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Chapter 1

Elodie
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“And that’s how we prevent forest fires.” The minute the phrase was out of Elodie’s mouth she wanted to shake her head and roll her eyes. I sound like Smokey Bear. 

She fought the grimace wanting to creep across her face and plastered on a smile for the third-grade class. “Any questions?”

Several hands shot up into the air. Her eyes darted to the clock, trying to figure out exactly how much more time she had left. This was the part of her job that always drove her a little crazy. She lacked the patience to deal with a bunch of questions from kiddos. Not that she didn’t like kids, she just always had a hard time dealing with them at this age, when their little minds couldn’t focus.

Thirty minutes later, Elodie was walking out of the elementary school to her USFS agency issued SUV. When she climbed in, she removed the wide brim hat that was part of her uniform and tossed it onto the passenger seat. She only wore the hat during the parts of her job like today, when she interacted with the public during education programs. On the days where she had to clean graffiti from rocks or perform maintenance on a trail, she could wear the agency issued baseball cap, which she preferred. 

Flipping the visor down, she looked at herself in the mirror and made sure the hat hadn’t wrecked her natural hair, which she wore in a low bun at the nape of her neck.

Before she cut the car on, she grabbed her cell phone out of the cup holder and checked for any missed calls or messages. The first voicemail she listened to was from her boss. She was heading back to the office, so she’d speak to him once she arrived instead of calling him back.

The second voicemail was from her best friend, Kimana, asking how her date had gone last night. Elodie rolled her eyes when she thought about last night’s blind date. Thumbing through her text messages, Elodie saw Kimana had also left a text message demanding to know about the date.

Elodie started the car and backed out of the parking space while using the hands-free calling system to call her impatient friend. “Dial Kimana.”

The phone had barely completed the first ring when Kimana picked up. “Spill. I want every detail. Don’t leave anything out.”

In the background, coffee orders were being called out, along with the sounds of coffee beans being ground in a grinder and music. A chime sounded before Elodie could respond, and all the noise faded away, letting her know Kimana was now outside the coffee shop.

“The usual. The guy was attractive but dull as dishwater. Plus, it was clear I was too much woman for him.” Elodie sighed. “They all want some damsel in distress they can rescue, that will fawn all over them and say, ‘My, my, what big muscles you have.’ I’m sick of going out with these men that get intimidated by the fact that I either carry a gun or might be better at wielding an axe or some other thing they think only men excel at.”

“I’m sorry, Elle.” Kimana commiserated with her, before she gulped down some coffee.

“Yeah, me too.” It was hard for Elodie to keep the disappointment out of her voice. 

“You know at this point I would even settle for a physical relationship. I’m going through a bit of a dry spell,” Elodie snorted.

“Girl, how long has it been?” Disbelief colored Kimana’s tone. Her boot heels clicked against the sidewalk, while she hurried along to wherever she was headed.

“Let’s just say my battery powered toy would be getting a key right about now, and space in the closet and bathroom to leave its things.”

Both women chuckled.

“Someone is going to come along, and soon.” Kimana tried to reassure her. “I just got back to the office. I better go. Gus is here again with his old Billy goat. Who knows what the animal ate this time.” Both of them laughed again.

“Okay.” Elodie tried to inject a little more pep into her voice, so her friend wouldn’t worry.

“Bye. I’ll call you later.” Kimana ended the call.

After her friend hung up, Elodie couldn’t help ruminating over her time in Jackson. She’d lived here for the last four years now. Getting assigned here had been a dream. Wyoming offered all four seasons and a wide range of outdoors activities to satisfy her competitive nature. What she hadn’t counted on was that her dating life would suck ass. She was a Black woman living in a predominantly white space. Thankfully, that hadn’t been a huge issue. She was approached often and asked out on dates. It was when they got to dinner on that first date and started hearing how accomplished she was at her job and what a competitive outdoorswoman she was that the interest dwindled.

She looked at the clock on her dashboard and realized she had some time to kill before she actually needed to be back in the office. Right now, she needed to clear her head, and she knew exactly where she would go to do it.

The SUV crunched over loose rocks and gravel while climbing up the slope to her secret spot. On her days off she took short hikes up here. Since she didn’t have that kind of time today, she drove up as far as she could and then walked the rest of the way. 

Two years ago, she’d been out at Snake River Overlook cleaning up some graffiti left by unruly tourists and stumbled upon a smaller area covered by overgrown brush. She’d claimed it as her own when she needed to get away. Taking a seat on the main boulder that provided a great view of the river, she let out a sigh, and just tried to empty her head of all the negative. 

Twenty minutes later, she felt much better as she walked back to her car. 

When she pulled up to the office, she pushed those thoughts out of her head. All of that would have to keep until she was off the clock. She grabbed her hat and phone and went inside.

Many of the other rangers must have been out handling situations or incidents, because the office was like a tomb. Only one of her co-workers, Michael, a burly, giant of a man in his thirties, sat at his desk on the phone. The mass of brown curls that sat on top of his head, had everyone calling him Curly behind his back.

He waved to her before placing his hand over the receiver. “Clint was looking for you.”

“Thanks. I got his message. I’ll head back there now.” 

He gave her the thumbs up and returned to his call. Should she be nervous that Clint had gone out of his way to make sure that anyone that saw her relayed his message?

Clint was on a call as well. Elodie knew this because she heard him before she could see him. The man had a big, booming voice, and never seemed to close his door. When she stepped into his doorway, he looked up and motioned for her to take a seat, while he continued to talk to whoever he was on the call with. 

Elodie sat in the chair in front of his desk. In her mind, she went over all the calls she’d taken in the past week. Went over all the reports she’d filed. Was anything amiss? Had someone been unsatisfied with the way she’d handled anything? She had no problems with any of her co-workers that she knew about. On her performance reviews she always got exemplary remarks. For the life of her, she couldn’t imagine why Clint would want to see her.

He glanced up at her periodically while he finished his phone call. Unlike Michael, Clint was middle-aged, thin, short in stature, and only had wisps of hair left on top of his balding head.

Instead of sitting here trying to figure out why he’d wanted to see her, she should have been listening in on his phone call. By the time she decided to tune in, he was hanging up.

“How’d everything go at the school?” Clint shuffled some papers on his desk while he looked at her.

“Good.” Please don’t let him make small talk. Just put me out of my misery and tell me why I’m here.

Clint clasped his hands together on top of his desk and stared at her with a cat that ate the canary grin on his face. “I’m sure you’d like to know why I called you in here.”

Elodie nodded unable to speak.

“You’re not in trouble or anything.”

She let out a deep exhale and shut her eyes for a second, unable to keep the huge sense of relief from her face.

Picking up on her worry, Clint rushed to reassure her. “Oh no, Elle, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.” Briefly he wore a penitent expression, before he chuckled. “You’ve done nothing wrong. This meeting isn’t about anything negative, quite the opposite.”

Elodie shook her head. “I was a little nervous I was about to be reprimanded for something.”

“Not at all. You’re one of the best rangers I have. I’ve been on the phone all morning with The Exploration Network. They’ve been given access to film one of their shows here in the Bridger-Teton National Forest.”

Elodie gave Clint a blank look. What does this have to do with me?

He kept talking. “I’m assigning you to be liaison to the show for the duration of their stay. Whatever they need, you’ll provide.”

If she was his best ranger, why was she getting what sounded like some babysitting detail.

“Umm...” Elodie smiled, unsure how to tell her boss that she felt less than thrilled about this assignment.

“I see you’re excited. I knew I picked the right person for the job...” Clint stood up and walked around his desk towards her, sporting a toothy grin.

Not usually at a loss for words, she stood and shook Clint’s hand.

“I told them they’d have our best man, I mean woman... person.” He corrected himself while continuing to pump her hand up and down in a handshake. “You’re going to make this department proud.”

At his enthusiasm, she resigned herself to her fate. “Which show will be filming here?”

“Roughing it With Ryder Stone. He’ll be arriving in town tomorrow.”

When Clint mentioned the show, Elodie tried not to grimace. She’d caught the show occasionally and often concluded that most things probably weren’t what they seemed. Most of it was probably faked for the camera. Ryder, albeit sexy, was probably just another Hollywood poser, playing the part of survival instructor.

“How long will they be filming here?” After asking the question she held her breath. Please let it be short.

“I believe it’s a month or two.” Clint shared while they walked towards the door.

Inwardly, Elodie groaned. She let out the breath she’d been holding. That long?

“Ryder and his team will be here tomorrow afternoon at two, to meet with you.”

Again, Elodie nodded and let Clint usher her out the door. She headed back to her desk to take care of some paperwork. When she dropped onto her seat, all she could think about was being stuck making sure Ryder Stone didn’t burn down the forest while he made his little show for the next month. Great!
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Chapter 2

Ryder
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First, the email from the network rejecting his latest new show idea and now an emotional email from his last fling. Ryder pinched the bridge of his nose, lost in his thoughts. 

“Earth to Ryder.”

“Huh?” Ryder was still staring at his cell phone screen when he responded.

“What has you so distracted?” Vince asked as he quickly grabbed Ryder’s bag before it could take another spin around the baggage carousel. 

When Vince waved his hand in the space between the screen and his face, Ryder glanced at his producer.

Vince handed the bag off to the driver that was waiting to take them to the hotel, and they followed him out of the Jackson Hole Airport to short-term parking.

“Dude, what is going on with you?” A mixture of annoyance and concern laced Vince’s voice.

“Nothing, just reading through the third email that Amber sent me in the last three days.” Ryder ran his hand through his dirty blonde hair. 

Vince chuckled. “I told you that chick was a bunny boiler. You should have left that toxic bitch alone a long time ago.”

Ryder stopped walking. “Don’t.” There was an edge to his voice when he said the word. “Amber isn’t some fatal attraction. She’s hurt. Even though I was very clear on where I stood as far as a relationship went, it doesn’t negate the fact that I hurt her. Keep your comments to yourself.”

He didn’t give Vince time to respond before he stalked off after the driver.

Once they reached the car, they climbed in the back, while the driver loaded their bags into the trunk of the limousine. 

If Vince felt some kind of way about being snapped at, it didn’t seem to register because the guy was back to prattling on once again.

Ryder peered at his phone feeling slight guilt over Amber’s email. ‘I thought she understood that I didn’t want anything serious. She makes it sound like I promised her something, and I did no such thing.’  The voice inside his head was playing on a loop, asking what he could have done differently, although he was sure there wasn’t anything. Ryder rubbed his chin and scrolled to the top of the email to read it once again.

Before he could read through it once more, Vince grabbed his phone out of his hand. “No, you don’t. You’re not going to keep reading her email. We’re here in Wyoming now, and we have a show we need to get in the can. I need your head on straight for this shoot.”

This time, Vince was right. Their time here was important. His energy needed to be spent on doing the best job possible. To his recollection, he had never made promises of anything more than a good time to Amber. Should he feel guilty because she wanted to turn their arrangement into something more? No. 

He couldn’t continue to spend brain cells on that situation. Besides focusing on the upcoming production, he needed to figure out how to get the network to greenlight his other show idea.

Wyoming was a place he loved and enjoyed visiting so he was excited they’d been given clearance to shoot in Bridger-Teton National Forest.

Ryder rolled down the window and inhaled deeply, taking in a lungful of the clean, crisp air, that was a stark contrast to the air in Los Angeles. As the driver turned onto the US-191, Ryder rolled back up the window, and rested his head against the back of the seat. He was about to shut his eyes when Vince spoke.

“I’ll bet you ten dollars the woman ranger that will be our liaison looks like a troll.” Vince guffawed, disturbing the solace Ryder had finally been able to create.

While his producer chortled like he’d made the funniest joke, Ryder reminded himself this was why the man had been divorced three times, and rarely had a woman of substance on his arms. Ignoring Vince, he shut his eyes and rested his head against the leather seat. It would be great if the ranger were married or someone he wasn’t attracted to, he probably needed to cool it with women for a while. The rest of the ride to the hotel, he napped, and Amber became a distant memory. 

The limo pulled into the Four Seasons Resort and Residences over half an hour later. When Ryder stepped from the vehicle, a warm June heat greeted him. He glanced around at the pine trees that lined the driveway and sat near the front entrance. Again, he inhaled deeply. This time getting a whiff of the fresh pine scent that filled the air.

Vince stumbled out of the limo behind him and Ryder knew he must have been enjoying the minibar while he’d been asleep.

The driver and a bellhop unloaded their gear and luggage, while they headed inside to the front desk.

Once they checked in, Vince slapped his keycard against his palm.  “Drop your bags off and meet me back in the lobby so we can head over and meet the ranger we’ll be working with.”

Thank God he was all business right now.

On the elevator ride to his suite, Ryder lamented that his favorite producer, Carla, had not been available. She was out on maternity leave. He was a godfather. The memory of being introduced to the cute little bundle made him smile. Maybe while he was here, he’d find a stuffed moose or buffalo to send to her, let her know she was missed.

After getting off the elevator he walked along the hallway, looking at the room numbers. At the end of the hall, double doors, marked his room. When he slid his keycard into the slot and stepped inside, he found his bags already inside. 

The décor was exactly what he expected. The living area of the suite was tastefully designed in browns and tans with subtle hints of color here and there. The vibrant colors from the fresh-cut flowers really stood out. Two brown leather armchairs flanked the stone fireplace. A large flat screen TV hung overhead, with the sofa positioned directly in front of it. The solid wood, sliding doors that led to the balcony were open, displaying a glorious view of Mother Nature. A gift basket sat on the oak dining table that could seat four.

Ryder stepped closer and plucked the card from the basket. It was from the network, wishing him a great time while filming. He took one more glance around the room and then grabbed his bag and headed into the bedroom.

The bedroom had the same style of furniture as the living area. The king bed looked inviting. He sat his bag down and stepped into the spacious walk-in closet, that led to the marble bathroom, which had a shower, separate bathtub, along with a separate room for the toilet. If he was going to be living here for the next month or two, he couldn’t think of a nicer home away from home. 

He decided to unpack his things before meeting Vince in the lobby, this way he could come back and just sleep. Vince would probably have found the bar by now. When he thought about that he decided that maybe he should hurry. He didn’t want Vince drunk before they got to meet the ranger. Quickly, he put away everything and headed back downstairs.

Sure enough, Vince had a beer in his hand. Ryder wasn’t going to ask if that was his first one. 

“Let’s go.”

Vince guzzled down some more of the brew before getting off his barstool and heading outside, where they found the limo waiting.

Each time they worked together, Ryder was always amazed at Vince’s capacity to drink like a sailor and still be sharp enough to oversee a production.

“Spoke with the film commission before we got here. Already have some good leads on a sound mixer, drone operator, and a second camera operator. I think we’ll be able to narrow down the rest of the crew between today and tomorrow.”

During the twenty-minute ride, they looked over some of the resumes that had been provided on their iPads. 

Inside the ranger station, it was once again a mixture of stone and wood that was used in the minimalist design. Of course, the furniture was exactly what you’d expect to be used in a government agency: uncomfortable looking waiting area chairs, and a large bulletin board that boasted seasonal schedules, laminated maps pinned with push pins, and posters on fire safety and prevention. One geared towards children boasted Smokey the Bear. 

A few people waited in line at the counter, probably for camping permits or things like that. When it was their turn at the counter, Vince turned on the charm and grinned at the receptionist, who looked like Aunt Bee. “I believe the network spoke with Clint to make the arrangements...”

Ryder interrupted him. “We’re looking for forest ranger Elodie Cross,” he told the receptionist.

“Ranger Cross is right over there.” She turned and pointed.

When he looked in the direction the woman indicated, he was surprised. If he’d taken Vince’s bet, he’d be ten dollars poorer right now. Elodie Cross was certainly not a troll. 

As he appraised the gorgeous Black woman that filled out the ranger uniform that seemed to be frumpy on everyone else, Ryder knew he was in trouble. The woman filled out the khaki pants and hideous brown shirt like they were a second skin. She had that voluptuous hourglass shape. He could only see her profile so far, but he was transfixed. It was evident she worked out. She was equally hard and soft in all the right places.

If he was guessing correctly, she stood at about 5’6. She wore the wide brimmed hat that was part of her uniform, with her hair in a low bun at the nape of her neck. Ryder wondered what her hair looked like when it wasn’t in the severe bun. The profile view he had of Elodie showcased her thick, pouty lips and flawless skin.

His gaze traveled down the length of her body until it reached her luscious ass. He hated that the gun that sat on her hip partially obstructed
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