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      “I don’t think we should hike here,” Lizzie murmurs, stopping in her tracks.

      I glance back at her. Tim, the guy who really wants to be her boyfriend stops with her. He flashes a smile that’s just a little too big for my liking. I don’t like him very much; there’s just something about him that rubs me wrong.

      Ignoring it for the time being, I focus on Lizzie. “Why not?”

      “Come on, Amara, you promised we’d stay on the trail this time,” River agrees, snorting as he takes a step towards me. “Babe-”

      I hold up my hand. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Don’t lead us down a path that will get us lost,” he counters.

      We glower at each other. He and I broke up two months ago, but moving on hasn’t been an option because he’s constantly around. I broke up with him, but he either doesn’t want to believe it or doesn’t want to take the risk that I’ll find someone else.

      Hell, the only reason that he’s here is because if he didn’t come, it would be Lizzie, Tim, Beck and me. He didn’t like that math; it was too much like a double date for his liking. So, he showed up, uninvited and unwanted.

      Beck’s moves silently behind me. I glance back when I feel his warmth rolling off of him, more intense than the sun even though he’s not sweating. I’ve told him bits about my relationship with River since I needed someone to talk to and Lizzie didn’t see River as anything but a devoted boyfriend.

      He and I had planned the outing today, and he was fine with me inviting Lizzie. He’s been quieter than normal since the other two arrived with her. I don’t blame him, and right now I’m happy to have him in my corner.

      Beck’s bigger. Shockingly big, actually, even though he doesn’t look it because of how he dresses. Most people think he’s just some archeology and folklore nerd, but I’ve caught glimpses of him shirtless. He’s tall and somehow makes himself look lean, but he’s got broad shoulders, hefty muscle. The kind of density that makes him impossible to pick up or bully long term, despite his round glasses, his rusty brown hair that always curls and only grows out rather than down.

      “If you guys want to turn back, feel free. I’m determined to find the site that Beck’s been talking about,” I insist.

      River’s lips turn down. “Why? This is bear country with fucking grizzlies.”

      “Black bears only,” I dismiss. “We’re in Appalachia.”

      His jaw tightens. River’s never liked when I point out that he’s wrong. “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. It’s on all the pamphlets going into the national park. It’s why I brought bear spray and why I’m walking loudly,” I snap. I’m not going to pretend to be wrong to let him ‘be a man’ like he kept saying when we were dating.

      He glowers at me, his blue eyes clashing with mine until he snorts.

      “I love you, I do, Amara, but this just isn’t for me. I’m sorry,” Lizzie says, taking a step back. “It’s beautiful, but we’ve already been hiking for two miles and I’m exhausted. I’m ready to turn around.”

      I walk to her and hug her tightly. “Of course. I’m sure Tim will take you back and be very respectful about it.” My eyes flash over her shoulders to him. He nods, but his face burns slightly and his eyes flick to his brother. I squeeze her and lower my voice. “Bear spray works on handy guys as well.”

      She laughs once and squeezes me again. “Text me the second you get back. Tim and I will just go to the restaurant in town and check out the museums and things.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a date,” Tim says.

      Lizzie blushes and walks towards him. They head back with hushed conversation. I arch an eyebrow at River. “Coming or going?”

      He’s clearly torn. Is he going to choose a chance of bears and final separation or walk back to civilization?

      River steps closer to me and taps my thick bun where it’s bundled on top of my head. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’ll go with your brother.”

      “Please. Brian here can’t do anything against a bear or the feral people that live here,” River teases, purposefully getting Beck’s name wrong. “You need protection.”

      My lips turn down and I step away from him. Instantly, his face darkens. I take another step back. “I don’t need protection.”

      “Oh, so you’ll choose a bear to protect you over a man?”

      “That’s not the question and you know it,” I argue, voice darkening. “If you’re going to slow us down or be a buzzkill, just turn back around and catch up with your brother.”

      “I’m not going to cockblock him,” River argues.

      No, but he’ll cockblock me, I think darkly.

      Shrugging, I turn around and keep going forward. Beck’s eyes flick between River and me for a moment, then he continues leading the way. I spot the markers he’s using and happily follow along, climbing over logs without help, even when it’s offered by River. I circle around boulders without fear.

      When deer, rabbits, or snakes make appearances, I watch with awe instead of threatening to kill them or trying to scare them away like a certain somebody who gets louder with every step. River keeps staring at me like he’s plotting how to snare me while Beck gives one word answers to questions and keeps going. After walking for a while, we take a break by a stream.

      “I’m going ahead,” Beck says to me calmly, glancing at River. “Not too far.”

      “Yeah, just make sure we haven’t lost the path,” I agree.

      River offers me food in front of Beck, but I have my own snacks. I won’t take anything from him. It would give him hope. Instead of obvious snacks, he pulls out a nearly empty Ziplock baggy. “What’s this all about?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “You and the nerd?” He demands. “You trying to date him?”

      “That’s not your business.”

      “It is,” he argues, getting closer to me while popping something I don’t see in his mouth. His eyes narrow. “Moving on too fast is insulting.”

      I roll my eyes. “I broke up with you two months ago, River. I don’t owe you anything. You don’t owe me anything. You weren’t invited on this trip and-”

      “I was.” He argues immediately. He’s never been one to let me speak. “My brother invited me after Lizzie invited him. Seems like I’m wanted.”

      “And the two people who invited you left,” I remind.

      He glowers at me. “We were good together, then I ask for a little bit more from you and you just decide to be done.”

      “No, you asked me to change for your comfort. You wanted me to be someone else and that’s-”

      “Not a bad thing if there’s room for improvement!”

      I don’t bother to answer. He keeps nudging me, keeps trying to get me to speak. When he stands up and looms over me, obviously heated, his eyes dilated and wrong, his breathing so intense I’m sweating just looking up at him, I feel how quickly things can go wrong here. I’m in the middle of the woods with a disgruntled ex who still thinks he can own me. There are trees everywhere, we’re not on a trail, a ranger isn’t going to come out here without a reason and right now, considering its early fall, the only reason would be fire.

      “Fuck! - Speak to me, Amara!” He yells.

      I stand up slowly. “Why should I when you’re so eager to cut me off? Don’t I talk too much, River? Aren’t I too loud, too opinionated, too much in every way?”

      “You don’t have to be!”

      He reaches out for me, and I step back into the creek, accepting wet socks over a familiar touch that will lead to him dragging me back to a trail he can’t find. I won’t let him. I’m not his anymore.

      “You could be less,” he says.

      “Why?” I ask. He sputters for a second and I smirk. “So, you feel better about who you are and feel needed?”

      His eyes burn. His hand comes up and I see exactly what he’s planning to do. I duck, so he stumbles into the water. The baggy he’s been clinging to from the start drops to the river, revealing shrooms. Of course. He loves them, thinks that they open his mind to more possibilities.

      “Fuck you,” I say darkly. “I’m allowed to be big, to take up space, and do what I want.”

      Then I turn and run. If the option is running into a bear that I can understand and work with or deal with someone as unpredictable and furious as an ex, I’ll choose the bear.
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      I hear panting, something or someone rushing through the woods. Splashing that moves to leaves rustling, a sharp yell, and that’s enough to send me backwards. I head towards where I left Amara and River, only to see supplies littering the ground and footprints spreading deeper into the woods, predictably off the trail.

      Gritting my teeth, something shifts under my skin. A need to protect, a need to deal with a threat. It pulses through my body, begging for release and the kind of violence that rights wrongs rather than diving deeper into a fury beyond what I can control.

      Breathing in through my nose, I hold the breath, then exhale through my mouth. Once, twice, three times. Control matters. Control separates nature from chaos.

      All of that is important where I’m involved.

      “Amara!” River bellows. “Get back here! We’re having a conversation!”

      “Have one with yourself!” She answers, voice fainter, proving she’s further away.

      The voices pierce the forest, giving me a heading. The broken branches and heavy footsteps lead in the opposite direction. Granted, that may not be where Amara is. She’s smart enough to escape if she doesn’t want to be around someone.

      I follow all the same, pushing my anger down. Feeling nothing is better than feeling too much. I hear panting breaths and come across River. He twists around, holding a large knife in his hand. He’s panting, looks wrong. He’s sweating, his eyes too dilated to
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