those eyes.” She bit her lower lip, trying to get a grip before exposing herself any further. Any curiosity about him was bound to land her in a situation she’d already decided she wouldn’t be stepping into. But logical choices weren’t sticking. They were just slipping aside as her hormones raged and need tried to rule her.

			“According to the books, I am.” He offered her a hand and she hesitated for a second before stepping to her left to avoid joining him.

			Avoid touching him, you mean…

			Guilty as charged.

			“Blue eyes are recessive,” she said, but found herself wondering why that mattered so much if she wanted nothing to do with him. Actions spoke louder than words, and her curiosity was proving her interest. His lips twitched up, proving he’d noticed her lapse.

			“Apaches used to like to take captives,” he countered. “My ancestors enjoyed a challenge and had a taste for the unique.”

			A ripple of anticipation moved across her skin. There was a hint of promise in his tone, along with something else that stroked the heat flickering inside her belly.

			“You do too,” she remarked, pointing toward the mountains above the test and development center. “Sabra told me you and Tarak stuck it out on a claim up there.” Changing the subject was pathetically chicken of her but no doubt a wise course of action.

			“Three long years.” He looked toward the spot Sabra had pointed out to her. “They seemed longer when I was living them.”

			“There are times like that.” For a moment, it felt like they had something in common. Conversation felt so natural with him, so very comfortable. “Time has a way of dulling the blunt edges of reality.”

			“I’m not sure about that,” he offered with a flash of a smile that gave her a peek at the boy he must have been. “I think…I’m close enough to smell blackened squirrel.” He sniffed the air and shuddered, shaking his body like a large dog after a bath.

			She laughed at him. “I hope it isn’t on the menu tonight. Dining-out options look limited.”

			“I’ll give you the un-blackened portion of my squirrel.”

			She propped her hands on her hips and planted her feet wide. “I came to the last frontier. I expect my share of hardships.”

			He took a moment to sweep the area before returning his attention to her. His smile was gone, a pensive look in his eyes.

			“You burned my card the night we met. Care to tell me why?”

			“It wasn’t personal.” She replied as if her boundaries were being pressed. “Everyone has one or two skeletons. The important part is that the skeleton is dead.”

			“But the ghost haunts you,” he stated firmly, with a little too much truth to suit her. “I see it in your eyes.”

			Celeste shrugged and didn’t care for how forced the action felt. Her confidence was trying to desert her, leaving her feeling exposed. “It’s on my to-be-dealt-with list.”

			Nartan’s eyes narrowed and his lips thinned. She could see the truth of his nature in his eyes. He was used to being in control and getting whatever he wanted. At the moment, that was to unmask her, something she wasn’t going to let him do. The truth was, she didn’t think she could bear being stripped down to such an unguarded position again.

			But that was her failing, not his, and it didn’t give her the right to be bitchy.

			“It’s nothing.” Her tone was even and devoid of emotion, which was a major accomplishment. She felt like she was boiling, the heat twisting through her, increasing with every second he watched her. Peeling away her facade with nothing more than the force of his nature.

			“I’m sure you don’t need any female issues to deal with.”

			The ghost of a smile touched his lips. They were full, sensual lips that looked like they tasted fantastic. There was a restless energy pulsing around her insides that she recognized from a time when she hadn’t forbidden herself impulses or playing with fire.

			“You think I’m like most men?” he questioned smoothly.

			Definitely not…

			Not that she was going to admit it to him.

			He moved closer, the gun making a soft sound as he gripped it. It was a metal-on-metal sound that made her flinch because it fit the hard nature of the man holding it and the uncivilized location. Everything was different here—basic, blunt…savage. And that suited him perfectly.

			He stopped next to her and she fought the urge to step back.

			“I’m not like any man you’ve ever known.”

			Her mouth went dry.

			But her temper came to her rescue at last, flickering to life and burning through the haze of attraction dulling her wits. “I think you’re used to being the boss. Understandable. Angelino’s is impressive, but I like to keep my private affairs—private. Along with my vacations.”

			So maybe it wasn’t the flare of temper that was sizzling inside her. Maybe it was pure panic, but she wasn’t in a position to quibble over details. She needed her head cleared before she did something…impulsive.

			She started down the incline, intent on discovering where the river was flowing from. Intent on anything that wasn’t Nartan and her reaction to him. She dug deep, trying to gather enough focus to control herself. The sound of the rushing water filled her ears as she dug her feet into the steep incline and concentrated on her footing.

			She felt Nartan behind her, shadowing her…stalking her. He made sure she caught sight of him from time to time. It was an exquisite sort of torment, that moment of having him in sight before he’d fall back and leave her with the knowledge that he was watching her with those intense, cobalt eyes.

			Well, she wouldn’t be turning around to engage him. She kept moving until she made it to the next high point and paused on the crest to savor the view. The wind blew into her face, chilling the sweat that had formed in her hairline. She smiled, enjoying the proof that she’d pushed her body.

			“You enjoy a challenge too.” He inserted himself back into her world. Okay, so she hadn’t really been successful in ignoring him but she wasn’t ready to admit it.

			Nartan stepped up beside her, standing only a pace from her. Sensation rippled across her skin and down her body. She’d never been so aware of a man before. She wanted to be irritated, but all she could do was feel the way he was pressing against her comfort zone. Like some ultra-high-stakes game of chess.

			She moved aside, but had her attention on Nartan rather than on her footing. The rough wilderness was unforgiving. The eroding granite shifted beneath her boot, ready to take her down the slope with gravity’s help. A startled cry escaped her lips as she felt her body weight dropping, but it turned into a muffled word of profanity when Nartan curled his fingers around her bicep and yanked her back up.

			Breathless and panting, he held her tight for a moment, seeming to allow his own surge of adrenaline to subside. She knew he’d seen her almost plunge into danger, and if he hadn’t been right there, she could have been seriously injured, maybe killed. Nartan seemed to know only too well that this beautiful wilderness could turn deadly in a moment.

			She lifted her elbow and dropped it on the other side of his hand. Honestly, she wasn’t sure if she was breaking his hold or just responding to the panic rushing through her.

			“You’re welcome,” he mocked.

			“Thanks.” Her tone was less than gracious.

			He studied her for a moment, his eyebrows lowering in contemplation. “You need to deal with that ghost.”

			“Actually, that’s sort of the idea behind being here.” She opened her hands wide. “A soul-seeking sort of adventure.” She straightened her stance and faced off with him. “I believe the custom is to undertake such journeys alone.”

			He shrugged, unrepentant. “This is Alaska, not Southern California. Your martial arts skills aren’t going to be much use against a bear. Even if you know how to use a gun, you didn’t take one with you. I told you to wait because you’re green.”

			It was a blunt fact that made a lot of sense, but she didn’t care for the direct blow to her pride.

			“An explanation would have cleared that up,” she said and rolled in her lower lip because she was itching to bicker with him. The urge was almost impossible to ignore, even though she knew it wasn’t rational. She wasn’t going there, to that place where she lost control of herself and started going after him because she just couldn’t quell the urge.

			“I enjoyed hiking with you more.” He was testing her. Tossing down a gauntlet to see if she’d reply. “The journey you need to take is one that leads you back to the thing that left a scar on you.”

			“You’re getting a little too personal.” The words slipped past her lips. The moment she heard them, she shook her head, but he reached across the distance and caught her chin.

			She shivered, the contact as jarring as she’d suspected it would be. His skin was warm and smelled enticingly male.

			He turned his hand over and stroked the back of his fingers along her jawline. She felt like she was on the edge of bursting into flames, at the point when all the heat was trapped inside her, ready to flare up.

			“Really…” She struggled to find the argument she needed to make but got lost in the intensity of his cobalt stare. It was stripping her bare.

			She dragged her gaze away and turned back toward the house.

			“You really need to stop running.”

			She wanted to. The desire was welling up inside her, flooding her.

			Terrifying her with just how close she was to letting go of her control.

			She couldn’t.

			Wouldn’t, actually.

			She just couldn’t risk trusting again.

			She headed back toward the house instead. For a moment, she thought she heard a soft, male chuckle. She ended up tightening her hands into fists and increasing her pace.

			The man had just sent her into a full retreat.

			***

			Nartan fell into step behind her. He wanted to reach out and drag her to a halt.

			He found himself battling the urge as she took to the uneven ground with a strength that turned him on even more.
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