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      TALIA

      Talia Fisher had spent her entire life following rules.

      Graduated top of her class. Finished her MBA by twenty-three. Said please, thank you, and excuse me in the right order. Never drank before twenty-one. Never slept around. Never risked anything worth losing.

      But standing in the clearing with damp soil beneath her hiking boots and her internship paperwork clutched to her chest, she wondered if maybe—just this once—she should have broken that perfect streak.

      She hadn’t come here to fall in love. She’d come to prove something.

      To herself. To her father. Maybe to the part of her that still equated perfection with worth.

      But rules never held up well against wild places.

      Because no one mentioned Sawyer Hall.

      No one warned her that the Summit Trail Crew's resident chainsaw expert had eyes that could cut through you faster than his blade through pine. Or that his grin hit like lightning—bright, sudden, and promising inevitable destruction.

      "You're Talia, right?" he asked, hooking his thumbs through his belt loops like he owned the mountain and everything on it. "Nash said they were sending another intern."

      She swallowed. Nodded. Stuck her hand out like her father had taught her—firm grip, confident eye contact, never let them see you sweat.

      "Yes. Environmental resources intern. Conservation focus." She cleared her throat. "Nice to meet you."

      His eyes flicked to her outstretched hand, then back to her face. His mouth quirked.

      He didn't take it.

      Instead, he lifted his own—greased with chainsaw oil, dirt crusted under his nails—and wiggled his fingers.

      “Wouldn’t want to mess up those clean hands, princess.” He heard the words land sharp, sharper than he’d meant. Damn it. Why did he always default to being a dick when he felt off-balance?

      Her cheeks burned.

      She kept her hand extended. Refused to break eye contact. Refused to back down.

      After a beat too long, he chuckled. Wiped his palm on the thigh of his worn work pants. Took her hand.

      His grip was solid. Warm. A little too tight and a little too long.

      "I'm Sawyer. I'll be your team lead for the North Ridge restoration project."

      "The what?" She frowned. "I was assigned to mapping at the south junction."

      He shrugged, released her hand. "Plans changed an hour ago. Flash flood warning came through on the emergency radio. Half the south trail's already under. Nash reassigned you to my crew."

      The dismay must have shown on her face because his grin widened—wolfish, knowing, dangerous.

      "Sorry, princess. Looks like you're stuck with me."

      She straightened her spine. Set her jaw. "I'm not a princess."

      "Sure thing, Your Highness."

      The title bit into her, not because it was inaccurate, but because it was the one her father had used too often—smiling with pride in public, scolding with disappointment in private. “Senator’s daughter,” he always said, like a brand. Not a person.

      Before she could respond, he turned and strode toward the gathering of crew members by the edge of the trail. His shoulders were broad beneath his faded henley, the fabric stretched taut across muscle built from years of labor.

      Talia exhaled slowly through her nose.

      Eight weeks. It was just eight weeks.

      She could survive anything for eight weeks.

      Even Sawyer Hall.
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        * * *

      

      SAWYER

      Nash had warned him. Nash had been crew boss for six years, ever since the accident that took his partner and left him with scars he hid under long sleeves. The man who'd carved Laura's name into that cabin wall with shaking hands wasn't the type to give relationship advice. But he'd looked at Sawyer with something like understanding when he'd said, 'Some women change the game, Hall. Make sure you know what you're playing for.

      "She's not one of your usual conquests, Hall. She's high-value. Daughter of a state senator. Harvard grad. Don't fuck this up."

      Sawyer had snorted. "What, you think I can't keep it in my pants for two months?"

      Nash had given him that flat stare—the one that made rookie crew members piss themselves.

      "I think you don't know how to operate unless you're flirting or fighting. And neither one's going to work with her. She's here to work, to learn, to get credit. That's it."

      "Message received, boss," he'd drawled. "I'll be a perfect gentleman."

      And he'd meant it. Mostly.

      But that was before he'd seen her.

      Before he'd watched her climb out of that ridiculously pristine Subaru with her even more pristine hiking boots, survey the muddy clearing, and square her shoulders like she was marching into battle instead of a summer internship.

      Sawyer had always had a weakness for women who looked like they were trying too hard to prove something. They were usually the most fun to unravel. Maybe because he'd once been one himself. Scrapping for attention, respect, and a reason to stay rooted. But roots were tricky things on mountains. They didn’t always hold.

      He slung his pack over his shoulder and headed to the trail entrance where his crew was assembling. Most were already listening to Micah's safety rundown—harness checks, emergency protocols, the usual bullshit.

      Talia arrived at the edge of the group, looking like she was trying to blend in and failing spectacularly. Her gear was too new. Her stance too rigid. Her eyes too eager to take everything in.

      Micah nodded at her. "You need the safety briefing, Fisher?"

      "I've read the manual," she replied. "Three times."

      Of course she had.

      Sawyer stepped in. "Manual's nice, but it doesn't tell you what to do when a bear thinks your lunch box is more appealing than pine nuts."

      Her eyes widened.

      "I'm joking," he said. "The bears here prefer backpacks. More nutritional value."

      A flicker of annoyance crossed her face. "I'm familiar with wildlife safety protocols, thank you."

      "Protocols." He repeated the word, testing it on his tongue like it tasted funny. "Well, that'll be real comforting when you're halfway up a ridge with no cell service."

      She didn't bite. Just adjusted the straps of her pack, and the movement pulled her shirt taut across curves that had no business being on a mountain trail. Sawyer forced his eyes back to the ridge, jaw tight. She tugged her ponytail tighter and looked at him expectantly.

      Eight weeks of this torture.

      "Are we hiking out today, or are you just going to stand there trying to unnerve me?"

      Something hot sparked in his chest—and lower. He'd expected her to blush, stammer, maybe cry. Not fire back with that steady gaze and a voice that held steel wrapped in honey. The kind of voice that made him wonder what she'd sound like saying his name in the dark.

      "Wouldn't dream of unnerving you, princess," he said, shouldering past her to lead the group. "But just so you know, where we're going? Your protocols won't mean shit."

      He didn't have to look back to know she was glaring holes into his spine.

      Eight weeks.

      This might be more fun than he thought.
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        * * *

      

      TALIA

      The North Ridge trail was beautiful and brutal.

      Switchbacks cut through dense forest, climbing steeper with every turn. The path grew narrower, rockier, and the air thinner. Her lungs burned. Thighs screamed. But she kept pace, refusing to be the one to ask for a break.

      Sawyer led from the front, moving with the easy confidence of a man who knew every root and rock on the mountain. He barely seemed to sweat despite the summer heat. It was infuriating.

      "Keep up, princess!" he called back, not bothering to mask the amusement in his voice.

      She gritted her teeth and pushed harder.

      By the time they reached the first survey point, her shirt was plastered to her back and she'd emptied half her water bottle. The three other crew members—Dani, Liam, and Evan—looked winded but not destroyed. They'd clearly done this before.

      Nash's voice crackled over the radio to Sawyer—something about winter assignments and a crew member named Micah taking solo rotations. Talia caught fragments: 'reliability issues' and 'family problems.' She filed it away. Eight weeks on this mountain meant she'd learn everyone's story eventually.

      Sawyer planted an orange marker flag, then turned to address the group. His eyes landed on her, lingering just a beat too long on the flush in her cheeks, the dampness of her shirt.

      "We're marking damaged sections from the spring thaw. Flag anything that needs structural reinforcement. Log any wildlife interaction. Stay within sight line."

      He pointed at a mossy patch of ground. "Fisher, you take point on this section. Document any endangered plant species you find. That's why you're here, right? Plants and shit?"

      "Ecological conservation," she corrected.

      "Right. Plants and shit."

      She bit the inside of her cheek, holding back a retort. He was baiting her. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction.

      The group dispersed. Talia pulled out her field journal and started documenting the undergrowth along the trail edge.

      Kneeling in the moss, Talia inhaled the cool air, sharp with crushed fern and loamy soil. Her fingers brushed over slick leaves, damp with dew, and the chirp of a bird overhead echoed like a reminder—life here was quieter, but never still.

      The work was calming. Familiar. The kind of methodical observation she excelled at.

      She was so focused she didn't notice Sawyer approaching until his shadow fell across her notebook.

      "Find anything worth saving, princess?"

      She didn't look up. "Several species, actually. Including a rare variety of⁠—"

      "I'm gonna stop you," he interrupted, crouching beside her. "Because I don't actually care about moss."

      She finally met his eyes. "Then why ask?"

      "Just checking if you're still breathing. You look like you're about to pass out."

      "I'm fine."

      "You're red as hell and you haven't touched your water in twenty minutes."

      She blinked. He'd been watching.

      "Hydration is important, Fisher." He held out his own bottle. "Drink."

      "I have water."

      "Yours is almost gone, and we're not heading back for hours."

      She hesitated.

      "Jesus, I don't have cooties." He shook the bottle. "Just take it."

      She accepted the bottle reluctantly. Took a sip. It was shockingly cold, like he'd filled it from a mountain spring right before offering.

      It wasn’t just the water. It was that he’d noticed. Her father noticed her only when she failed—when she didn’t live up to the plan he’d laid out like a campaign strategy. But Sawyer noticed when she hadn’t had enough to drink. That made it worse, somehow.

      "Thank you," she said, because her mother had raised her with manners.

      He stared at her a moment longer than necessary, something unreadable flickering in his eyes.

      "Don't mention it." He stood. "And Fisher? Take a break when you need one. Mountains don't reward heroes. They bury them."

      With that, he walked away, leaving her unsettled and annoyed—both at his presumption and the fact that he was right. She had been pushing too hard.

      She took another sip of his water.

      She wouldn't make that mistake again.
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      SAWYER

      Of all the shit luck.

      Sawyer stared at the muddy torrent where the lower trail had been just hours ago. The radio in his hand crackled with Nash's voice—static-laced and pissed.

      "You need to get to the north shelter. Now. Storm intensifying. Flash flood advisory upgraded to warning."

      "Copy that," Sawyer replied, scanning the darkening sky. "ETA thirty minutes."

      "Make it twenty. Over."

      He clipped the radio back to his belt and turned to the crew.

      “Change of plans,” he said. “Emergency shelter. Fisher, you’re with me.”

      No one argued. They'd all seen the water level rising, heard the distant rumble of thunder that meant this wasn't just passing rain.

      They moved fast, single file. Sawyer kept watch on the group, counting heads as they navigated each precarious turn. Four. All accounted for. All moving steady.

      Until the ground shifted.

      It happened fast—a section of trail crumbling beneath Liam's right foot. He stumbled, caught himself, but the edge gave way, creating a small landslide that took out the next ten feet of path.

      "Shit!" Sawyer lunged, grabbing Liam by the back of his pack and yanking him to safety. "Everyone back!"

      They scrambled away from the crumbling edge. A three-foot gap separated them from the continuation of the trail. They didn't have the right equipment to cross it, and the rain was turning everything slippery and treacherous.

      "Can we jump it?" Evan asked, eyeing the gap.

      "Not worth the risk," Sawyer replied. "One slip, and you're gone."

      He unclipped the radio, called in their situation. Nash's reply was immediate and unhelpful.

      "Get to the shelter. There's another route, an old hunting trail. Half mile north of your position."

      Sawyer swore under his breath. The "old hunting trail" was barely a game path, and in this weather, it would be a mudslide.

      "Copy that," he replied anyway.

      He turned to find Talia watching him, her face pale but calm. Her rain jacket was zipped to her chin, hood pulled up, but water still dripped down her cheeks. Her eyes were clear, focused.

      He watched her scan the crumbling trail edge, mentally calculating angles and stability points like she'd done this before. Most people would be freaking out. Talia Fisher pulled a small notebook from her jacket pocket and started sketching the landslide pattern. For her fucking environmental report. In a goddamn emergency.

      That shouldn't have been sexy.

      It was.

      Something inside him shifted, just a fraction.

      "Alright," he said, addressing the group. "We're taking the north route. It's rough, but it'll get us to the shelter. Stay close, watch your footing, and for fuck's sake, don't try to be heroes."

      They moved out, picking their way through dense brush, climbing over fallen logs that were quickly becoming slick with rain.

      Evan's radio crackled to life.

      "Sawyer, do you copy?" Nash's voice, urgent now.

      Evan handed the radio over. "I copy," Sawyer replied.

      "River's crested. North route's compromised. How close are you to the upper shelter?"

      Sawyer did a quick mental calculation. "Twenty minutes, maybe more in this shit."

      A pause. Static. Then: "Make it happen. We're pulling everyone off the mountain. Rescue crews won't be able to reach you until morning at the earliest."

      Great. Fucking great.

      "Copy that," he said. "We'll check in when we're secure."

      He clipped the radio back to his belt and turned to the group. "Change of plans. Dani, I need you, Liam, and Evan to take the high route. It's navigable, but barely. Get to the upper shelter and radio in."

      "What about you?" Dani asked, eyes darting between him and Talia.

      "I'll take Fisher to the small shelter by the old logging site. It's closer, and the terrain's more stable."

      He saw the doubt. But no one argued. They knew better.

      "It's the safest play," he added firmly. "You three know the high route. She doesn't."

      As the group split, Sawyer caught Talia's eye. "You good with this, Fisher?"

      She nodded once, tight and determined.

      "Good. Stay close. And fair warning—where we're going isn't exactly the Four Seasons."

      "I think I can manage one night without room service," she replied dryly.

      He almost smiled.
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        * * *

      

      TALIA

      The "shelter" was a glorified shack.

      The air inside was thick with the scent of old wood, damp earth, and the lingering smoke of long-forgotten campfires. It smelled like stories waiting to be told—and maybe a bit like wet socks.

      A single room, maybe twelve by fourteen feet. Four walls, a roof, a tiny woodstove that looked like it predated electricity. One narrow cot pushed against the far wall. A shelf with emergency supplies. A basin for water collection.

      And absolutely nowhere to hide.

      Talia stood in the doorway, dripping onto the rough wooden floor, trying not to look as desperate as she felt. Her clothes were soaked through, her hair plastered to her scalp, and her fingers had gone numb about twenty minutes ago.

      Sawyer moved past her with practiced efficiency, dropping his pack by the stove and immediately setting to work. His wet shirt clung to every muscle, outlining the kind of strength that came from years of hard labor.

      'You planning to stand there all night?' he asked without looking up. 'Because watching you drip is distracting as hell.'

      She stepped inside, closing the door against the howling wind. Water pooled at her feet. The space felt smaller now, intimate in a way that had nothing to do with square footage.

      "You planning to stand there all night?" he asked without looking up.

      She stepped inside, closing the door against the howling wind. Water pooled at her feet.

      "Is there a...bathroom?" she asked, knowing the answer before the words left her mouth.

      He looked up then, amusement dancing in his eyes. "There's a bucket with a lid behind that screen, princess. And if you need to do more than that, there's a lovely rainstorm waiting outside."

      She turned away, heart hammering louder than the rain. Not from fear. From him

      Her face burned. "Right."

      Sawyer turned his attention back to the stove, coaxing a small flame to life from kindling he'd apparently been carrying in a waterproof pouch in his pack. The man came prepared, she'd give him that.

      "'Strip, Fisher.”

      Her eyes snapped up. He didn't flinch. Didn't soften. Just held her gaze with an intensity that made her stomach flip.

      “You're soaked,” he said. Voice lower now, rougher.

      “Hypothermia's a bitch. And I'm not watching.”

      His eyes dropped to her mouth, then back up.

      “Unless you want me to."

      He didn't look at her, just continued feeding the growing fire.

      “There are emergency blankets in the supply bin. They're not comfortable, but they're dry.”

      She hesitated, glancing around the tiny space. There was nowhere to change privately.

      Sawyer sighed, as if reading her mind. "I'll turn my back. Scout's honor."

      "Were you even a Boy Scout?"

      "Hell no. Had better things to do than sell popcorn and learn knots." He paused. "Though the knots came in handy later."

      The implication wasn't lost on her. Heat crawled up her neck, and it had nothing to do with the stove.

      "Turn around," she said, more sharply than intended.

      He raised his hands in mock surrender, then made a show of facing the wall.

      Talia peeled off the jacket, then the shirt beneath. The tank clung to her, damp and thin. She didn’t look at him. Didn’t want to know if he was watching. Her hiking pants came next, peeled down with difficulty over goosebump-covered skin.

      The emergency blanket crinkled loudly as she wrapped it around her waist like a makeshift skirt. It was silver, reflective, and about as dignified as a baked potato.

      "Done," she announced.

      He turned. Stared. Didn’t blink.

      That silver foil clung to her hips like sin dressed up as safety. Her shoulders were bare. Her lips parted.

      His breath caught—and this time, he didn’t bother to hide it.

      "Hang those by the stove," he instructed, nodding at her wet clothes. "They won't dry completely overnight, but it's better than nothing."

      She did as instructed, trying to maintain some semblance of dignity while arranging her pants and jacket over the edge of a rickety chair.

      When she turned back, Sawyer had stripped off his own outer layers. His henley clung to his torso, outlining muscles that hadn't been as obvious under his rain gear. Water dripped from his hair onto his shoulders, trailing down his neck.

      He caught her staring and raised an eyebrow.

      "See something you like, princess?"

      She forced her eyes away. "Just wondering if you're planning to change, too. Since, as you pointed out, hypothermia is a bitch."

      His mouth quirked. "Didn't know you could swear."

      "I'm full of surprises."

      "Clearly." He pulled his shirt over his head in one fluid motion, revealing a torso that belonged on the cover of a calendar. The kind firefighters posed for.

      Heat flooded her face. She turned away quickly, pretending to adjust her blanket.

      "Modest, too," he commented, and she could hear the smirk in his voice. "Don't worry, Fisher. I'm not going to ravish you. Nash would have my balls."

      "I wasn't worried," she said stiffly.

      "No?"

      "No." She forced herself to look at him. "I'm perfectly capable of saying no if the situation calls for it."

      Something in his expression shifted. His eyes darkened, a challenge sparking."And what about saying yes? You capable of that, too?"

      The question hit like a spark. Not loud, but hot—too hot.

      Talia didn’t flinch. Didn’t step back.

      "Try me," she said.

      Sawyer’s jaw ticked. He took one step closer—just one. But the air changed. The wind rattled the shelter, and her pulse thrummed louder than the storm.

      "Careful, Fisher," he said, voice low, voice rough. "You tempt a man too long, eventually he stops asking."

      She swallowed hard.

      He didn’t touch her. Didn’t have to. That stare alone dragged heat to her cheeks, then lower.

      She glanced down, saw his knuckles tighten at his sides. Controlled. Coiled. And waiting.

      Her throat worked around the words that didn’t come. So she turned, wrapped the emergency blanket tighter around her waist, and moved toward the corner to set up her makeshift bed—anywhere but the cot.

      "Guess we’ll never know," she said over her shoulder. But her voice wobbled. Just a little.

      Behind her, Sawyer’s low, dangerous laugh sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold.
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      SAWYER

      Sawyer had expected tears. Complaints. Maybe a meltdown about the cot.

      Instead, Talia Fisher sat cross-legged on the floor, wrapped in that ridiculous silver blanket, calmly reviewing her field notes by the light of the emergency lantern.

      Like they weren't stranded in a 12x12 box in the middle of a raging storm.

      Like she wasn't half-naked under that crinkly excuse for covering.

      Like he wasn't watching her from the shadows, tracking the movement of her pen across paper, the way she tucked stray strands of damp hair behind her ear, the soft curve of her neck as she bent over her work.

      "You always study during natural disasters?" he asked, breaking the silence.

      She didn't look up. "This is hardly a disaster."

      "Tell that to the trail that just washed away."

      "Mmm." She made another note, then finally glanced up. "I like to be prepared. Even if that means working through... unexpected situations."

      "Is that what I am? An unexpected situation?"

      The corner of her mouth twitched. Almost a smile. "You're certainly something."

      He leaned back against the wall, stretching his legs out in front of him. He'd changed into his spare pants, but his chest remained bare. The fire had warmed the small space enough that it wasn't uncomfortable but not so much that he'd sacrifice the way her eyes occasionally darted to his torso when she thought he wasn't looking.

      “Something you want to keep your distance from? Or something you want to crawl closer to when the lights go out?”

      She set her notebook aside. "Something complicated."

      "I'm actually pretty simple."

      "I doubt that."

      He studied her face in the flickering light. Her cheeks were flushed, but her eyes were clear, direct. No bullshit. It was refreshing and unsettling all at once.

      "You hungry?" he asked, changing topics.

      "Starving," she admitted. "But I'm guessing you’re not hiding a personal chef in the closet."

      He laughed, genuinely surprised. "The princess has a sense of humor. Who knew?"

      "Stop calling me that."

      "Why? It fits."

      "It doesn't." Her voice hardened slightly. "You don't know anything about me."

      “You’re a senator’s daughter. Harvard. Probably never slept without Wi-Fi.”

      Her eyes narrowed. "You did a background check on me?"

      "Nash did. I just listened while he read it."

      "Invasion of privacy much?"

      "That's rich, coming from the daughter of a man who votes on surveillance policies."

      A flash of something—hurt, maybe, or resignation—crossed her face before she masked it.

      "My father's politics aren't mine," she said quietly.

      He hadn't expected that. Had assumed she was a carbon copy of her old man—conservative, reserved, boring as hell.

      "No?" he challenged.

      "No." She met his gaze steadily. "I'm here because I believe in conservation work. Not because it looks good on a resume or makes a nice press release."

      He studied her for a long moment, then nodded once. "Fair enough."

      He reached into his pack and pulled out two protein bars, tossing one to her. "It's not filet mignon, but it'll keep you from passing out."

      She caught it with surprising dexterity. "Thanks."

      They ate in silence, the storm providing background noise that filled the space between them. Rain drummed on the roof, occasional thunder punctuating the steady rhythm.

      "You should take the cot," he said finally.

      She glanced at the narrow bed, then back at him. "Where will you sleep?"

      "Floor's fine. I've slept on worse."

      "That doesn't seem fair."

      He raised an eyebrow. "You offering to share, princess?"

      She flushed. "No. I'm offering to take the floor."

      "Not happening."

      "Why not? Because I'm a woman? Or because I'm a 'princess'?" She made air quotes around the word.

      "Because Nash would kill me if I let the senator's daughter sleep on a dirty floor when there's a perfectly good cot."

      "I'm not made of glass."

      "Never said you were."

      "Then stop treating me like I am." Her voice rose slightly, a hint of real frustration breaking through her composed exterior.

      Sawyer leaned forward, closing some of the distance between them.

      "You want me to treat you like everyone else? Fine. Everyone else on my crew earns their place. They don't get special treatment because of who their daddy is or what school they went to."

      Her eyes flashed. "I have never once asked for special treatment."

      "You haven't had to. The world bends over backwards for girls like you without you having to say a word."

      She stood abruptly, blanket clutched around her. "You know nothing about my life or what I've had to earn. Nothing."

      He rose too, towering over her, close enough to see the angry flush spreading across her cheeks, the slight tremor in her hands.

      “Then enlighten me, princess.” His tone was sharp, harsher than he meant. He heard it echo and hated the way her face went still. That wasn’t what he wanted. But he didn’t know how to pull it back, so he pushed harder—like always.

      For a moment, he thought she might slap him. Her free hand clenched at her side, knuckles white.

      But she didn't. Instead, she took a deliberate step back.

      "I don't owe you my life story," she said, voice low and controlled. "I don't owe you anything except professional courtesy and competent work. Both of which I'm providing, despite your best efforts to antagonize me."

      The controlled fury in her voice hit harder than if she'd shouted. Sawyer felt something shift in his chest—respect, maybe. Or regret at pushing too far.

      "You're right," he said finally. "You don't owe me shit."

      Her eyes widened slightly, clearly not expecting him to concede.

      He stepped back, creating more space between them. "Take the cot, Fisher. Not because you're special. Because it's the right thing to do."

      She hesitated, then nodded once. "Thank you."

      He turned away, arranging his pack as a makeshift pillow against the wall. "Don't thank me yet. That thing probably has fleas."

      He heard her laugh—soft, barely there—and something in his chest loosened.

      "Goodnight, Sawyer."

      "Night, princess."

      This time, she didn't correct him.

      And that scared her more than the storm.
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        * * *

      

      TALIA

      Talia didn’t sleep.

      She lay stiff on the cot, foil blanket crinkling with every breath. Behind her, Sawyer hadn’t moved—but she could feel him. A presence. A furnace. A dare.

      “You’re cold,” he said, voice low.

      “You’re observant.”

      “I’m also warm. Don’t flatter yourself—it’s basic thermodynamics.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Slide over, Fisher. I’ll keep to my side. Unless you ask nice.”

      She hesitated but shifted toward the wall. The cot dipped under his weight, her body rolling back into his. Not fully—just enough to feel it.

      Heat poured off him like a fire stoked too high.

      “This is wildly inappropriate,” she murmured.

      He didn’t respond. Just threw his blanket over both of them.

      They didn’t touch. Not quite. But his leg brushed hers. His arm grazed her shoulder. Her breath caught.

      If she turned her head, their mouths would be inches apart.

      She didn’t.

      But she wanted to.

      “If you say a word about this⁠—”

      “Relax,” he murmured. “Your virtue’s safe. For now.”

      “We’re not kissing.”

      “Yet.”

      Her thighs clenched, slow and instinctive.

      “Go to sleep,” she snapped.

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      He laughed, low and wrecked and all heat. It vibrated through the cot. Through her.

      An arm slid under her head. She didn’t fight it. His chest pressed to her back, just enough to be known.

      “Night, Fisher,” he said.

      It didn’t sound like a goodbye.

      And that scared her more than the storm.
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      TALIA

      Warmth.

      That was Talia's first conscious thought.

      Not the clammy sort that came from too many blankets, but real warmth—radiating through her bones, curled around her like safety.

      Her second thought?

      Her pillow was breathing.

      Her eyes snapped open.

      Sawyer.

      He was beneath her, one arm wrapped around her waist, her leg thrown over his. His bare chest rose steady under her cheek, and for a second, she just… froze. Sunlight filtered through the shelter’s window, streaking golden across his skin, the dust motes and petrichor catching in her throat like a spell.

      She moved to slip away.

      His arm tightened.

      "Five more minutes," he mumbled.

      “Let me go.”

      His grip eased immediately. She rolled back, dragging the crinkling foil blanket with her, cheeks burning, trying to forget how her thigh had settled over his. Or how natural it had felt.

      “Sleep well?” he asked, voice still rough with sleep.

      “Fine.” She cleared her throat. “Thanks for the body heat.”

      “Anytime, Fisher.”

      He stood and stretched, unapologetically shirtless. Her eyes darted up, then quickly away. His back was all long lines and hard labor. She hated how badly she wanted to trace the scar running over one shoulder.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      She mumbled something about needing to pee and bolted, dragging on damp pants and boots before slipping outside.

      The storm had passed. The world gleamed. Sunlight glinted off every leaf, water pooled in tree hollows, and the air smelled like earth and freedom.

      But her chest felt tight.

      She wasn’t supposed to feel anything about Sawyer Hall. Not warmth. Not attraction. Not the echo of his breath against her neck or the way he said her name last night like it meant something.

      This was fieldwork. Resume-building. Eight weeks of hard data, good impressions, and no distractions.

      And yet…

      She stepped back inside, trying to push every stupid thought out of her head.

      Sawyer had the stove going. A metal pot steamed beside him. He held up two battered packets.

      “Coffee?”

      Her resolve cracked. “God, yes.”

      He handed her a tin mug. Their fingers brushed. Hers tingled.

      “You’re full of surprises,” he said.

      She took a cautious sip. Bitter. Burnt. Perfect. “And you’re full of yourself.”

      He clutched his chest in mock pain. “Fisher has claws.”

      “I’m just not a fan of condescension with my caffeine.”

      “Noted.” He sipped, then nodded toward the window. “Radio said we’re grounded till noon. Trails are still sloppy.”

      She sighed. “Of course.”

      “You could be stuck with worse company,” he added.

      She didn’t answer, just sipped again. The silence between them wasn’t awkward. Just… full.

      “About last night,” he said eventually. “You held your own. Not bad for a princess.”

      “Still with that?”

      “You’re not denying it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I went to Harvard, not Hogwarts. I don’t turn into a pumpkin if I don’t get turndown service.”

      Sawyer smirked. “That’s a shame.”

      She arched a brow. “And what are you exactly?”

      He stepped in a little closer. “Complicated.”

      She laughed once, quiet and sharp. “Is that what you call it?”

      “You want the truth?”

      “Sure.”

      “I push too hard. Say shit I shouldn’t. And I’ve got a thing for women I shouldn’t touch.”

      That last line lingered.

      Talia froze. Then—without looking away—she asked, “Am I one of them?”

      He didn’t move. Just said, “You tell me.”

      Her breath caught, but she covered it with a sip of coffee. “I think you like the idea of chasing what you can’t keep.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I don’t chase.”

      Sawyer’s grin faded. Something darker settled in his eyes. “No. You don’t.”

      They stood there too long. Close enough that she could see the faint stubble on his jaw, smell pine and fire smoke and something inherently male. Her heart pounded for all the wrong reasons.

      She stepped back first. “We should check our gear.”

      “Running again?”

      “Thinking ahead.”

      He let her move, but his eyes stayed on her.

      She bent toward her pack, heart still thudding too fast. Her fingers curled around the wet strap of her field bag, grounding herself.

      Sawyer moved behind her—not crowding, but not far.

      “For what it’s worth,” he said softly, “I don’t just chase things I can’t have. I go after what I want.”

      She turned slowly. “And what is it you want?”

      His voice dipped lower. “Right now? To kiss you. Badly.”

      The air went still.

      Her lips parted—but no sound came.

      Before either of them could move, the radio crackled. Nash’s voice broke the spell, gruff and practical: “All trail crews report status.”

      Sawyer reached for the device but didn’t look away from her.

      “Hall here. Secure with Fisher. ETA base 1400 hours.”

      “Copy. Base out.”

      He clipped the radio back to his belt.

      Silence.

      Talia exhaled. “So that almost happened.”

      “Almost,” he agreed. “But the day’s not over.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “I thought we were keeping it professional.”

      “I haven’t done a professional job of that since you stepped out of that SUV.”

      She turned away so he wouldn’t see her smile.

      Outside, the storm-washed forest shimmered like it knew something she didn’t.

      Maybe it did.
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        * * *

      

      SAWYER

      Talia Fisher was a goddamn problem.

      Not because she complained. Not because she was delicate.

      But because she wasn’t.

      She’d woken up tangled around him and hadn’t screamed or shrieked—just pulled back, wrapped herself in foil, and squared her spine like nothing happened.

      And that kiss they almost had? That wasn’t nothing.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about how her voice had dropped.

      How she hadn’t said no.

      And how close she’d been to saying yes.

      Sawyer shouldered his pack before he did something stupid—like grab her and finish what they started.

      They moved out just after noon, boots squelching through the soaked forest floor, the world glittering like it had been scrubbed clean. Storm runoff had carved new lines into the trail, branches scattered like matchsticks.

      Sawyer didn’t say much.

      Didn’t trust himself to.

      Talia kept pace easily, breathing steady, eyes scanning the terrain like she’d done this before. He liked that. Liked that she didn’t ask to rest. Liked that she didn’t expect him to carry her pack.

      They reached the ridge after half an hour. The damage was worse than expected—mud thick and unstable, one section completely collapsed.

      Sawyer tested the edge with his boot. “Stay back.”

      “Problem?”

      “Only if you like falling.”

      She didn’t argue. He picked his way across the narrow ledge, boots sliding a little in the muck. He made it to the other side and turned.

      “Okay. Your turn. Watch my steps exactly.”

      She nodded, crouched slightly, and moved with careful precision. But about halfway across, the ground betrayed her—just a small slide, but enough.

      She gasped as her foot slipped, her balance gone.

      Sawyer surged forward, heart slamming.

      He caught her wrist just before she went over.

      For a breathless second, she hung there—suspended between solid ground and a steep slope lined with rocks and regret.

      He pulled.

      Hard.

      Her body crashed into his, momentum slamming her chest to his and knocking the wind from both of them. His arms closed around her instinctively, one hand pressing low on her back.

      They didn’t move.

      Her breath was hot against his neck. Her hands gripped his shirt like she needed it more than balance.

      “You okay?” he asked, voice lower than intended.

      She nodded against his chest, but didn’t step back.

      Didn’t want to.

      And holy hell, neither did he.

      Sawyer pulled his head back just far enough to look at her. Her eyes were wide, lips parted, cheeks flushed—but she wasn’t scared.

      She was staring at his mouth.

      Dangerous.

      He dipped his head—slow, measured, so she had time to stop him.

      She didn’t.

      Their lips met in a collision of adrenaline and need. At first, it was a brush, tentative. Then deeper. Hotter. Her mouth opened under his. She made a soft sound—something between a sigh and a moan—and that undid him.

      His hand slid to the back of her neck, thumb grazing her jaw as he kissed her like he’d earned it. Her fingers curled into his chest, pulled him closer, and that control he was so fucking proud of? Gone.

      He wanted her.

      Wanted her spread under him in back at the cabin. Wanted her out of those clothes. Wanted to know how many times he could make her say his name before it turned into something more than a warning.

      The radio at his hip crackled.

      He didn’t stop.

      Another burst of static. Then: “All trail crews, report status.”

      Reluctantly, he pulled back. Her breath was uneven. Her lips were pink and swollen. Her eyes... wrecked in the best possible way.

      Sawyer unclipped the radio, trying to steady his voice. “Hall here. En route to base with Fisher. ETA ninety minutes.”

      “Copy. Base out.”

      He clipped it back. Silence swelled between them again—thick, complicated.

      Talia cleared her throat. “That was⁠—”

      “Yeah.”

      They stared at each other.

      Neither said, “That was a mistake.”

      Neither said, “Do it again.”

      But both of them felt the space where the kiss had lived—and what it could’ve turned into.

      He took a step back.

      She let him.

      “We should move,” he said, shifting his weight to hide the obvious. “Still a lot of trail to cover.”

      She nodded once, too quickly. “Right.”

      They started walking. Neither of them spoke. But every brush of her arm against his lit him up like a live wire.

      Eight weeks, he told himself.

      Just eight.

      But he already knew that wasn’t going to be long enough.
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