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A Note from Melissa


I am thrilled to bring you Sutton Steele and Flynn Braden’s love story. Not only do they have scorching chemistry and great banter, but coming from big, complicated families, they truly were fated to be together. Flynn is adventurous, a bit gruff when holding in his feelings, and he loves as hard and deep and loyally as all our beloved Bradens do. Sutton didn’t stand a chance against her off-limits boss, and I had so much fun watching them fall in love and find their happily ever after with two of my favorite families. I hope you love them as I do. It is important to note that I have taken many fictional liberties while writing this story and do not recommend anyone take a trip into the Amazon rainforest without a trained professional.

If this is your first Melissa Foster book, while interconnected, all Love in Bloom stories are written to stand alone with no cliffhangers or unresolved issues, so dive right in and enjoy the funny, steamy, emotional ride.

For avid fans of my Silver Island families, don’t worry, there are many more Silver Island stories coming. Get ready to fall hard for Wells Silver as he fights his way to his happily ever after in FLIRTING WITH TROUBLE, the first book in the Silvers on Silver Island series, available at your favorite online book retailers and my online bookstore.

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for preorders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print books, and audiobooks. E-books can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app.

Shop my store: shop.melissafoster.com

I have many more steamy love stories coming soon. Sign up for my newsletter so you don’t miss them.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter
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Chapter One


SUTTON CLOSED HER eyes as the warm liquid slid down her throat, a feeling of complete and utter bliss overtaking her. This was what she wanted. What she craved. She’d take hazelnut coffee over a man any day. It was sweet and hot and never failed to satisfy. She heard footsteps approaching and opened her eyes, clutching her mug between both hands. Her chest tightened as she scrutinized the steps, just as she did every time she was alone in the break room. That was what working for survivalist Flynn Braden did to her. She had to mentally prepare to be in the same room with him as if she were going to war. The footsteps were fast and light, not the heavy, determined steps of her rival.

She breathed a sigh of relief when her research assistant and friend, Andi Pennington, walked into the room.

“Hey, boss,” Andi said cheerily. She tucked her long blond hair behind her ear and pushed her glasses to the bridge of her nose. “Do I look green to you?”

Sutton studied her for a moment. “No, why? Are you feeling sick?”

“No, just incredibly jealous. I wish I could fit in your suitcase and go to Ecuador with you.”

Sutton was a reporter for the Discovery Hour show on the World Exploration Network. She and her infuriating boss and their film crew were leaving at the crack of dawn tomorrow to stay with an indigenous tribe in the Amazon rainforest.

“I wish you could come, too. I tried to get Flynn’s approval to add you to the trip, but he said it wasn’t in the budget.” Andi would have been a great buffer between her and Flynn.

“Thanks for trying.” Andi poured herself a cup of coffee. “The trip sounds amazing. I just reviewed the itinerary again. The shot list flows well, and Flynn knocked the write-up out of the park.” The write-up was a general outline of the topics they would cover in the show. “He incorporated a lot of the research we did, especially yours. I just passed him in the hall, and he said we did a fantastic job.”

“That’s great.” Sutton heard the sarcasm in her own voice. She’d give just about anything for an ounce of the kudos he gave everyone else.

“Oh no,” Andi said with a disappointed expression. “He hasn’t said anything to you, has he?”

“Not a word.”

“Ugh. I swear that man has it out for you.” Andi lowered her voice. “But between you and me, I agree with Leni. I can never tell if he’s looking at you like he wants to kill you or…you know.” She waggled her brows.

Leni was one of Sutton’s younger sisters, a PR guru. Flynn’s brother Seth, a business mogul, was one of Leni’s clients. Leni swore Seth was as easygoing as Flynn was a pain in Sutton’s ass. She had been following the Flynn-Sutton drama since Sutton had started working there. Not that Sutton had shared the Seth-Leni connection with Flynn. Other than when he was barking orders, the man barely said two words to her.

“My money is on kill,” Sutton said. She’d been a fashion editor with big dreams, a double major in journalism and English, and no reporting experience when the founders of the parent company, LWW Enterprises, had given her a shot and promoted her to the reporter position with Discovery Hour. She’d busted her ass to prove herself worthy of the job. Nearly a year and a half later, she’d done just that. Except in the eyes of her boss, who she was sure had been trying to get her fired since day one.

As if his ears were burning, Flynn strode in, all rugged and broad shouldered, with shaggy scruff that said he had better things to do than shave and collar-length sandy hair. Sutton’s entire body tensed up. His black T-shirt stretched tight across his broad chest and muscular biceps as he raked a hand through his hair, his midnight-blue eyes locking on her. The air thickened with tension, sparking with electricity so sharp and hot, it felt combustible.

His gaze shifted briefly to Andi. “Andi,” he said not unkindly, then returned a tight jaw to Sutton, eyes boring into hers. “Steele.”

The bite in his words brought out a hiss of her own. “Braden.” She knew what to do with lust-driven heat, but this frustration-driven energy was sharper and hotter than anything she’d ever known.

“I’d better run,” Andi said. “I’m meeting my sister for drinks. Have a great time on the trip.” She hugged Sutton, whispering, “You might be right,” and hurried out of the room.

Flynn’s eyes remained trained on Sutton. “Having second thoughts about going on this trip?”

“Not in the least. I just hope you can scare off predators as easily as you scare off people.” She turned to leave as the VP of their division, Karen Malterson, walked in. The sharp brunette had a reputation for being cutthroat but fair, and Sutton had nothing but respect for her. Although Sutton rarely saw Karen, when she did, she’d noticed that Karen either seemed to be observing her or oblivious to her.

“I’ve been looking for you two,” Karen said. “I’d like to speak to you in my office.”

Sutton’s stomach pitched. Had Flynn finally succeeded in getting her fired?

In the time Sutton had worked there, she’d been called into Karen’s office only twice. Once was during the first week she’d worked there, when Karen had welcomed her to the division, and again a few months ago, when Karen had questioned her desire to go into the rainforest for their current assignment.

Flynn hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “I was just about to—”

“Whatever it is can wait,” Karen said firmly. “My office. Now.” She spun on her heel and walked out.

Flynn gritted out a curse, glowering at Sutton as if she’d caused the interruption to his schedule.

Jackass. She headed down the hall, leaving him to stew on his own, but his determined footfalls sounded behind her, and she felt his presence looming like a villain as they entered Karen’s office.

“Close the door,” Karen directed.

Flynn did as she’d asked. “Is something wrong?”

“Hopefully not for long. Take a seat.” She nodded to the chairs across from her desk and went to sit behind it.

Sutton lowered herself to a chair, feeling nauseous.

“I’ve noticed tension between you two, and I’m concerned it will affect the show.” Karen paused, as if waiting for a response.

Shitshitshit. There was no way Flynn would get canned over this, so Sutton lied to save her ass. “I’m not sure what you think you’ve seen, but things are fine between us, right, Flynn?”

He didn’t spare her a glance, his jaw ticking. “There’s no tension.”

“Then it sounds like I made the right decision,” Karen said. “I’ve changed your assignment. You’ll no longer be spending time with the tribe. The show is now focusing on the two of you surviving three nights—seventy-two hours—in the Amazon rainforest.”

“What?” Flynn snapped. “It took months to get the tribe’s approval. The show is set, focusing on the culture of the tribe and the conditions they live in, the challenges they face with the encroaching extractive industries, deforestation, poachers, and drug runners. You can’t just throw all that away for this.” This came out with so much venom, Sutton startled.

“It’s done,” Karen said with finality. “The leader has agreed to let you travel within their territory without a guide or a tribal member.”

Flynn’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have any idea how dangerous the rainforest is? How the hell am I supposed to keep the crew and her safe?” He dropped her like a curse. “None of them are trained for this. It’s a fucking death warrant.”

“I agree with Flynn,” Sutton said anxiously. “I’m not—”

Karen held her hand up. “Let me remind you how hard you both fought for this assignment. Sutton, when I met with you about the dangers of the rainforest and the possibility of you getting lost, hurt, or worse, you said you had done your research and knew the dangers, and you trusted Flynn to keep you safe. And, Flynn, when I addressed those concerns about Sutton and the crew, you insisted you had the expertise to ensure their safety. You promised to make sure the crew didn’t leave the camp without a tribal member and to stick by Sutton’s side every minute. I’m holding you to that. But I’m not unreasonable.”

Sutton exhaled loudly. “Oh, good. I thought you were seriously sending us in with only Flynn to keep us all safe.”

“I am serious,” she said. “I’m not unreasonable in thinking Flynn should be responsible for you and the crew, which is why the crew will not be joining you on this trip. There’s no need to risk more lives than absolutely necessary. Sutton, you’ll be reporting as usual, and, Flynn, you’ll be filming, and the camera will have a shotgun mic. I’m counting on you to keep her safe. But the ball is in your court. Are you two up for the job, or do you want to walk away from Discovery Hour?”

Sutton couldn’t breathe.

Flynn continued staring at Karen, the muscles in his jaw clenching. Sutton half expected smoke to come out of his ears. If he refused to do the assignment, she wouldn’t have to, and she might even get a new boss in the process. So she held her tongue.

He gave one curt nod and bit out, “Absolutely,” then turned those serious eyes on Sutton.

“Sutton?” Karen asked.

Hell no was on the tip of her tongue, but Flynn’s eyes held a challenge, and when she opened her mouth, “I’m in” came out.


Chapter Two


SUTTON DIDN’T KNOW which she wanted more, to give Karen a piece of her mind for sending them on this ridiculous trip, to smack the hell out of her infuriating boss, or to sleep for twelve hours straight.

She and Flynn were at the Guayaquil airport in Ecuador, awaiting the last leg of their twenty-plus-hour trip. What was Karen thinking, sending them into the rainforest alone, like some sort of freaking team-building mission with wild animals and deadly insects and poisonous plants? She’d told them there would be gear waiting at the Coca airport for them, including a satellite phone, two tents, a hatchet, a machete, a lighter, a flashlight, a net, two canteens, and a first-aid kit.

How about a gun and full-body armor?

It was the freaking Amazon rainforest for Pete’s sake.

Sutton was terrified about the trip, but she wasn’t about to let the man who was afraid of nothing in on her secret. Not that Flynn had shared any of his experiences with her. Just the opposite. He never talked about himself. Everything she knew about her boss came from researching him before she’d met him.

She’d learned he was the youngest person, at twenty-one, to win Wilderness Warrior by outlasting thirteen other contestants in Kenya, Africa. Rumor had it, when they came to extract him, he refused to leave, wanting to prove to himself how long he could last there. He’d also survived a month in the jungles of Indonesia by himself, tracked polar bears in Alaska, climbed Mount Everest, and accomplished many other near-impossible, dangerous feats. He’d banked a million dollars from the reality-show win and had gotten all sorts of notoriety, but then he’d disappeared for a number of years. By the time he’d emerged, he was no longer a headliner. There were all sorts of theories about why he’d disappeared, and people thought that made him mysterious. The media had even dubbed him the lost boy. But Sutton couldn’t care less about where he’d gone or why. All she cared about was why he was such a jerk to her, always pushing her to dig deeper, even after she’d practically dug to China, and never offering any words of praise.

She and Flynn had traveled together many times over the past year and a half, but it was always with a crew. Spending hours trapped in airplanes and airports with him was a new kind of hell. She’d rather be buried alive with tarantulas than spend three days with him anywhere.

She thought about where they were heading. She’d researched every little thing about the Amazon rainforest and what they would face during their visit with the tribe. Once she’d learned they’d be roughing it alone, she’d taken an even deeper dive into the dangers that lurked there. The rainforest was home to some of the largest species of tarantula.

Suddenly her pain-in-the-ass boss didn’t seem so bad.

But he was bad enough.

It was his fault there was tension between them in the first place. She’d had it with him and his unyielding demands and lack of niceties. Which was why she was focusing on her phone and attaching her résumé to an email that could hopefully get her an interview for her dream job as a reporter for Global News Now (GNN), one of the country’s leading news outlets, and get her out of her current untenable situation. Her finger hovered over the send icon, but she hesitated, thinking about the people she enjoyed working with at the World Exploration Network and the founders of LWW, who had given her a shot at reporting. Sutton had a bond with them through the Ladies Who Write sisterhood, which was like a sorority for women who liked to write, at Boyer University, where they’d all gone to college. The founders were older than her, but they’d not only founded the sisterhood prior to starting LWW Enterprises, but they’d eventually gone on to buy the house where the girls had lived at Boyer and had since helped many of them find their way in the professional world. She didn’t want to let them down.

She didn’t want to let herself down, either.

Reporting for Discovery Hour was always supposed to be a stepping stone to becoming a cutting-edge reporter headlining global issues. She took a bite of a peanut butter cracker, her comfort food. She’d brought a supply of them. Lord knew she’d need some kind of comfort for the hell she was about to be put through.

She glanced at Flynn standing by the coffee counter talking with a barista. He raked a hand through his hair, flashing the easygoing smile that softened his hard edges. That smile never seemed to come Sutton’s way, ratcheting up her frustration.

Fuck it. She was done with his crap. She sent the email and thumbed out a text to Leni.

Sutton: I did it!

Leni: Define it. Quit? Killed? Screwed?

Sutton finished her cracker, thinking about how many times they’d played the kiss-marry-kill game when they were younger and how often Leni had wanted to kill the boys on Silver Island, where they’d grown up, while Sutton had usually tried to negotiate more options. Today she didn’t need more options. Just give me a weapon. Although it wasn’t like she hadn’t thought about screwing Flynn a time or two…hundred.

Sutton: None of the above. I sent my résumé to GNN.

Leni: Hold on while I nix the body bag I just ordered.

A shadow fell over Sutton. She looked up as Flynn lowered his big body into the seat beside her and said, “Updating your will?”

“I took care of that when I first started working with you.” She pocketed her phone. “I was just making sure the hit man I hired is still on board.”

He half scoffed, half laughed. “Hope he’s better at his job than you are at yours.”

She narrowed her eyes, too tired to mince words. “Were you born a dick, or did it take years of practice?” She’d never said anything quite as blatant as that to him, and Flynn was quiet for so long, she wondered if she’d crossed a line that would get her fired. Just as she was about to backpedal, he spoke.

“Probably both.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “For your information, I’m worth my weight in gold. You’re just too blind to see it.”

His dark eyes swept over her. “Nobody’s going to get rich on that.”

She rolled her eyes.

“You know, you could cancel the hit man and save a few bucks by doing the deed yourself. Or are you afraid to get your hands dirty?”

“I’m not afraid. I just don’t think I’d look good in an orange jumpsuit.”

“Good thinking. Here.” He handed her a cup of coffee.

“I don’t want your coffee.”

“It’s yours.” He held up his other hand, showing her another coffee cup.

That was a first. She eyed the proffered cup skeptically. “Is this like a last meal? Did you pay the barista to poison it?”

He shoved the cup into her hand. “Just drink the damn coffee.”

“Okay, but if my hit man fails and I don’t return home from this trip, you’ll have to deal with my siblings. You should know Archer is itching for a reason to kill you.” She had three brothers and two sisters. Her older brother Archer was a beast of a man with a hair trigger. He was overprotective of all of them, but he was especially watchful over Sutton and Jules, the only two siblings who didn’t have a twin.

He scoffed. “The winemaker? I’m not worried.”

“Then you really are a stupid man.” She sipped the coffee and was shocked by the sweet taste of hazelnut. “How did you know how I like my coffee?”

“You’re not exactly quiet about your love of hazelnut. After you practically made out with the food and beverage guy for bringing you hazelnut creamer at that archaeological site in Portugal, I saw him pay off the girl he worked with so he could bring you your coffee every morning.”

“I hugged him, and he did not pay anyone off.”

He sat back and kicked his long legs out, crossing them at the ankles. “I saw what I saw.” Wrapping both hands around his coffee cup, he rested his head back and closed his eyes.

When he wasn’t looking at her like she was in trouble with the principal or saying something cutting, she could almost pretend he wasn’t a hard-ass jerk. “I can’t believe you’re not angrier about this assignment.”

“Who says I’m not angry?”

“You don’t seem bothered.”

“What do you want me to do, stomp my feet like a toddler when my boss says something I don’t like?”

“Is that supposed to be a dig at me?”

“You didn’t hear that from me.” He sipped his coffee.

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why I bother talking to you.” She took another drink, so grateful for the warm deliciousness, she couldn’t hold it in. “This is really good. Thank you.”

“You were looking pretty feral,” he said gruffly. “I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of you losing your shit and figured it might take the edge off.”

Mouth opens, hard-ass jerk returns.
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SUTTON WAS TOO bleary eyed to be bothered by the sheeting rain when they finally landed in Coca, Ecuador, at five thirty a.m. They collected their massive waterproof backpacks and the gear bag the company had sent, grabbed a quick bite to eat, and caught a taxi for the ride to the airstrip where they were meeting the pilot who was going to fly them into the rainforest.

She gazed out the window at the stunning views of the mountains in the distance as they drove through Coca, a town known as the gateway to Ecuador’s Amazon rainforest because of its proximity to the Coca and Napo Rivers. Taking in the colorful concrete buildings lining the roads and the lush foliage, she wished they had time to explore the area and was hit with a familiar wave of gratitude for the chance the company had taken when they’d hired her. Her trouble with Flynn aside, she’d traveled all over the world, seeing and learning about people and places she’d never imagined having access to, and through Discovery Hour, she shared that knowledge to help raise awareness about plights that might otherwise go largely unnoticed. She’d also learned a lot from Flynn about in-depth reporting, presenting the news, and understanding and working with different cultures. Despite their strained relationship, it would be hard to leave all that behind.

It was a long, silent ride to the airstrip, and it rained the whole way. The one-story concrete building beside the airstrip had seen better days. Sutton pulled the hood of her raincoat over her head as they grabbed their backpacks from the trunk, but it promptly flew off. She squinted against the rain. “I imagined getting here and sleeping in the sun for a few hours, not drowning in a downpour.”

“We’re going to a rainforest, not the desert.” He strode toward the building.

Toying with the idea of burying him alive with tarantulas, she followed him into a crowded waiting room. Speaking in Spanish, Flynn told the two dark-haired men behind the counter that they were looking for Santiago Macías. The older of the two men rose to his feet, standing eye-to-eye with Sutton at five eight. Flynn towered over them at six three or four. In Spanish, Santiago introduced himself as their pilot, offering his hand and a warm smile, and proceeded to explain that he couldn’t fly in this weather but said they could wait with the others until there was a break in the rain.

Sutton asked how long the other people had been waiting. When he said several hours, she looked at Flynn. “If that’s the case, maybe we can give him our phone numbers so he can call when it’s safe to fly, and we can find a nearby hotel where we can shower and get a few hours’ sleep.”

“We finally agree on something.” He presented the idea to Santiago, who agreed and told them there was a hotel run by a friend of his less than a mile away and offered to drive them there.

After exchanging numbers, they followed him out to an old, rusted truck. Sutton slid onto the center of the bench seat, and Flynn packed his large body in beside her, squishing her between him and Santiago. She couldn’t wait to have some breathing space.

Beyond exhausted, she said, “How good does a hot bath, plush towels, and a comfy bed sound right now?”

“It won’t suck,” Flynn said.

A few minutes later, they turned onto a narrow dirt road and into the driveway of a small house that wasn’t in much better shape than the building at the airstrip. The yard was a mix of dirt and grass, and there was a small Hotel sign out front. Sutton knew better than to judge a book by its cover. They grabbed their packs, thanked Santiago, and headed inside to the reception desk.

“Hola,” said a plump woman with friendly eyes and tawny skin. She introduced herself as Ana, and they asked if she had two rooms available.

Sutton’s stomach sank when she said there was only one room available.

What had she done to deserve this kind of punishment?

Flynn must have seen something in her expression, because he said, “What’s the matter, Steele? If you can’t handle sharing a hotel room, maybe I should get you a ticket home.”

She glowered at him. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” She forced a smile for Ana and in Spanish said they’d take the room. After Flynn paid for the room, Ana gave them the key and directed them down the hall.

Flynn unlocked the door, and Sutton could do little more than stare at the postage-stamp-sized room with peach walls, one double bed, a small dresser, and just enough space to walk between the bed and a beige love seat that was missing an arm, like a misplaced piece of a sectional sofa. There was no door separating the bathroom from the bedroom. A maroon sink stood against one wall beside a small shelving unit with towels and travel-sized bottles of what she assumed were shampoo and body wash. Just beyond the sink was a toilet alcove with saloon-style shutter doors that were almost a foot off the floor. To the left of that was a step-down shower, separated from the rest of the room by only a shower curtain.

“So much for a hot bath,” Sutton said.

Flynn walked into the middle of the room, making it feel even smaller. “The couch looks comfortable enough.”

“Good, then you won’t mind sleeping on it.” She dropped her backpack by the dresser.

“You’re kidding, right? Look at the size of that thing. Which of us do you think would sleep better on it?”

“What’s the matter, Braden? Can’t hack the accommodations? Maybe I should get you a ticket home.”

He scoffed.

She eyed the bathroom. She could move the shelves next to the shower so she didn’t have to put her clothes on the floor, and get undressed behind the shower curtain. That would be easy enough. Having grown up with a gaggle of siblings, she wasn’t shy by any means, but Flynn was the last person she wanted to hear her going to the bathroom.

She turned to him. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to take a walk while I get cleaned up, would you?”

“In this weather?” He looked amused as he sat on the love seat and took off his boots.

“Fine.” She pulled out her phone and strutted to the toilet, cranking up “Mean” by Taylor Swift as loud as her phone allowed to mask the sound of her going to the bathroom. After she was done, she washed her hands and went to move the shelves, but they were heavier than they looked, and she struggled to tug them across the floor.

Flynn walked over and stood at the entrance to the bathroom. His feet were bare, and huge, which made her traitorous mind think of that old wives’ tale about the size of a man’s feet relating to the size of his package. Her gaze traveled up his tree-trunk legs.

“Need help redecorating?”

Startled by his deep voice, she realized she was staring at the formidable bulge behind his zipper and tore her gaze away. What the hell was wrong with her?

“Nope.” She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of feeling superior in any way.

He watched her struggle for a minute before shaking his head and walking away. She finished moving the shelves and set clean cotton shorts and a comfortable shirt on them, then hung a towel over the shower rod. She stepped behind the curtain to undress. She turned on the water and scooted away from the icy spray. It took forever for it to become tepid, but she closed her eyes, trying to relax as it rained down over her.

How was it possible to be so tense while she was too tired to see straight?

She didn’t have to search far for the answer. He was probably sprawled out on the bed right now, just to annoy her. She took extra time washing her hair, appreciating the luxury of running water and a clean shower, which she knew she’d long for once they were in the rainforest. She rinsed out the shampoo and opened her eyes, coming face-to-face with an enormous spider. She screamed and bolted out of the shower, smacking into Flynn’s granite chest, causing her to scream even louder.

His arms circled her. “What’s wrong?”

“Spider! It’s a spider! It’s huge. It’s—”

“Sutton, stop screaming and pull yourself together.”

His authoritative tone broke through her fatigued hysteria, and she became painfully aware of his hot hands on her bare back, her naked body pressed against his exquisitely hard frame, and just how good he felt.

“Sutton,” he growled, his arms locking tighter around her.

She looked up, and his eyes drilled into her, primal and hungry. Flames engulfed her from the inside out.

His jaw clenched, and he uttered a curse. “You okay?”

Shitshitshit. Was she so exhausted, she was seeing things? “No. I’m naked in my boss’s arms. How do you think I am?”

“It’s probably not the best way to go after a raise.”

“Shut up!”

His lips twitched with amusement.

“You think this is funny?”

“I’m so damn tired, I don’t know what to think. Other than I have no idea how you’re going to handle the rainforest if you can’t handle a spider.”

“I expect spiders to be in the rainforest, not in the shower! I need a towel.”

He loosened his grip, stepping toward the towel.

She clung to him. “Where do you think you’re going? You are not seeing me naked.”

“Are we pretending I can’t see your ass from up here?”

“Yes! Stop looking!”

He sighed exasperatedly and belted his arm around her, crushing her against him and lifting her off her feet as he stepped closer to the shower. He snagged the towel and draped it around her.

“Thank you.” She secured it over her chest. “Can you please kill that spider?”

He pulled open the shower curtain and turned off the water. “You must have scared it away. I don’t see it.”

“What?” She peered around him. “Are you sure? It was right above the lever—”

“You mean that crack with the stain around it?” He pointed to a discolored spot on the wall the size of her hand.

“No. There was a spider.” Embarrassment consumed her as she searched the walls and ceiling for the damn spider she was no longer sure had even existed.

“Three days with you in the rainforest should be fun. Come on, Steele. You should get some sleep before you start seeing werewolves or vampires.”

“I’ll take Jacob or Edward in the rainforest over you any day.”


Chapter Three


FLYNN STARED UP at the ceiling listening to the rain falling outside the open window, trying not to think about how Sutton’s terrified scream had set off his protective urges. Or how the sight of her naked, and the feel of her in his arms, had made him damn glad she’d used all the hot water. But not thinking about those things was impossible, given that she was currently snuggled against him, using his chest as a pillow, one long leg resting on his thigh and her hand dangerously close to his all-too-interested dick.

Did she have to smell so fucking sweet?

A big-ass spider crawled into view on the ceiling. Fucking spider. This is all your fault.

He should have stayed on the couch, but it was about three feet too short, and the rain was exacerbating an old rock-climbing injury, making his shoulder throb. He was used to that painful annoyance and never let it slow him down, but sleep was essential to maintaining his mental fortitude while in the rainforest. Sutton had been sleeping so soundly when he’d gotten out of the shower that, an hour later, when he was still awake on the couch and she was snoring, he’d thought it was safe to slip onto the other side of the bed and catch a few winks. He hadn’t expected her to move a muscle, much less wrap herself around him like a koala to a tree.

Out of all the blondes in the world, why did he have to be so damn attracted to her? It made no sense. Nobody gave him as much grief as she did. She was tenacious as a tick, and she never withheld her opinion no matter how objectionable, but there was no escaping the physical attraction that had gripped him like talons the first time he’d lain eyes on her, and it had been pissing him off ever since.

He’d never forget the day the tall, slender smokeshow with porcelain skin and dainty features that were impossible to look away from had blown into their offices dressed to the nines like his sister’s old News Anchor Barbie, turning the heads of everyone in the place. Sutton had been confident, eager, and as green as a blade of grass. LWW was all about female empowerment, which was one of the reasons he’d chosen to work for them. He respected strong, smart women, like the women in his family, but Sutton’s first words to him—So, the lost boy found a home—had grated on his nerves. He’d been sure they had a diva on their hands who would be afraid to get her perfectly manicured nails dirty. He’d told management as much, but they’d been dead set on giving her a shot.

Sutton Steele had been trying his patience from that moment on, and now she was drooling on his chest.

She stretched, arching her back and purring like a cat. Her hand landed on his chest. He gritted his teeth against the feel of her delicate fingers trailing tentatively over his skin.

Her eyes flew open, and she shot up to her knees, her visual shock and anger hitting him like daggers. “What are you doing in my bed?”

Not what I’d like to be doing. Shoving that unwanted thought away, he wiped her spittle from his chest. “Getting drooled on. You might want to…” He touched the corner of his mouth.

Looking appalled, she swiped at her mouth. “Shouldn’t you ask before getting into a woman’s bed?”

“You were snoring, and you’d been hallucinating spiders. I thought you’d appreciate the sleep, not use me as a body pillow.”

She made an annoyed sound and climbed off the bed, breathing fire, and looking cute as hell in cotton sleeping shorts and a black tank top with Fueled by Facts and Coffee written in gold script across her chest. “You’re such an ass. That naked-spider incident was not an invitation.” She stalked into the bathroom and began furiously brushing her teeth.

“Get over yourself.” He rose to his feet. “I needed to sleep.”

She rinsed her mouth out and stalked into the bedroom. “I should get over myself?” Snagging her hairbrush from the dresser, she flipped her hair to one side, brushing it with a vengeance. “That’s rich, coming from Mr. Know-It-All.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You act like you’re some kind of Discovery Hour god and have all the answers.”

“And you think I don’t?”

She tossed her hairbrush on the dresser and planted a hand on her hip, her eyes blazing with challenge. “I think you’re a sanctimonious jerk who can’t stand the idea of me getting ahead.”

“You’d better hope this sanctimonious jerk has all the answers. I created this show from the ground up. The success of the program depends on me getting it right.” He stalked toward her, taking in the shock of that truth in her widening eyes. “I busted my ass and paid my dues, earning the right to hold this position, but you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you? You got here because you were sorority sisters with the LWW founders.” The second the words were out, he regretted them. Even if they were true, exhausted or not, he knew better than to let her get to him and allow his patience to snap. Then again, she had a way of getting under his skin and causing him to forget a hell of a lot more than his manners.

Her eyes narrowed, hurt and anger coalescing in them, sending a stab of guilt right through him. She closed her mouth, shoved her phone in her pocket, and her feet into her Tevas. “At least you finally had the balls to say it out loud.”

“Sutton—”

“Don’t bother trying to deny it.” She put the strap of her crossbody pack over her head. “I knew you hated me. I just couldn’t figure out why.”

Jesus fuck. “I don’t hate you, and I’m sorry for what I said.”

“Why?” she challenged coldly, but the hurt in her eyes shone through. “We both know it’s how you feel.”

“I’m sorry for the way it came out, but you’re right. It’s exactly how I felt when you were hired and you strutted in with your glamour girl designer clothes and sky-high heels.”

She lifted her chin. “At least you’re an honest sanctimonious jerk.”

“I don’t believe in lying, and you’re too smart to think nobody would figure out how you got the job without any experience.”

“I don’t care what people think. I didn’t beg for the job. I had the education, the drive, and the talent. The only thing I lacked was experience, and you know damn well they wouldn’t have given me the chance if they didn’t believe I could do it. And another thing. You want to talk about busting ass? I’ve been doing that and more every day since I started working for you. But do I get a pat on the back or a good job, Sutton? No. You praise everyone else for jobs well done, but you just ride me harder, like nothing I do is good enough.”

“Do you want to know why I push you so hard?”

“Because you hate that you haven’t been able to get me fired yet.” She pulled clean shorts out of her pack.

His jaw ticked. It was true he’d wanted her gone at first, but Sutton was a force of nature when she wanted to be, and she’d been chipping away at his misconceptions ever since. “My job is to get results. I push you because when you’re given an assignment, you get the job done. But light the right fire under your ass, and you go above and beyond, pushing yourself to do a phenomenal job.”

“If that’s true, then you suck as a boss. Turn around so I can change.” When he did, she said, “What kind of person doesn’t give credit for a job well done?”

“If you want to be mollycoddled, you’re working for the wrong man.”

“I don’t want to be mollycoddled,” she fumed, her voice muffled, as if she were pulling on her shirt. “I’m talking about showing me some appreciation. It’s called encouragement.”

He heard her zip her shorts and turned around, stepping closer. “What do you call giving you harder, more interesting assignments than any rookie reporter deserves?”

She lifted her chin, but her brows knitted.

“I’ve encouraged you every step of the way, just not in the manner you want me to, with cheers and pats on the back. Well, guess what, Steele? You wouldn’t be doing half the assignments I’ve come up with if I treated you that way.”

His phone rang, and he snagged it from the dresser, putting it to his ear. “Yeah?” He listened as Santiago spoke swiftly in Spanish. He was ready to fly, but they had to leave right away. Flynn told him they’d be right there and ended the call, turning his attention back to Sutton. “We have to head to the airstrip. Santiago’s ready to go. I suggest you change into long sleeves and long pants. Remember to put on bug repellent, and tuck your pants into your boots.” He dug his clothes out of his backpack.

“I’m fine in these,” she snapped as she rolled up her wet clothes from earlier and put them in a laundry sack.

“If you want to leave all that skin for the bugs, that’s up to you, but we’re not going to have much daylight to set up camp. And if you step on a snake with nothing covering your ankles, you’ll be in real trouble.”

She huffed out a breath and started rummaging through her backpack. “I hate it when you’re right.”

“Don’t forget bug repellant on your skin and on your clothes.” He turned his back to her and dropped his shorts.

“What are you doing?” she snapped.

“Putting on repellant and long pants.” He sprayed his legs and boxer briefs.

“I’m right here.”

He glanced over his shoulder, catching her staring at his ass. “Nobody’s forcing you to look.” Her cheeks pinked up, and that was a fine look on her, but she spun around, stealing it away as he finished changing. He hooked the GPS to his waistband and put his other clothes in his backpack. “Get rid of those crackers and anything else you shouldn’t have brought.”

“No way. I need them.”

“We don’t have time to argue, Sutton.” He grabbed her backpack and dug through it.

“Hey!” She charged over and grabbed his arm as he withdrew a large ziplock bag full of peanut butter crackers and granola bars.

“We’re supposed to be living off the land.” They were given strict guidelines not to bring any food, water, or other survival supplies.

“We could starve out there,” she snapped.

“Is that what you’re going with? Because you know damn well we can survive three weeks without food.” He threw the bag of food into the trash can and peered into her pack, spotting a package of something else and pulling it out. “Instant protein coffee? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Coffee is life.” She lunged for it, her hand landing on his chest as he lifted the bag out of her reach.

“Sounds like you need a better life.” He threw the coffee into the trash. “Where’s the hazelnut creamer?”

She scowled.

“Give it up, Steele. It’s no good to you without coffee.”

She angrily unzipped the body pouch and took out a handful of single-serve creamers. “You’re not going to like me when I’m hungry and uncaffeinated.”

“I don’t like you now, remember? Get changed. We’ve got to go.”


Chapter Four


THE SMALL BUSH plane vibrated and whirred as Flynn captured breathtaking views of the river snaking through the dense rainforest. He was glad it had stopped raining by the time they left the airstrip. He was able to get video of Sutton and Santiago as they embarked on this leg of the expedition. Sutton had barely said two words to him after leaving the hotel, but she’d mustered surprisingly good spirits for the camera prior to takeoff.

With wilderness biologists for parents and a grandfather who was both an archaeologist and a paleontologist, Flynn had been going on adventures like this his whole life. While preparing to stay with the indigenous tribe for their original assignment, he’d studied the area and had consulted with one of his grandfather’s friends, who had been documenting life in the Ecuadorian Amazon rainforest for more than fifty years. They had mapped out the areas around the tribe to make sure they wouldn’t accidentally traipse into locations inhabited by illegal miners, drug traffickers, and the like, or uncontacted tribes. He was looking forward to exploring, but he wasn’t happy to have lost the opportunity to stay with an indigenous tribe. That experience would have allowed them to experience ancient culture and history firsthand. Now he was stuck making a fucking reality show with a woman who thought he was the devil.

The plane tilted hard to the right, shaking as it descended toward a grassy patch. Sutton grabbed his hand, her fingernails digging into his flesh. He turned off the video camera and looked at the woman who was always in control. Except apparently around cracks in a bathroom wall and tilting bush planes. Their eyes locked, the blaze of heat that seemed to live between them as present as the fear in her colorless face. She yanked her hand away and clung to the edge of her seat, knuckles blanching. His gut seized at her discomfort.

Did she dislike him so much she couldn’t admit to being scared?

Fuck that. Like it or not, they were in this together, and he wasn’t going to let her feel lost or alone on this expedition. He reached over and pried her fingers from the seat, taking her hand in his. She tried to pull it away, but the fear in her eyes was still there, so he held on tight as the plane descended. “Focus on me. It’s almost over.”

She didn’t look away, but those beautiful hazel eyes narrowed and her mouth opened like she was going to make a smart-ass comment just as the plane touched down with a hard, bumpy landing, causing a shocked sound to shoot from her lips. The plane came to an abrupt stop, drawing another fearful sound. She yanked her hand free and turned away, busying herself with preparing to disembark.

He gave her space to calm down, but she still looked shaken after they climbed out of the plane. “You okay, Steele?” he asked as the pilot unloaded their gear.

“Fine.”

He knew damn well she was far from fine. She was about to walk into a forest that could swallow her whole. On top of that, she was embarrassed about grabbing his hand on the plane and still pissed about the conversation that had gone down at the hotel. That was a lot to deal with. Too much to handle in the next sixty seconds, so he focused on the one thing he could have an immediate impact on—diffusing her embarrassment. “Thanks for holding my hand. I was rattled up there.”

Her eyes flicked to his, and her lips twitched like she didn’t know if she should be amused or accuse him of lying.

He lowered his voice like he didn’t want Santiago to hear him as he handed Sutton her backpack. “I hate these tiny planes. But if you tell a soul about what just happened, I’ll personally feed you to a jaguar.”

“You’re kinder than me.” She shouldered her pack. “My plan is to bury you alive with tarantulas.”

“Damn. That’s harsh.”

“So are you,” she said cuttingly, and walked away.

Now, there’s a view worth filming. He turned on the camera and filmed her heading toward the brush. But they had a show to make, so he cut it short, calling out, “Hey, Steele. Where do you think you’re going?”

She turned around, looking at him like he’d asked a stupid question. “I thought I’d take a dip in the pool, maybe grab a cocktail, and with any luck, catch a Magic Mike show.”

“Magic Mike will have to wait.” He held up the camera. “We have our own show to make.”

“You filmed us taking off, and the whole trip here.”

Not the whole trip.

“Get over here, Glamour Girl. Let’s get a shot of you with the plane taking off behind you, and you can tell the world how excited you are to be embarking on a grand adventure with a hot filmmaker.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in lying.” Without so much as a smirk, she headed for Santiago, turning on the charm for the pilot.

Flynn explained their plan, and they thanked him for flying them out. As Santiago climbed back into the plane, Sutton said, “Aren’t you going to be in the intro with me?”

“I don’t get in front of the camera,” Flynn said. “That’s your job.”

Santiago started the plane, and Flynn watched Sutton getting into position a safe distance away. She put her hair in a ponytail, did a few mouth stretches, and cleared her throat.

“Ready?” he called out.

She inhaled deeply, blew out the breath, and nodded, putting on a killer smile.

“We’ll go on three.” Flynn began videoing, with Sutton center screen, and waved to Santiago, giving him the okay to take off, then holding up three fingers on his free hand. When the plane was on-screen but far enough away that the noise wouldn’t drown her out, he silently counted down as he lowered his fingers—Three. Two. One—and pointed at Sutton.

“What does it really take to survive the Amazon rainforest? That’s what I’m in Ecuador to experience firsthand. I’ll be spending the next seventy-two hours living off the land, with no assistance from the outside world, no food or water, and one ornery cameraman, who also happens to be my boss, survivalist Flynn Braden, who claims to know his way around the jungle.” Her eyes sparked with mischief.

Damn, she was good. The audience would eat that up.

“Join me on this exciting expedition, and see if I fall prey to wild animals or lead them to Flynn. I’m Sutton Steele and this is Discovery Hour.”

Her smile remained in place as he silently counted down again. As soon as that third finger went down, she was gone, strutting toward the forest.

This ought to be fun.

He hung the strap of the camera around his neck, pulled out the machete, and went after her. “It’s a rainforest, not a jungle, and if you think I’m going to let you walk into it by yourself, you’re wrong.” When she didn’t stop walking or even acknowledge that he’d spoken, he said, “Just like you’re wrong about me hating you.”

“If how you treat me is the way you treat people you like, then I feel sorry for your enemies.”

“I don’t have enemies. Have you ever stopped to think about how you act toward me?”

“I’m too busy fending off your disapproving looks.”

Unwilling to take part in more of a pissing match with her, he ground his back teeth and stepped around her.

“Of course you have to lead the way,” she said exasperatedly.

He stopped and looked at her. “Do you know how to spot deadly plants? Tarantula nests? Big cat scat?”

Her eyes widened a little, but the confidence in her voice didn’t falter. “I did my research.”

“I know you did, and I’m sure you did an excellent job of it, but for once in your life, trust me. When it comes to this place, nothing prepares you like experience.” Karen hadn’t needed to remind him that he’d promised to stick by Sutton’s side every minute and that she was holding him to it. He was holding himself to it. He stepped closer, speaking low and evenly so she would hear every word. “Everything in this forest wants to kill us, including the weather. If you want to get out of here alive and well…” Stopping himself from saying, I suggest you let me lead, he went with, “I suggest we do this together. In case one of us misses something.”

The seriousness he was hoping to see finally rose above the anger in her eyes. “Okay.”

“Let’s take a second to catch our breath and prepare. We need to keep our ears and eyes open. Look before every step you take, but always be aware of what’s lurking around you. In an hour, whether you like it or not, all your senses will be heightened, as will your anxiety. We’ll need to look for wells of collected rainwater in leaves and rocks, and you don’t want to move anything with your hands. We need to find a couple of long sticks.”

“There’s one.” She reached for a branch on the ground, but he grabbed her wrist, stopping her. “You just said we need sticks.”

“That’s right, but if you pick that up and end up with aggressive ant bites or piss off a snake that’s hiding under it, you’re in trouble. Think of the rainforest floor as one giant cobweb just waiting to suck you in and never let you go. Before you pick up anything, scrutinize it. Look around it for signs of what might be under it. Look for marks on the ground that could indicate a creature large or small is nearby. Remember, animals slither, burrow, climb, hang, fly, and swim. They sting, bite, and spit, and in some cases, just touching something can kill you or make you very sick. In other cases, like with snakes, you can cut their heads off and hours later they can still bite and kill you.”

New fear rose in her eyes. She inhaled deeply, swallowing hard, and nodded. “Okay.”

“This place is no joke, Sutton. There are illegal miners, drug runners, poachers, and uncontacted tribes who know outsiders are trying to take over their land. They’ll kill you with poison darts before you have a chance to flash that pretty smile of yours and explain why you’re here. I’ve mapped out the area, and we should be safe from the criminals and other tribes, but you can never count on that safety. I’m sure I’m going to sound like a sanctimonious ass a lot of the time while we’re here, and it’s okay if you hate me for it. I’d rather get us through this safely than be on your favorite-friend list.”

Those keen eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you’re in danger of landing on that list, but I do appreciate you keeping me safe.”

[image: * * *]

SUTTON WAS HOT and sweaty and her heart hadn’t stopped racing since they got on the plane. It felt like they’d been walking for hours, and it had rained for a good part of it. It had finally stopped a little while ago, but everything was wet and buggy, and the deeper they went into the forest, the more terrified and awestruck she became.

One of the things she loved most about reporting was that while she was on camera, all other thoughts and worries fell away, and she became solely focused on the subjects she was covering. She had a feeling that would not happen here. If she wasn’t watching her step or their surroundings, she was looking up and around for the source of noises, which were constant and came from every direction. There were screeches, chirps, birds singing, and rustling along the forest floor. She’d startled at birds taking flight and plants brushing along her hands. Thankfully, they hadn’t seen any big cats or their scat, although Flynn said big cats were elusive and rarely seen. That made her feel better and worse. She imagined big cats hunting them, biding their time for the right moment to pounce. She tried to shut down those thoughts, but just knowing the man-eating cats were out there was enough to make her want to stick close to Flynn. The man wielded the machete like it was an extension of his arm, and he was a walking knowledge base on the rainforest, showing her which plants to avoid, stopping to gather edible flowers, plants, and mushrooms, explaining how he knew they were safe to eat, and showing her where animals had traipsed.

Despite her fear, she was as impressed and thankful for how much he knew as she was mesmerized by the beauty of the rainforest. Tall trees loomed around them like lanky giants, their umbrellas allowing only streaks of sunlight to illuminate the mist hanging in the humid air. Spiders and bugs crawled on the greenest leaves she’d ever seen, and thick, woody, moss-covered vines hung from trees in loopy tangles like giant snakes. There were vibrantly colored butterflies and other winged insects all around them, and it seemed no two were alike. Then there was the earthy, damp smell hanging in the air. There was something appealing about that pungent smell, so different from the fabricated scents of her daily life.

Flynn stopped abruptly and stepped closer. “Look up there.” He pointed to two small monkeys with orange along their necks and chests running along the branches above them and watching them. “They’re golden-mantled tamarins.”

“They’re watching us. I want to say they’re cute, but are they dangerous?”

“No. They’re just curious. I’d like to get your initial thoughts on video for the show.”

“Yeah, definitely. It’s amazing seeing them in the wild instead of behind an enclosure in the zoo.”

“They don’t belong in zoos. You can talk about the monkeys first in case they decide to take off.”

“Okay. But if a puma eats me, promise me you won’t let my parents see the video.”

“Deal. But just a heads-up. If something eats me, my parents will probably want to see it.”

“If something eats you, I’m not sticking around to film it and become its dessert.”

“Fair enough.” He laughed softly. “Hold still.”

As he reached for her face, she panicked. “What is it? A spider? A bug?”

“Just dirt.” He wiped her cheek.

The breath rushed from her lungs in relief. “Thank you.”

He stepped back to get the video camera ready. “It’s good that you’re scared, Sutton. You’re more likely not to let your guard down and do something that could get you into trouble.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to let my guard down in here.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way, and for the record, I’d never hold that fear against you.”

She was about to make a smart-ass remark when she remembered what he’d said earlier. Have you ever stopped to think about how you act toward me? “I appreciate that. Do you want me to do a brief intro telling viewers where we are, so they know we’re deep in the rainforest, and then skip it for the rest of the time we’re here?”

“That’s a good idea. We can always add something later if we need to. Let’s get to the good stuff.”

He actually smiled, and it wasn’t smirky or fake. It was the kind of smile that said they’d finally agreed on something and he was glad about it, rather than just relieved by it. That made her feel the tiniest bit less stressed as he counted down to start filming and pointed at her.

“We’re coming to you from deep within the Amazon rainforest, where two golden-mantled tamarin monkeys are frolicking on branches above us and checking out the intruders.” She pointed to the tree, and he moved the camera in that direction, lingering for a few seconds before returning to her. “As you can imagine, everything here is wet, and there’s vegetation on every surface. We have to watch where we step and use sticks to move things so we don’t surprise snakes or other animals.” She held up her stick. “I’d like to invite you to take a moment to listen to the plethora of sounds serenading us.”

She was quiet for a long moment. “There’s never a lull in the noises of birds, animals, and insects. The dangers here are very real, but beyond the lush greens that cover the rainforest is a rainbow of vibrant colors. We passed flowers and plants that were shocking pink, deep purple, bloodred, and sunny shades of yellow. The rainforest is as magnificent as it is terrifying. It feels like we’ve stepped into another world, and in a way, we have. To a time when humans didn’t monopolize so much of the earth. Governments can claim ownership of this land, but make no mistake, this is not our rainforest. Those monkeys, and all the other creatures who live here, own this land. We are the intruders, and we’ll do our best to leave it as beautiful as we found it.”

She stopped talking, but he kept the camera on her. She waited at least twenty seconds before finally saying, “Are you going to stop filming?”

“Yeah. Sorry.” He turned the camera off and put the strap around his neck. “That was fantastic.”

She was stunned. He never complimented her like that. “Are you just saying that because I gave you shit for not showing any appreciation or encouragement earlier?”

“Hell no. That was raw and passionate and real, and like I said, Steele. I encourage you, just not the way you want me to.”

He sounded sincere, and looked it, too. Something unexpectedly bright bloomed inside her—and that annoyed her. She didn’t like that she wanted his praise, but didn’t everyone like hearing that they were doing a good job? Their earlier argument came back to her, giving her pause. He had given her tougher assignments than newbie reporters were usually given, and she had no idea how he could have known it, but she had always responded well to a challenge. The jerk was right, and that annoyed her, too.

“You’re starting to look like you want to kill me again,” Flynn said. “Let’s get out of here and find a place to make camp. We still need to find a water supply and food.”

As they headed deeper into the forest, she said, “We’d have food if you hadn’t thrown away my crackers.”

“Let it go, Steele.”


Chapter Five


“I KEEP MISTAKING those woody vines for snakes.” Sutton pointed ahead of them to a hanging vine that formed a loop close to the ground and wound around the trunk of the tree.

“And here I thought you just liked the feel of my arm.” She’d been grabbing his arm every time she startled. Not that he was complaining. He was glad she felt safe enough with him to realize she could rely on him. “Those woody vines are called lianas, and they’re actually a classification of how something grows, like a tree or a bush or shrub. They can reach more than seven hundred feet long.”

“That’s huge.”

“They actually serve a purpose.” He swung the machete to clear a plant from their path. “The soil is shallow, and the vines help hold up the trees. Unlike the strangler fig, which starves them.”

“What’s a strangler fig?”

“See the tree over there that looks like it’s being hugged by a tree with octopus arms?” He pointed to a strangler fig.

“We’ve passed a few of those. They’re kind of pretty.”

“You’ll see a lot of them here. The outer tree is the strangler fig. Animals poop out their seeds in the branches of other trees. They germinate and become vines, making their way down the tree to the soil, where they suck up all the nutrients. As the vines grow, they attach to the tree, and eventually they starve the trees they’re hanging from. When the host tree dies, you’ll see the stranglers with a hollow center.”

“I think I saw one when we first came into the forest.”

“You’ll see many more while we’re here,” he assured her. “Mother Nature is pretty cool.”

“She’s got a wicked sense of humor, that’s for sure.”

As they pushed past a waist-high plant, a stream came into view. “And she just made my day. Check it out.”

“Can we drink that?”

“No. You can’t drink any water that’s touched the plants or ground here until it’s purified. We don’t know what animals, insects, or bacteria it’s come in contact with. But we’re not taking the stream water. It’s the rainwater that’s pooling in the rocks that we want.”

“Let’s go.” She started to head in that direction, and he grabbed her hand.

“Slow down. Remember, animals need water as much as we do, so before we plow ahead and take what isn’t ours, let’s look around and make sure we’re not getting in any creatures’ way. Look for big and small animals, especially snakes.” He grinned. “And those nasty viperish vines.”

“Very funny.”

He chuckled and they scanned the area before making their way to the rocks. “We need to be creative to gather the water so we don’t waste it, and we’ll purify it once we make camp. I think it’s
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