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Dedication
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To the mountain I call home.

To the man I call home.

I've lost count of how many times I've wandered the mountains with no cell service, knowing that if anything happened, you would find me. Of course, something always happened, and even though you have the absolute worst sense of direction of anyone I know, you always find me. 

Thank you for transforming our house into a mountain lodge, entertaining me with moose hunts, picking huckleberries on the steepest ridge, and predicting the weather with me. 
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Chapter 1
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Mac Callahan didn't trust strangers. Not in the mountains. Not in his campground. And especially not when they showed up in a vehicle that looked like it had been spit out by the Bitterroot Mountain Range itself.

He stood outside the lodge, arms crossed over his chest, watching the Jeep inch along the gravel road as if it were begging for someone to put it out of its misery. Dust clung to the windshield, and the tires were on the brink of a blowout.

He could tell it was a woman driver by the way she parked in front of the lodge like she'd done it a hundred times before. Like she belonged here.

Men, when they pulled up, drove slower, swiveled their heads more, and looked at the scenery as they reached the alpine lake.

The visitor was out of her element.

The driver's side door creaked open. Mac narrowed his eyes. A woman jumped down. He grunted. She was young, maybe in her mid-twenties, wearing a sundress and a backpack slung over one bare shoulder. He ogled her curves. Her whiskey-colored hair was twisted into a messy bun, and her cowgirl boots looked fresh from a department store, not a trailhead.

If he hadn't spoken directly with every camper that had ever stayed at the campground, he at least had gotten a good look at them, and he hadn't seen her before.

She shaded her eyes and looked up at him with the prettiest white smile he'd ever seen. "Is this where I check into the Bitterroot Mountain Range Campground?"

Her voice was soft. Not timid, but gentle. Like she hadn't experienced any hardships in her life yet.

"It is," he said finally.

"Do you work here?"

He dipped his chin.

She moved forward. Her boots kicked up little dust clouds with each step. "I have a reservation for a month-long stay. My name's Lauren Holt."

He didn't need to check the ledger. He remembered the name. It had come through two weeks ago, booked online. Paid in full with an added note. Social Media Content Creator seeking solitude.

He called bullshit. Around here, there was no Wi-Fi, no cell service, and nobody to serve her a glass of wine or make her bed. If she really wanted solitude, he gave her a week before she hightailed it out of the mountains.

"Check-in time isn't until two o'clock," he said.

"I figured I'd beat the storm." She raked her teeth over her bottom lip, letting go of it with a snap. "I can wait in my Jeep until the cabin is ready." She looked behind her and smiled. "Maybe sit by the lake."

He glanced at the sky. Heavy, gray clouds were rolling in fast. She wasn't wrong. But that didn't mean he liked her timing. When things failed to run on a schedule, it made him irritable. He wanted to know what was going to happen. He hated surprises.

"Sorry, I didn't get your name," she blurted.

"Mac. You'll be in Cabin Four," he said. "Keys are inside."

She nodded but made no move to go on her way. "I'd like to explore while I'm here. Do you have a map of different areas of the mountain?"

"Stay on the paths. Don't wander."

She frowned. "Do you tell all visitors that?"

"I'd tell any woman who is here alone not to wander off." He paused. "The mountains don't forgive."

"Wh-what do you mean?"

"There's rugged terrain out there. The mountain doesn't give anyone second chances. You must respect nature for the wildness it offers. If you go out there without acknowledging that the mountain is more dangerous than its beauty suggests, you'll pay a steep price."

"Are you trying to scare me?"

Mac's jaw tightened. "You asked. I answered."

She smiled again, and this time it hit him low and hard. Like a gut punch he hadn't braced for.

"I guess I'll find out." She peered around her. "I can't believe how gorgeous it is here. I'm excited to check out the lake and the trails. I've never stayed in a cabin without electricity before. Though I've gone tent camping twice over the weekend. It was fun, but the ground was hard. Some people told me I needed an air mattress." She laughed. "Of course, I learned that after the trips. This time I'm better prepared. I brought so much stuff, knowing I was going to stay in a cabin. It's almost like I'm moving in."

She talked too much. She also disregarded everything he'd warned her about.

The world was full of danger. In the Bitterroot Mountain Range, it was ten times worse. If two-legged creatures didn't get you, then four-legged creatures would. Not to mention one stumble, one wrong turn could get you killed.

Lauren looked at him again. "How dangerous are the hiking trails? Like, beginner, moderate, experienced hikers only?" 

His problem with her asking sent warning bells off for him. Campers, vacationers, and nature lovers visited for the calmness they found around the lake. The wildlife they got to commune with. The slower pace away from cell phones and work.

They didn't come asking how dangerous the campground was right off the bat or mention they were on social media—whatever the fuck that entailed. More than likely, she'll be inside the cabin, shut off from the world, not worrying about dangerous things.

"Just stay on the designated paths and you'll be safe," he said.

"Awesome. Thank you." She walked toward the lodge.

Her hips swayed, making him curse under his breath. He didn't do young. He didn't do soft. And he sure as hell didn't do women who belonged in the city.

But Lauren Holt was already under his skin because he had a weakness for curvy brunettes. Thick. Solid. Weighted in all the right places. Whatever she wanted to call herself, she had his idea of the perfect body.

And that was a problem.

Mac waited until she disappeared inside the lodge before he walked down the steps and headed toward the two-story pole barn. His cousins, Beckett and Cord, were inside, tuning up the snowmobiles. The winter season was still months away, but with summer at its peak, campers coming and going, and every cabin and tent site full, they needed to complete the time-consuming jobs when they could find free time.

"Our new camper is here," Mac said.

Cord didn't look up. "Which one?"

Mac grunted. "The social media something or other."

"Is that her official title?" Beckett wiped his hands on a rag.

"Nope." He paused. "Content creator."

Beckett tossed the rag in his direction. "By Friday, we'll have a full campsite."

Mac took a toothpick out of the front pocket of his flannel shirt and held it between his teeth. Then, he leaned against the workbench and crossed his arms. He never looked forward to peak camping season.

Cord glanced at him. "Let's hope for quiet campers, calm weather, and smooth operations."

Mac, Beckett, and Cord inherited the campground from their grandparents, Charles and Evelyn Callahan. They'd spent their childhood running wild on the mountain during the summertime, staying out of sight of the campers and exploring every inch of the land.

They went from graduating high school to helping his grandpa run the campground. By the time he was thirty and Beckett and Cord were twenty-nine, they were managing the campground on their own. About nine years ago, old age caught up with his grandparents, and they passed away within six months of each other.

There was never any question about whether they would keep the campground open. Now at forty-five years old, he rarely went off the mountain and preferred the solitude of his cabin.

Living here gave his son, Jetter, the childhood he deserved in the summer before he had to move back into town and live with Tara, the kid's mother.

No drama. No women. His kid could turn into a man on the mountain.

That's how he enjoyed life.

He wasn't going to let Lauren Holt get under his skin, even if she was eye candy and a long-term camper. She'd paid for a month's stay, but she'd probably be gone by the weekend.

"I'm going down to the lake and make sure the Fraiser party returned all the canoes." He stepped out of the pole building. "When is the new hire from town coming? Did you say her name's Ava?"

"Avaline. Last I heard, this afternoon." Cord pulled the stool around to the front of the snowmobile. "I asked her if she wanted one of us to bring her up, but she was waiting until her ex left town so that she could bring her car. Apparently, she doesn't want him finding her."

"Bad business," mumbled Beckett.

Avaline approached them the moment the snow melted that spring, asking for a job. They took a chance and hired Avaline to spend the summer managing reservations, the lodge, and cleaning the cabins after guests left. Until now, they had only considered the idea of hiring an outsider. In return, Avaline would have a safe place to escape her abusive ex-husband. Her arrival would allow Mac to work around the campground with less interaction with the people.

If it worked out and Avaline planned to work next summer, she was free to spend the winter in one of the cabins. 

He scanned the area and spotted Lauren sitting outside Cabin Four, wrapped in a blanket, staring out at the lake like the water held secrets. Her hair was now loose around her shoulders, and she had her head tilted, studying the scene in front of her.

She looked peaceful. But Mac knew better.

Women like that were always looking for trouble.

"Where's Jetter?" Cord sat on the stool.

He looked away from the young woman. "He was up and out of the cabin by the time I woke up. He's probably fishing at the end of the lake."

''The boy does love to fish."

So had his grandpa. There were days he sure missed the old man. It would've been nice for Jetter to learn the skills he had, living off the land, from the one who'd taught him everything he knew.
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Lauren adjusted the angle of her phone, tilting her chin just so, letting the golden hour light kiss her cheekbones. The alpine lake behind her shimmered like a spilled bottle of sapphire nail polish, and the pine trees framed the scene like nature's own Instagram filter. She grinned at the screen, snapped a few selfies, then turned to get a wider shot of the water.

Her followers would eat this up.

Many creators captured footage of lakes, but the highly sought-after alpine lakes, which were rarely visited by humans, were a highly prized commodity on social media. Most people knew they would never venture that far away from civilization to see or experience the solitude of living on the mountain, so they searched and followed those who braved the rugged terrain to bring them proof that such beauty exists.

Coming here was the best decision she'd made lately. To celebrate reaching one million followers on two out of her three social media platforms, she planned to use her vacation to create more content that her viewers loved. Ever since the pandemic, nature has become a significant online trend.

The Bitterroot Ridge Campground was like a mysterious location. It wasn't advertised. She ran across the website looking for an alpine lake she could hike to within a day's trip from home. Instead, she found a campground in Idaho, less than a mile over the Montana state line, offering off-grid cabins and tent sites. She couldn't pass it up, considering it was only two hours away from her apartment in Missoula.

The location wouldn't matter online. The big catch with travel and nature accounts was the mystery surrounding the places showcased. People would always comment, asking where it was located. More comments meant more views, which meant more money coming her way.

Keeping locations secret also motivated others to get outdoors and explore on their own, to discover their own paradise. She'd met several content creators in person after following them online. They all had their own rules, plus the unspoken rules every creator or influencer followed. It was more complex work than most people assumed. There were highs and lows. There were months when money was good and other months when she wondered if she'd have to get another job. But overall, she could afford an apartment, bought her Jeep, and all the equipment she needed. She traveled now, because someday, she hoped to have a family and settle down.

She wore a lemon-yellow sundress that embraced her curves perfectly. It highlighted her chest but concealed her thick thighs. The hem fluttered around her legs as the breeze flirted with the fabric. She had gathered her hair into a messy bun, with a few strands framing her face. Everything about the outfit radiated confidence. But out here, with no Wi-Fi and only the sounds of birds and occasional splashes of fish, she wasn't sure her outfit was even necessary to catch her followers' attention. The lake was majestic.

There was something so serene about the campground. Having never camped, she struggled to find adequate words to describe the peace that filled the air.

Even though she could see people on the lake in canoes and hiking on the trails, nobody bothered her.

She stepped closer to the edge of the lake, trying to capture the perfect shot of her reflection in the water. Her foot caught on a root, and before she could yelp, she fell forward.

Strong arms caught her mid-tumble.

Lauren gasped, her phone clattering to the ground. She blinked up into the face of the man from yesterday, who looked like he'd been carved out of the mountain. Tall. Broad. Bearded. His worn flannel shirt strained against his chest, and his forearms—dear Lord, his forearms—were the stuff of lumberjack fantasies.

"Careful," he muttered in a low, gravelly voice.

She stared. "You caught me."

His eyes, a stormy gray, flicked over her face, then down to where his hands still gripped her waist. He let go abruptly, stepping back like she'd burned him.

He picked up her phone and handed it to her.

"Thanks for saving me." She smiled, brushing off her dress and trying to ignore the way her heart was doing cartwheels.

"You need to watch your step around the lake. It's best if you stay over in the clearing where the sand and swimming area are roped off. When you're on the side of the lake, the shoulders drop off fast. Mountain lakes are always cold. It's a shock to your body if you're not ready for it," he said, gruff and clearly annoyed. "These woods aren't made for selfies."

Lauren blinked. "Excuse me?"

His gaze narrowed, and he rubbed the back of his neck. "Accidents happen. You need to pay attention to where you're walking and not look at yourself on your phone."

"I was...I will." She blew out her breath. "It's not my intent to injure myself."

Mac—she remembered his name from yesterday—shifted his weight like he wanted to disappear into the trees. "You take pictures of yourself for social media?"

She straightened. "Guilty. Though you make it sound like I'm selling pictures of my feet online."

He cocked his brow. "Are you?" 

She couldn't tell if he was serious or teasing. Deciding it was better if she changed the subject, she asked, "How long have you worked here?"

"Since I was a kid. Now, I live here with my son." He paused. "I'm one of the owners."

"Oh, that's fantastic. Do you—"

"We like our quiet." His upper cheek twitched, cutting her off from asking anything else about him.

Lauren tilted her head, studying him. He was older than her usual type. Probably mid-forties, but there was something extremely manly about him. Something raw. He wasn't polished or polite. He didn't smell like cologne or wear designer boots. He smelled like pine, firewood, and masculinity.

She looked down, studying both of his hands. There was no ring. Of course, that didn't mean he wasn't married. He'd mentioned a son.

"I didn't mean to intrude or fall," she said softly. "I was... exploring."

Mac looked at her then, really looked. His gaze lingered a beat too long on the curve of her hips, the swell of her breasts, the way her dress clung to her body. 

He kept his gaze on the front of her dress and said, "You should make sure you have sunscreen on. You're pale."

She smiled, a slow, teasing curve of her lips. "Are you always this charming, or is today special?"

He didn't smile back. But his eyes flicked to her mouth, and for a moment, she swore the air between them crackled.

"You're not from around here," he said.

"Actually, not far. Missoula. Two hours away. I'm a city girl. Born and scrolled."

"Huh?"

She waved her hand and laughed. "It means I grew up with social media and seek my entertainment online by..." She wiggled her thumb. "Scrolling."

Mac exhaled through his nose. "If you say so."

Lauren stepped closer, ignoring the warning bells in her head. "Are you married or are you cranky because you don't like city girls?"

"Not married." His voice deepened. "Like I said, I like the quiet."

She could've laughed. She was anything but quiet. "Well, lucky for you, I'm only here for the month of August."

Mac's eyes darkened. "Then we won't have a problem."

But Lauren wasn't so sure. Standing this close to him, her heart pounding like a drum, she knew one thing for sure.

She wanted to be his problem. 

At first, she thought it was his size that attracted her. He was like her own personal Bigfoot in the wild. Nobody would believe she saw him. The world didn't make a man like that. A man like that made the world.
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Mac throttled the motorcycle gently as he rounded the bend, the dual sport's tires crunching over pine needles and small branches with ease. To his left, the lake glistened, calm and glassy, under the late afternoon sun. He'd always preferred this side. It was quieter with less foot traffic from the campers. Just trees, water, and the occasional moose that dipped into the water to eat the aquatic plants at the bottom of the lake.

He pulled up where Beckett was working a chainsaw through a fallen tamarack. His cousin's shirt was already soaked with sweat, and sawdust was clinging to the front of his jeans. Mac killed the engine, swung his leg over the bike, and waited for the saw to shut off.

"Trail blocked again?" He grabbed a pair of gloves from his side pouch.

"Last night's wind took it out, along with three more about two thousand feet back before the ridge." Beckett grunted. "Figured I'd get ahead of it before the hikers start whining about having to climb over."

Mac joined him, hauling chunks of wood off the path and stacking them to the side. The work was simple, satisfying. He looked around and spotted the UTV with the trailer hooked up behind it.

Beckett, seeing him looking, said, "I figured I'd start piling it up at the cabins. It might hold us for a few weeks, depending on how fast the campers burn through the pile."

"Good idea." He threw a log toward the trailer.

Each cabin and tent site came with a stack of wood that campers could use as they wanted. They took the time to provide a fuel source, as it prevented campers from having to chop branches and destroy the smaller trees around each site. Sometimes, it was amazing what people would do without a second thought. Trees didn't grow overnight.

A second motorcycle approached. Higher-pitched and buzzing, it could only be the small dirt bike that belonged to his son. He turned in time to watch Jetter skid to a stop. He instantly took in the condition of his boy.  His son's jeans, cut off at the knees, were soaked. His t-shirt clung to him. He wore his helmet like a badge of honor.

Mac raised an eyebrow. "You go swimming with your gear on?"

"Nah, I took it off." Jetter grinned, water dripping from his chin. "I was on the rope swing. I nailed the flip this time."

Mac shook his head, amused despite himself. "You catch anything for dinner?"

"Three trout. They're in the sink soaking."

"Good." He clapped his son's shoulder, watching him rev the bike and take off again, tires kicking up a spray of dirt.

Beckett leaned on his chainsaw, watching the boy disappear. "I remember when the biggest decision I had to make was whether to go fishing or riding."

Mac grunted. He remembered too. Long summer days, no responsibilities, just the hum of the engine and the tug of a line. Life had gotten heavier since then.

He'd hooked up with Tara, Jetter's mom, never planning on making anything serious with her. Next thing he knew, she was telling him she was pregnant. He thought his life was fucked.

But it'd all turned out. Tara had Jetter's best interests at heart, and she let Mac have his son all summer long, now that he was old enough to express his own wishes. Yet, they both understood that he was still young. It wasn't uncommon for Tara to come up for the day and see Jetter. And, during the cold months, she'd bring Jetter to him when his son got homesick for the mountain.

He turned to grab another log when a flash of peach against the green caught his eye. He stepped to the side, squinting through the trees, thinking maybe he'd spotted the ass-end of an elk.

Instead, he saw Lauren stretching to reach a branch. He cocked his head. In her hand, she held a small camera. It looked like she clipped it on the pine needles. Her sundress fluttered in the breeze, the color soft against the rugged backdrop. She was muttering to herself, adjusting angles, checking her phone.

Beckett let out a low whistle. "That's the content creator, huh?"

Mac didn't answer. He was already walking toward her.

He stepped into the clearing. "What the hell are you doing?" 

Lauren startled, swinging around, almost losing her balance. "You scared me."

She pressed a hand to her bare chest. His gaze dropped. Damn, she looked pretty, running around in another sundress.

"You should really make some noise when you walk." She blew out her breath. "Give a girl a little warning, huh?"

"You never said what you're doing," he stated.

"Setting up a shot. I'm trying to get a panoramic video of the lake with me in the same frame. It's for a reel about sixty seconds long. It always seems like my views drop off if I make them any longer."

There was no fishing reel in sight. He had no idea what she was talking about.

Mac frowned at the contraption. It looked like no camera he had ever seen. The small black box had a clear lens, resembling a bubble. She had it mounted on a flexible arm, half-twisted around the branch like a snake. 

"You're gonna spook the wildlife," he said.

"If you could convince a moose or bear to walk into the shot, I'd cut you a deal on the profits I make from going viral." She tilted her head. "Actually... could you help me? You're so tall. If you hold this up just a little higher, I can get the lake and the sky for a more dramatic video."

Mac hesitated. He didn't want to get involved. Didn't want to be part of whatever curated world she was building. But she was looking at him with those big, shiny brown eyes, and it made it hard to say no.

He took the camera, lifted it high, angling it as she directed.

"Perfect." She stepped into frame. "Now hold still... and don't scowl so hard. You'll break the lens."

Mac didn't smile at her teasing, but something in his gut tightened. She was trouble. Peach-colored, camera-wielding, city-fied trouble.

And he was already in deeper than he wanted to admit, standing by the lake with his arm up in the air, holding a camera like he was a fucking crane. Beckett was probably laughing his ass off at him.
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Lauren sat on the porch steps of the cabin, notebook open, pen tapping against her lip. The page was filled with half-baked hashtags. #MountainGlow, #CabinVibes, #OffGridDream, but her thoughts kept drifting. The mountain seemed charged this morning. She couldn't describe it. Usually, there was a quietness that filled her. This morning, it was different.

She felt it again. That hum. That awareness.

She looked up casually, pretending to stretch, pretending to scan the treetops for light. Pretending that she wasn't looking. But her eyes landed on him.

Mac.

He was at the woodpile, shirt off, axe in hand, chopping like it was second nature. The wooden handle slid through his cupped hand, yet he remained in control of the tool. His back flexed with each swing, muscles shifting beneath sun-warmed skin. He moved with years of experience. 

She swallowed hard. In her life, she never met a man like him. He was a fantasy. 

He paused, wiped his brow, and turned.

Their eyes met.

And everything inside her stilled.

Mac didn't smile. Didn't nod. Didn't lift his hand to wave. He slowly looked as if he was taking his time ogling every inch of her. Her breath caught. Her skin flushed. That look wasn't casual. It was intentional. Like he saw her, not just sitting there with her notebook, but all of her. And liked what he saw.

She tried to look away and failed.

He held her gaze for a beat too long. Then turned back to the wood, lifted the axe, and swung again.

Lauren exhaled a shaky breath. Her pen slipped from her fingers. Her notebook tilted off her lap. She was burning up.

She pressed a hand to her chest, as if that would calm the flutter. It didn't.

He hadn't touched her. Hadn't said a word. But somehow, Mac had changed her whole day with a single glance.

She wondered if he could feel what was happening to her. Maybe that's why he looked longer than was polite. Was he feeling it, too?

Lauren needed air.

The porch had grown too warm, her notebook too full of half-finished thoughts and hashtags that felt hollow compared to what she was experiencing while on vacation. Mac's gaze still lingered in her mind, wondering if it meant anything. She grabbed her water bottle and headed for the trail, away from the tempting sight of Mac.

She was no stranger to dating, if she could call it that. Most of her relationships were flings or a rush of dates that petered out. All of them seemed like boys who'd slid into her DMs, who complimented her on her smile, her feed, her filtered life. None of them had ambition. None of them took her work seriously. None of them ever made a relationship permanent.

They'd complain when she stayed up editing her videos and roll their eyes when she talked about analytics. She'd built something real, and they treated it like a hobby.

Mac seemed too mature for that
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