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      LILA

      I'm not lost.

      That's what I keep telling myself as I check my phone for the hundredth time. No service, because of course there isn't. I'm in the middle of nowhere Montana, surrounded by trees that all look exactly the same.

      The trail disappeared two hours ago. Or I left it. Details.

      "This was supposed to be therapeutic," I mutter, wincing as I put weight on my throbbing ankle. "Reconnect with nature. Find yourself, Lila."

      What I've found is that nature doesn't care about my post-breakup healing journey. Nature just wants to remind me I'm a city girl who has no business hiking alone in the mountains.

      My ex would laugh himself sick if he could see me now. This is why you need me, Lila. You can't do anything on your own.

      The memory of Peter's voice in my head straightens my spine. Screw him. I can do this. I am an independent woman with a sprained ankle and a rapidly depleting phone battery, but I can figure this out.

      The light is fading fast, shadows stretching between the pines. I check my watch—6:42 PM. It'll be dark soon, and the temperature's dropping with the sun.

      My extensive wilderness training of one REI class and several YouTube videos, suggests I should find shelter, build a fire, and wait for rescue. But no one knows I'm here. I told the clerk at my hotel I was taking a day hike on the main trail. That was twelve hours and several wrong turns ago.

      "Focus, Lila," I whisper, fighting the panic rising in my chest. "What would Bear Grylls do?"

      Probably drink his own pee, which I'm absolutely not doing.

      I force myself to stop, take a deep breath, and assess. My ankle hurts but isn't broken. I have half a protein bar, a nearly empty water bottle, and a light jacket that's doing nothing against the mountain chill. My phone is at 12% with no service.

      "Could be worse," I say to no one. "Could be raining."

      On cue, I feel the first drop hit my cheek. Because the universe is clearly enjoying this karmic payback for my hubris.

      "Seriously?" I yell at the darkening sky.

      My only answer is more raindrops, fat and cold, speckling my face and arms. I pull up my hood and limp forward, looking for anything that might provide shelter—a rock outcropping, a particularly dense tree, a random luxury cabin with a hot tub and Wi-Fi.

      The rain picks up, soaking through my supposedly waterproof jacket within minutes. My teeth are chattering now, and my ankle screams with every step.

      "Just keep going," I tell myself. "One foot in front of the other."

      But which direction? The GPS on my phone died ten minutes ago, taking with it any hope of finding the trail. I'm officially, completely lost.

      As darkness falls, the forest transforms from picturesque to predatory. Every sound—the rustle of leaves, the creak of branches—becomes a threat. My imagination conjures bears, mountain lions, wolves, and ax murderers lurking behind every tree.

      I stumble over a root and go down hard, crying out as pain shoots through my already injured ankle. Mud soaks through my pants, and tears mix with the rain on my face.

      "Help!" I shout, knowing it's useless. "Anyone?"

      Nothing but the steady drum of rain and the mocking whisper of wind through the trees.

      I curl into a ball at the base of a massive pine, shivering violently. This can't be happening. I came to Montana to find myself, not die of hypothermia in the wilderness. What a stupid, cliché way to go.

      Woman on Post-Breakup Soul-Search Found Dead in Woods. Ex-Boyfriend Says 'I Told Her So.'

      The headline is so clear in my mind that I laugh, a slightly hysterical sound that turns into a sob.

      "I'm not dying here," I say through chattering teeth. "Not like this."

      But as the rain soaks me to the bone and the temperature continues to drop, I'm running out of options. My limbs are growing heavy, my thoughts sluggish. I know enough about exposure to recognize the danger signs.

      That's when I hear it—a sound different from the rain and wind. Footsteps. Heavy and deliberate, coming closer.

      Hope surges, quickly followed by fear. What if it's not help? What if it's something worse?

      I fumble for my phone, turning on the flashlight with trembling fingers. The weak beam illuminates nothing but rain and trees.

      "Hello?" My voice cracks. "Is someone there?"

      The footsteps stop. Then resume, faster now, heading straight for me.

      I push myself up against the tree trunk, heart hammering against my ribs. The flashlight beam catches movement, and suddenly there's a massive shadow stepping out of the trees.

      For a wild moment, I think it's a bear.

      But bears don't wear flannel.

      The figure looming over me is unmistakably human, but barely. He's huge—at least six-four, with shoulders that block what little light remains in the sky. A thick beard covers the lower half of his face, and beneath the hood of his jacket, I can just make out eyes narrowed in what looks like annoyance.

      "What the hell are you doing out here?" His voice is deep, rough, like he doesn't use it often.

      Relief and wariness war within me. "I—I got lost. My ankle⁠—"

      "You're three miles from the nearest trail." He cuts me off, crouching down to my level. In the dim light, I can see his face better now. He's younger than I first thought—mid-thirties maybe, with sharp eyes that miss nothing as they scan over me.

      "I know," I admit, embarrassment heating my cheeks despite the cold. "I thought I was taking a shortcut."

      He makes a sound somewhere between a grunt and a sigh. "There's no shortcut through the northern ridge."

      "I realize that now, thanks."

      His eyes narrow further at my tone. "You got a name, princess?"

      "Delilah Monroe," I say, bristling at the nickname. "But everyone calls me Lila."

      "Caleb McKenna." He offers nothing else, just studies me with those intense eyes. "Can you walk?"

      I try to stand and immediately collapse as my ankle gives out. His hands shoot out, catching me before I hit the ground. They're huge, calloused, and surprisingly gentle.

      "That's a no," he says.

      Before I can respond, he's scooping me up like I weigh nothing, one arm behind my back, the other under my knees.

      "What are you doing?" I sputter, instinctively grabbing his shoulders.

      "Getting you out of the rain before you die of exposure." His voice is matter-of-fact, like he's commenting on the weather. "My cabin's half a mile north."

      "You live out here? In the middle of nowhere?"

      "That's the point." He starts walking, his stride steady despite carrying my weight. The rain seems to bother him as much as my questions—which is to say, not at all.

      I should be terrified. I'm literally in the arms of a stranger who looks like he stepped out of a horror movie about backwoods killers. But something about him—the careful way he holds me, avoiding my injured ankle, or maybe the annoyed but resigned expression on his face—tells me I'm safer with him than I was alone.

      "Thank you," I say softly. "For finding me."

      He grunts in response, eyes fixed ahead.

      "How did you find me, anyway?" I ask. "Were you out hunting or something?"

      "Heard you yelling. Was checking my trapline."

      "Oh." I fall silent, suddenly aware of how intimately I'm pressed against him. He's radiating heat like a furnace, and despite the circumstances, I instinctively curl closer.

      "Don't get comfortable," he says, catching the movement. "As soon as this rain lets up and your ankle can handle it, you're out of here."

      "Wow, your hospitality is overwhelming."

      "I don't do hospitality." His voice is flat. "I do survival."

      We emerge from the trees into a small clearing. In the center stands a cabin—not the rustic luxury of a vacation rental, but a true woodsman's dwelling. Solid logs, a metal roof, a porch wrapping around two sides. Smoke curls from the chimney, and a warm light glows from the windows.

      "Home sweet home," I murmur.

      Caleb shoots me a look I can't quite decipher. "It's not much. But it's dry."

      He carries me up the porch steps and manages to open the door without putting me down. As we cross the threshold into warmth and light, I have the strangest feeling—like I'm leaving something behind and entering something new.

      Something I wasn't looking for but might have found anyway.
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