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      Every winding trail hides a mystery, and every heartbeat hides a story.

      

      He’s never stopped loving her. She’s never stopped running.

      Hunter Samuelson has spent a decade longing for the woman who vanished without a trace.

      Hannah Rice just wants to escape the shadows of a violent past.

      When a chance encounter ignites old flames, it also awakens a deadly threat. Now, survival means trusting each other, and risking everything for a second chance at love.

      

      A relaxing escape turns deadly in Michigan’s remote wilderness…

      Hannah Rice joined her friends for a hiking and camping trip in Michigan’s breathtaking Upper Peninsula; a chance to heal from a near-fatal brush with a violent ex. With rugged trails, stunning views, and a skilled guide like Hunter Samuelson, the trip promises the peace she craves.

      

      But danger lurks in the shadows.

      

      Their serene adventure quickly spirals into a nightmare when an unseen predator targets their group. To protect his charges, Hunter throws himself into the line of fire. His life-threatening injuries force Hannah to summon every ounce of strength to survive in the wilderness alone, and ultimately live a life on the run.

      

      A chance encounter not only ignites old flames, but awakens the deadly threat they’d nearly died to escape years earlier. This time, will Hannah and Hunter be able to outrun the danger…or will it catch up with them?

      

      ***

      

      USA Today Bestselling author Valerie J. Clarizio brings you the first book in the Wild Hearts Series  – Small Town Romantic Suspense – heroes  and heroines willing to sacrifice everything to protect those they love. A happily-ever-after guaranteed.

      

      Looking for more steamy romances with heart-pounding suspense and characters who will live in your heart forever? Sign up for my newsletter to keep abreast of what is coming next. Start enjoying exclusive updates, sneak peeks, and special offers!

      

      Sign up here: https://valeriejclarizio.com/newsletter-signup-page/
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      Green Bay, Wisconsin – April 2025

      

      Orion’s gaze was glued to the backside of the woman pointing at the presentation screen in the front of the boardroom. She hadn’t seen him sneak into the dimly lit room and continued with her marketing presentation. There was something familiar about the sway of her hips and soft tone of voice. Without a doubt, he’d heard that lovely voice before. Needing to satisfy his curiosity, he willed her to spin and face him. Who was this woman with the angelic voice?

      The woman spun and swung her gaze around the table, halting on a dime when she reached him. She stumbled over her words.

      His heart leaped into his throat. He’d stared into those bright emerald eyes before. The tension between them thickened, along with the air in the room. He could feel the pull when she tried to tear her gaze from him, but he held on to it for a moment longer before letting it go.

      She repeated her last sentence as she returned her focus to the whiteboard in the front of the room.

      The new edginess and raised octave in her tone, confirmed she recognized him.

      Rather than paying attention to the presentation, Orion spent the next fifteen minutes trying to figure out how he knew the woman. He thought he knew, but the name on the cover of the presentation packet was not familiar to him. Still, he was ninety-nine percent sure he’d met her in the past when he’d worked as a camping and hiking guide. Those eyes, that voice, gave her away, yet the name she used didn’t match. Maybe she was a doppelgänger of the woman from his past. He should focus on what she said rather than on her, but he couldn’t help himself. Adrenaline surged through him. His immediate attraction to her was strong—undeniable. Who cared about the presentation anyway? It was just another one of the four firms competing for the marketing contract for his string of sporting goods stores.

      He reread the name on the packet, Katrina Holmes. Not familiar. Her soft voice resonated in his head. Familiar. He needed another glimpse of her eyes, but she averted his gaze as she fielded questions from his staff.

      Once his managers finished with their inquisition, Katrina leaned over the table and folded her laptop. That’s when he saw it, the tattoo that had haunted his dreams for nearly a decade. The ink confirmed it. He was right. He knew who she was. Apprehension snaked down his spine, and anxiety coiled in the pit of his stomach. The dark shadow of the past that lurked in the back of his mind moved to the forefront.

      He may have only seen part of the small tattoo stamped on her cleavage, but he was certain it was the correct tattoo. A small butterfly with bright orange wings outlined in black. But still, there was something a little off about her appearance, not to mention her name. He’d never met someone by the name of Katrina Holmes before but the tattoo, eyes, and voice matched that of a woman he’d met nearly ten years ago when he worked as an outdoor guide for his uncle in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.

      His uncle owned just over three thousand acres and offered guided hiking, camping, fishing, and hunting tours. Orion was a master hiker and he knew his uncle’s property like the back of his hand. He had hiked it from the moment he could walk. According to his parents, he’d hiked those woods before he could even walk, because they were hikers as well.

      He’d worked his way through college, guiding mostly city folk who wanted a sneak peek at untamed wilderness. And this woman who stood before him now had been on one of his guided camping trips. The camping trip that nearly ended his life.

      

      Katrina flashed her gaze around the conference room. All eyes were on her. The audience looked attentive. She had this. This contract was hers for sure. No doubt. Nabbing this account would surely secure that promotion she’d been working toward. Once her boss retired in a year or two, she’d step right into his management position.

      Her gaze drifted back to the vacant chair at the far end of the table. Where was the boss man? She was giving the presentation of her life and the man in charge didn’t show. She’d poured her life and soul into this one—this potentially big account. Okay, the account wasn’t huge, but if she succeeded at landing this one, it would be her biggest yet. At least his team looked pleased.

      Refocusing on the interactive whiteboard, she verified her words were timed correctly with the video that played. Spot on. Why wouldn’t it be? She’d practiced many times. So much so that she was sick of hearing it.

      She looked back at her audience and panned over them. Her gaze halted on the man who now filled that vacant chair. His eyes flashed in recognition, and her heart seized. She knew him. She knew those eyes. She also knew he knew.

      Her extremities quivered and her skin perspired. The words scrambled in her brain and she stumbled on them. She needed out of this room, but she wasn’t finished with her pitch. The only way to get through the rest of her presentation was to stop focusing on him. Those warm eyes, handsome square jaw, and unforgettable velvety lips. But his name, Orion, didn’t match what she remembered. Was it not him? No, judging from the way he studied her, it had to be.

      How was she going to get out of this room without talking to him? How was she going to represent this account without ever seeing him? And how was she going to ensure that he was wrong about who she really was? She’d worked so hard for this opportunity, and now she’d have to give it up. Just like she’d had to give him and her life up almost ten years ago.
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      Iron City - Upper Peninsula of Michigan - August - 2015

      
      Hunter sighed as he eyed from afar the group of flighty college girls he was assigned to guide for the three nights and four days.

      “Why do they all think they need to embark on a rugged camping and hiking adventure during their summer vacations?”

      His Uncle Lee slapped his shoulder blade. “Oh, come on, it’s not that bad. Besides, they’ve paid your tuition and then some. Without them, you’d be working indoors bussing tables or something.”

      Inside work was the last thing he wanted. “I know, but good Lord, if I have to listen to one more city girl whine about bugs, the weather, or breaking a nail, I’ll...well, I’m not sure what I’ll do but....”

      His uncle laughed. “Until you get a year-round, full-time job with your big new business degree, you’re stuck here with me and the rest of the crew guiding hikers, campers, anglers, and hunters.”

      Hunter craned his neck to look at his uncle. “Do we have a fishing crew going out this weekend? Maybe I can take that one instead.”

      He’d rather that, but he always got stuck guiding the giddy girls.

      The man chuckled. “Sorry. We do, but Bud’s been assigned to them. Plus...”

      Hunter knew what he was going to say. He’d heard it before. Problem was, he wasn’t sure if he should be happy or angry about it.

      “You’re a good-looking guy. The girls love you. They give great reviews and that’s good for business. Keeps you employed. Keeps the business running.”

      “You know, I think it’s illegal to pimp me out like this,” Hunter said.

      “Except I have a rule, no fraternizing with the guests. So, that squashes that.”

      They shared a laugh.

      
      Uncle Lee inhaled deeply, taking in the crisp, cool morning air, and swung his proud gaze around, taking in the forefront of the three thousand acres of land he owned, comprising various terrains, mostly hardwoods, bordering thousands of acres of state land. It didn’t get much better than that. Your own massive property surrounded by state land. Public land large enough that most people didn’t venture too far in and get too close to his private land.

      “Too bad it’s not year-round work. It’s a man’s paradise up here,” his uncle added.

      Hunter couldn’t agree more, but now that he’d graduated with a Master of Business Administration degree, it was time he did the responsible thing and get a real job, the kind capable of paying a mortgage. What he’d really love to do is exactly what his uncle was doing: make a decent living working in the outdoors. However, you need money to buy land and set up shop, so getting a year-round job was on his to-do list.

      The giddy laughter of the girls drew closer to him. He cringed. Three nights and four days of this.

      He eyed the tall, slim, blonde girl with a pink backpack gripped in her hand, made up like she was going to a beauty pageant. Eyes, cheeks, lips—the whole works. Her long, shiny hair draped over her bare, thin shoulders. Who on earth thinks a skimpy tank top is appropriate wear for a rugged camping trip in the land of mosquitoes? The mid-morning sun peeked out from behind a cloud and nearly blinded him as the overbearing bling on her backpack sparkled. Great.

      Hunter shifted his gaze to the girl to the left of the beauty queen. Her hair was dark, nearly black, and her complexion was olive-toned. Just like the first girl, this one’s short shorts, tank top, and lightweight, thin-soled tennis shoes were not conducive to the hiking they were about to embark on. Had they not even glanced at the standard checklist he’d sent them?

      Did he dare check out the third princess in this trio? He drew in a long breath and shifted his gaze to the third woman who had just stepped out from behind the princesses. A blanket of relief fell over him. She was different. A pale, plain beauty with just a bit of makeup accenting her large eyes. Her long, brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail that swayed from side to side with each step she took. A pair of sunglasses was propped on her head. She wore a forest green T-shirt tucked into long tan shorts that almost reached her knees, and the dark brown hiking boots she wore looked like they were made for walking. Not only that, they looked like they’d been used before. The large army-green backpack slung over her shoulder was certainly not the one she used to haul her books around campus, like those her friends carried. Super, at least one of them shouldn’t be a problem.

      Hunter glanced at his clipboard and racked his brain to remember the names of the girls walking toward him, not to be confused with the many other ladies he’d guided already this summer. Let’s see Hannah Rice, Alyssa Barnes, and Bianca St. James. He scrambled to place a name on each of the women. The model-grade blonde had to be Bianca, that seemed like a model’s name. Next, he pegged the dark-haired girl for Alyssa—another fancy name for another fancy girl. As for the natural beauty, that had to be Hannah. A regular name to suit a wholesome beauty.

      Hunter flashed a smile at the ladies. “Hi, I’m Hunter, I’m your guide.”

      The blonde raked her flirtatious gaze over him, making no attempt to hide her interest. “I’m Bianca.”

      She extended her hand, and from the way she presented it, he wondered if he was supposed to kiss it, rather than shake it. Yep, rich girl. She released him and then gestured to the other two as she introduced them. He had placed their names correctly. After years of practice, he prided himself on his success in what he called the name game.

      “Are you ready to embark on the adventure of your life?” he teased with a wink.

      Though Hannah smiled along with her friends, unlike them, her smile didn’t reach her eyes. Why not? Hunter wondered. Did she not want to be here? Of the three, she looked like the one who most belonged in this environment.

      Hunter pointed at the two red canoes he had loaded with camping supplies earlier in the morning. “There are our rides. Shall we?” He motioned to the shoreline where the canoes sat half in and half out of the slow-flowing river water.

      The ladies slid into the life vests he had pulled from the canoes. Bianca, as he suspected, played stupid, unable to figure out how to strap herself into the vest. Playing along, Hunter reached toward her and untangled the straps before fastening the ends together over her well-endowed breasts. Then, he lowered his hands to fasten the other two sets of straps for her. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Hannah’s eye roll and nearly chuckled out loud. Bianca’s behavior was nothing new to him. She was one of those women. One of those who came for an adventure but wanted to be the adventure.

      “Have any of you ever been in a canoe before?” he asked.

      Alyssa and Bianca shook their heads. Hannah nodded. That didn’t surprise him.

      Bianca tilted her head to the side. The corners of her full, hot pink lips lifted. “For safety, I think I should ride with you,” she stated.

      Like he didn’t know that was coming.

      “Okay, you’ll ride up front in my canoe,” he shifted his gaze to Alyssa, “and you’ll ride up front with Hannah.”

      The ladies nodded in agreement.

      After giving his guests the canoeing 101, he prepared for departure, holding the canoes as each of the women climbed in and took their assigned spots.

      Before taking his seat, he stepped over to Hannah and crouched down. “You got this, right?”

      It’s not like the waters they would canoe were rough, but there were some rapids they’d be going through, and he wanted some reassurance they’d be okay.

      Her full red lips pulled into a smile wider than they had earlier. “Yeah, I’m good. It’s not my first go-around in a canoe.”

      Little gold flecks flashed in her emerald eyes, causing a rush of adrenaline to surge through his veins. Yep, she was in her element—confident, but not cocky.

      “Great. Well, let’s get to it then,” Hunter replied as he shoved Hannah’s vessel into the water.

      He climbed into his and Bianca’s canoe and paddled away from the shore.

      They’d row only a little over a mile and a half today, set up camp, and hike to a small waterfall. Just a brief adventure since they started out later than they would over the next couple of days.

      They paddled leisurely, soaking up the warm, bright, early afternoon sun. He loved this part of the job: being able to be outside all day long, paddling along a slow-moving river, and getting paid for it. Okay, truth be told, he’d prefer to be a white-water rapids guide, rather than a lazy river guide, but either way, he was enjoying the great outdoors. Getting paid was just a bonus.

      Bianca threw a glance at him over her smooth-looking, sun-kissed shoulder. Judging from her delicate features and the way she carried herself, he presumed her tan came from a tanning bed, not the natural sun. There was no denying the woman was beautiful, but it didn’t matter to him. She wasn’t his type.

      She looked at him again and smiled, flashing her straight, white teeth. Her bright blue eyes sparkled with sass and challenge. He returned her smile as he rethought his assessment of her. Maybe she wasn’t his type, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt anything to have fun with her for a while, or would it? It was against the rules, though. His uncle preached that over and over to the staff.

      “Alyssa, you have to actually paddle. I can’t keep us aligned by myself,” Hannah yelled.

      Hunter pulled his gaze from the blonde beauty in the front of his canoe and fixed it on Hannah and Alyssa’s canoe, which was headed straight for a tree limb hanging low over the river. Both ladies ducked in the nick of time to avoid getting clotheslined. Hannah growled something at her friend that he couldn’t make out, but whatever it was, it caused Alyssa to paddle feverishly. It was probably a good thing they started out in the shallow and mellow section of the river today. It gave the ladies a little practice before they entered the deeper, somewhat faster flowing waters.

      Once the two paddled farther away from the shore, Hannah shot him a glance and shook her head. He couldn’t help but grin at her obvious frustration with her friend.

      Hunter paddled up alongside Hannah and pointed to the campsite they’d use the first night.

      “That’s where we’re headed.”

      This was his favorite campsite. It jutted out on a little point and reminded him of the Hamm’s beer sign that hung in his grandfather’s basement bar. As a kid, he’d watch that lighted, rippled water motion sign for hours on end, mesmerized by the flowing waters.

      Hannah nodded and followed him to the shore. He hopped out of his canoe and pulled it up onto the rocky beach, then grabbed hold of Hannah’s canoe and pulled it on shore so the women could climb out without getting their feet wet.

      Side by side, they all stood on the shore for a moment, looking over the river. Off in the distance, he could hear a pileated woodpecker pecking away; more like hammering at a tree. From the direction it sounded, it was probably pounding on that near-dead white pine. He’d seen woodpeckers on it recently when he and his clients hiked by, on their way to the falls and gorge they’d be seeing today. There were so many holes in that once mighty tree, he couldn’t imagine there were many insects left within its bark wall to feast on.

      “These tents won’t pitch themselves,” he exclaimed as he bent over and pulled two tent packs from his canoe.

      He carried them into the woods a few feet before plopping each one down on a tent pad.

      “That one is yours,” he informed the ladies, as he pointed at the slightly larger bag.

      Hannah nodded.

      “The setup instructions are in the bag. And that one is mine. I’ll race you,” he teased.

      Bianca and Alyssa smiled, Hannah, not so much. In fact, her look bordered on annoyed. Why? He was just teasing. Did she not like challenges or competition?

      Within minutes, he’d pitched his tent. Having done this so many times, he could do it in his sleep.

      Now and then, his uncle talked about building little cabins at each of the campsites, but he always decided against it because he wanted to give his customers a more ‘outdoorsy’ experience. Some visitors even chose to sleep under the stars. Hunter eyed his current clients. They certainly weren’t the type to sleep under the open sky. In fact, it surprised him that two of the three were here at all.

      Hunter stepped up to the ladies. Overall, they were doing a decent job setting up their four-person dome tent, but if it were him, he’d be finished already, and likely the camp would be set up, too. But this, the clients being hands-on, was all part of the experience they paid for, so he let them be.

      
      Hannah read the tent assembly instructions and directed her friends on how to set up the tent. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Hunter’s amused gaze. The look in his dark brown eyes matched his teasing tone from earlier when he challenged them to a race as to who could set their tent up more quickly. Why was everything a competition for men? Especially the too-good-looking ones. The ones who thought the world revolved around them. Jerk.

      He crossed his muscular arms over his chest and leaned back on his heels as he watched. The corners of his mouth had lifted slightly, making him even more annoying to her.

      She gave a few more instructions to her friends. Why couldn’t they seem to understand her? Why were they struggling so much to set up this stupid tent? And most of all, why did her friends insist on taking this trip? They were the least outdoorsy people she knew, yet they insisted on this kind of trip. She’d grown up in an outdoors-enthusiastic family and loved the outdoors and all it had to offer, but her college roommates certainly didn’t. She should never have let them talk her into taking this trip.

      Bianca peeked around the partially erected tent she steadied with her hands gripped around a pole. She batted her eyes at Hunter, likely hoping to get him to finish setting it up for them. Hannah barked out her next instruction. She would be darned if she’d ask for help.

      “Would you like some help?” Hunter asked.

      His gaze stayed on Bianca, and his grin widened.

      “Sure,” Bianca replied.

      “No, we got this. We’re almost done,” Hannah said quickly as Hunter made a move toward them.

      Hunter halted.

      “Just insert the ends of the rods into the loops at the base of the tent, and we’ll be set,” Hannah instructed.

      Alyssa and Bianca did as told, and the tent pulled taut.

      “There. Done,” Hannah said as she stepped back and eyed their handiwork.

      “Looks good,” Hunter affirmed.

      Without looking at him, Hannah shrugged, then she spun around and headed toward the canoe to retrieve her backpack and the bedrolls their guide had packed for them. Her friends followed.

      Hunter returned to his canoe and pulled a cooler from it, and carried it over to the brown, metal, bear-proof food locker. He pulled four bottles of water from the cooler and a couple of other small packages Hannah couldn’t quite identify, and he stuffed them into his camouflage backpack. After stowing the cooler in the metal bin, he latched the door.

      He spun to face them. “Who’s up for a short hike to Wild Canyon Falls?”

      “I’m ready,” Bianca responded eagerly as she stepped to Hunter’s side.

      “I’ll be ready in a second. I just need to grab my camera from my pack,” Alyssa said as she dipped her hand into her backpack and pulled out her expensive-looking camera and two lenses.

      “And you?” Hunter asked with a quick glance in Hannah’s direction.

      Hannah nodded.

      Hunter led them down the single-file trail. Beach stones lined the first several feet of the path. Most were oval-shaped, dark colored, and they looked invitingly smooth. Hannah liked rocks and shells. They were like little treasures to her and she fought the urge to snap one up. Maybe on the way back.

      The path quickly transitioned to moist dirt. It had rained earlier in the day, and the trees lining the path blocked the warm sun from drying the earthy-smelling ground, causing any little slope to be slippery. Hannah figured her hiking shoes would maintain her foothold, but her friends wearing their fashionable tennis shoes, rather than practical ones, would have to be careful not to slip and fall on their rumps. She had warned them to pack shoes more suitable for hiking, but they dismissed her advice.

      The ground grew muddier and more slippery as they trekked over a slight decline in the terrain. Now the girls would really have to be careful. She shook her head. This was on them. She had warned them.

      Closing her eyes to envision the map she’d studied earlier, and had since stuffed in her backpack, she knew the faint trickle of water she heard was likely not the Wild Canyon Falls. It had to be from something else. Probably a little creek feeding into the falls, or from the falls.

      When she reopened her eyes, she focused ahead to find a narrow two-plank walkway a short distance away. The guide walked over the planks with ease, even though there was no railing. Alyssa hesitated and glanced over her shoulder at her and raised a skeptical brow. Hannah nodded, then Alyssa turned and lifted her arms for balance, and crossed over the planks. Bianca did the same.

      Hannah followed suit. She glanced down. The distance between the walkway bridge and the ground increased with each step she took. Within a few more steps, a narrow stream flowed under the boardwalk, about four feet below the planks. She studied the clear water for a moment before continuing along. Only a few more feet to go to get back onto the dirt path—solid ground.

      The trail twisted and turned. Hunter stopped and pointed at a pine tree about twenty feet into the woods. A pileated woodpecker drove its beak against the bark, carving out yet another hole in the tree that already looked like Swiss cheese. How could the poor bird pound that hard and not get a migraine?

      Alyssa snapped a few photos of the woodpecker before they continued down the trail. The sound of rushing water echoed through the forest, louder and louder as they closed in on Wild Canyon Falls.

      A cool breeze swept through the air as she stepped onto a flat rock formation overlooking the falls and gorge. The water flowing over the twenty-foot-long ledge was fairly clear. White foam formed at the bottom of the ten-foot falls and then flowed through the gorge with the rapid current. It was louder than Hannah had expected it to be when she’d read about the falls, especially since the drop wasn’t all that far.

      She stared at the rushing water, mesmerized by both the sight of it and the thunderous sound echoing off the canyon walls.

      Bianca, Alyssa, and Hunter milled around the area, Alyssa taking a gazillion photos as she always did. Hannah had to hand it to her, Alyssa had an eye for taking scenic photos, and an eye for capturing beautiful moments when photographing people. Lucky for Alyssa, Bianca was along. That woman loved having her photo taken, and as pretty as Bianca was, Alyssa’s job was made easier.

      Hannah thought about pulling her phone from her pocket to take some photos, but she decided against it, knowing Alyssa would make a scrapbook about their whole adventure when they returned home, and she’d make copies for both her and Bianca.

      “Group photo time!” Alyssa yelled as she set up the tripod for her camera. They gathered by the worn wooden fence lining a jutting section of the rock that hung out over the falls.

      Bianca fit herself under the drape of Hunter’s arm, curving toward him slightly, and then placed her palm against his chest. The guy ate up her attention. Too bad for him, he’d be just another notch on Bianca’s bedpost. Guilt swept through Hannah’s veins every time she thought of her friend as promiscuous, but the truth was that Bianca fit the mold. Hannah edged close to Bianca’s side as Alyssa prepared the camera and then hustled over and molded herself to Hunter’s free side.

      After Alyssa’s mini photoshoot was complete, Hunter pointed to the rock wall that lined the north side of the gorge. “If you want, we can climb up there, where the view of the falls is awesome.”

      The incline looked steep but certainly doable since the rock formation was almost like a staircase in some areas; tall steps, but steps nonetheless.

      “Let’s do it,” Bianca immediately replied.

      Hunter gestured for them to follow. Hannah took notice of how their guide’s long, muscular legs seemed to climb the tall rock steps with ease. She, on the other hand, had to use her hands for support as she climbed, pressing her palms to the surface of the next ledge to help hoist herself up. Her friends did the same.

      Hannah paused for a moment, watching them all climb ahead of her. Her attention refocused on Hunter’s flexing leg muscles. A shiver of thrill raked through her. The guy was like a machine. It didn’t seem to matter if the next step was six inches high or sixteen inches high; he climbed effortlessly.

      Ugh, what am I thinking? Haven’t I been through enough with men already? They’re all the same. After only one thing. Especially the good-looking, well-built ones, but the ones that know they’re all that are the worst.

      Refocusing on her footing, Hannah took the next step and caught up with her friends.

      “You need to wait a minute,” Alyssa said as she looked over her shoulder at Hannah.

      Her friend had stopped and was waiting for Hunter to help her with the last step to the top of the cliff. The step looked to be about two feet in height. Hunter stood on the top ledge, reached down, grasped one of Alyssa’s hands, and effortlessly hoisted her up. Hannah stepped onto the ledge Alyssa had been standing on, and Hunter reached down. She stared at his large hand. Flashbacks of her ex’s harsh hand flooded her and fear shook her extremities. She didn’t want to touch him. Not just him, but any man. Ever.

      Reassessing the height of the makeshift step, she determined she didn’t need his help. If he’d just back up, she could place her palms on the top of the ledge where he stood and lift herself up and onto it.

      “Those rocks on the edge aren’t the most secure and sometimes break loose when stepped on. Just grab my hand and I’ll hoist you up and over them.”

      She eyed him for a moment, debating his offer.

      “It’s okay, I won’t let you fall.”

      Great, now he thinks I’m just a chicken. That was true in a sense, but she wasn’t afraid of falling. She swallowed hard; she was afraid of him. Not just him, all men. She knew she shouldn’t fear him because she didn’t even know him. But with all that had gone on lately in her life where men were concerned, her general impression of the bunch was not pleasant. In fact, it was downright unpleasant. Yep, she was guilty of grouping all men into the same category. Until one could prove different, that’s how it would be.

      She focused on his dark eyes. They softened, as if he knew there was more to her hesitation than a fear of falling.

      “Hannah, I just want to help you up, that’s all.” His tone was gentle with a tinge of sympathy.

      Her hand perspired and shivered as she reached up. He wrapped his large, warm hand around hers, pulled her to the top of the cliff, and then immediately released her. Her fingers tingled, and her stomach swirled from his touch. For a moment, she wanted to reach out and snatch up his comforting hand. Where did that thought come from? She shook her head as if that would help shake the unwanted thought from her mind. It didn’t help.

      It was windy atop the cliff, and the damp, earthy smell from below faded. She closed her eyes and lifted her face toward the sun. The rays warmed her cheeks and relaxed her.

      “This is one of my favorite spots on the entire property. You can see so much from here,” Hunter said.

      Hannah opened her eyes to find him staring at something across the gorge, his hand shielding his eyes from the sun. The same hand that had left her all gooey inside only moments ago.

      He lowered his hand, pulled a set of binoculars from his pack, and lifted them to his eyes, staring through them for a moment before handing them to her.

      He pointed in the direction he had glassed. “That’s an eagle’s nest over there. There were a couple of eaglets, but they may have left the nest. I haven’t seen them for a while now.”

      Hannah lifted the binoculars to her eyes and pointed them in the same direction Hunter had. “I don’t see it.”

      He stepped behind her, reached around her, and pointed. “Try there.”

      His warm breath tickled her neck, distracting her.

      “Do you see them now?”

      “No.”

      From behind her, he took the binoculars, crouched slightly to align with her height, and held them to his eyes. While holding them in place, he edged back.

      “I’ve got the binos on them. Step over here. I’ll try not to move them.”

      Hannah eased over into the crook of his arm and looked through the binoculars to find the nest. The hint of cedar in the air strengthened with his proximity to her. His stimulating, outdoorsy scent suited him—made sense to her. He smelled so good and she inhaled deeper.

      “Do you see it now?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      She drew in another inhalation before she reached up and took the binoculars from him so she could watch the adult bald eagle. She knew it was a mature eagle because its head and tail feathers were bright white. Whether it was male or female, she didn’t know because both genders looked the same.

      Hunter stepped away from her. She wished she hadn’t taken the binoculars from him. If she had let him keep holding them, he’d still be standing next to her. Her stomach tossed. What was she thinking? Was she just an idiot who didn’t learn from past mistakes? Stay away from men. They’re no good, she silently reminded herself.

      Bianca asked for the binoculars so she could see the eagles.

      “Where are they?” she asked as she batted her long, lashed eyelids at Hunter.

      From a distance, Hunter pointed across the gorge.

      “See that dying tree standing taller than the rest of the tree line?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Zone in on that and then swing to the right, following the tree line. You can’t miss the nest if you do that.”

      Bianca tilted her head to the side and pulled a frown that seemed to go ignored by Hunter.

      “Okay,” she replied.

      Her disappointed look matched her tone. Hannah guessed her friend wanted Hunter to come over and help her find the nest like he had done with her. But instead, he directed her from afar. Poor Bianca. Was she losing her touch? Or was he on to her game? No, even if he was on to her game, like any other guy, he’d surely play along to get what he wanted from her. So, what was his deal?

      Alyssa switched out her camera lenses and aimed at the eagle nest.

      “This is awesome,” Alyssa said.

      “Isn’t it, though?” Hunter replied. “Just wait until you see what else is in store for you guys during this trip.”

      “What do you mean?” Alyssa asked.

      “For sure, we’ll see some deer. Tomorrow, I can take you to an active beaver pond and with any luck we’ll see some moose, and perhaps, a coyote or a bear, and, if we’re really lucky, a wolf.”

      “A wolf?” Alyssa asked with a tinge of surprise in her voice.

      “Well, luck would have to be
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