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Prologue




The travel brochure had promised “rustic charm.” Mia had envisioned a Pinterest-worthy cabin with twinkle lights, artisanal mugs, and maybe a deer politely grazing outside. What she got instead was a feral raccoon staging a military coup. 

The moment she opened the door, the creature launched into what could only be described as a blitzkrieg. The curtains were shredded like tissue paper at a toddler’s birthday party, the mini-fridge lay belly-up in defeat, and the raccoon—eyes wild, tail twitching—was perched on the counter like a warlord surveying conquered territory.

Mia screamed. Not a delicate, cinematic scream. A full-throttle, banshee shriek that rattled the rafters and made the raccoon pause mid-rampage, as if to say, “Lady, calm down. I’m just redecorating.” Within seconds, she had scaled the log wall, clinging to the beams like a terrified koala.

Enter Clint.

Clint was a rancher by trade, but every summer he moonlighted as a nature trek guide for tourists who thought “roughing it” meant forgetting their oat milk. He’d heard screams before—usually when someone spotted a harmless chipmunk—but this one was different. This was the kind of scream that said, “Either I’m being murdered, or a raccoon is auditioning for Cirque du Soleil.”

He burst through the cabin door armed with a rifle, a lasso, and—because it was closest—a frying pan. He looked like a man prepared to fight off a bear, a burglar, or possibly cook breakfast mid-battle.

Clint’s inner monologue kicked in immediately:

Well, hell. This is what happens when you leave city folk alone for five minutes. Woman’s halfway up the wall like a barn cat, raccoon’s tearing through the place like it’s got a vendetta, and I’m standing here with cookware. Lord help me, I should’ve stayed on the ranch.

The raccoon screeched, launched itself off the counter, and ricocheted across the room like a furry missile. Clint swung the frying pan with the precision of a man who’d once batted away rogue chickens. The raccoon dodged, Mia shrieked again, and Clint muttered, “Worst rodeo I’ve ever signed up for.”

Meanwhile, Mia—still clinging to the wall—was narrating her own horror:

“Oh, yes. Five-star accommodations. Rustic charm. Complimentary wildlife invasion. I should’ve known when the brochure said, ‘authentic experience.’ Authentic my butt. I paid extra for a cabin with a porch swing, not a raccoon rave.”

The chaos escalated. Clint tried to lasso the raccoon, which only made it angrier. Mia shouted, “Do something!” Clint shouted back, “I am doing something!” The raccoon, unimpressed, knocked over a lamp and hissed like it was auditioning for villain of the year.

Finally, with a heroic frying-pan swing, Clint managed to redirect the raccoon toward the open window. It fled into the night, leaving behind a trail of destruction and a cabin that looked like it had hosted a rock concert.

Clint holstered his rifle with cowboy dignity, adjusted his hat, and glanced at Mia—still plastered to the wall like a decorative sconce.

“Ma’am,” he drawled, “looks like you’ve got yourself a squatter problem.”

Mia slid down the wall, breathless, hair wild, dignity in tatters. “Squatter problem? That thing was running a full-scale military operation. Do you offer pest control as part of your guided nature treks, or is that extra?”

Clint sighed. Yep. Just another day in paradise. And it’s only week one.

And just like that, the natural catastrophe began—not with candlelight or violins, but with a raccoon blitzkrieg, a frying pan duel, and the kind of sarcastic commentary that could only lead to trouble.








  
  
Chapter One




The cabin looked like it had survived a tornado sponsored by wildlife. Shredded curtains dangled like surrender flags, the lamp lay sideways in defeat, and the mini-fridge sat in the middle of the floor like a casualty of war. 

Clint bent down, gripped the fridge with one hand, and hoisted it back into its corner as if it weighed no more than a sack of feed. He gave it a shove, adjusted it until it sat square, and dusted his hands off with cowboy finality.

Mia, meanwhile, sat stiffly on the couch, arms crossed, glaring at him like he’d personally mailed the raccoon an invitation.

“Oh, good. You put the fridge back. That’ll really fix the trauma. I’m sure my therapist will be thrilled to hear about your interior design skills.”

Clint grunted “Fridge don’t care about trauma. It just needs to stay upright.”

“Wow. Inspirational. Do you do motivational speeches too? ‘Stand tall like a fridge, ignore the chaos.’”

Clint shrugged his wide shoulders “Could work. Folks pay good money for less wisdom.”

Mia narrowed her eyes.

“You know, I’m starting to think you and that raccoon were in cahoots. It trashed the place, you swoop in with your frying pan, and suddenly you’re the hero. Classic setup.”

“Ma’am, if I was in cahoots with a raccoon, I’d charge admission. Folks love a good show.”

“Oh, trust me, I’d pay to see you wrestle a raccoon. But only if snacks were included.”

Clint leaned against the fridge, arms crossed, unbothered.

“Snacks are what got us into this mess. Critter smelled granola. You city folks always bring food that screams ‘eat me.’”

“Excuse me, granola is a health staple. It’s not supposed to be bait for woodland terrorists.”

“Out here, granola’s just perfume for varmints. Might as well hang a neon sign that says, ‘buffet open.’”

Mia groaned, flopping back against the couch.

“Fantastic. So my vacation is basically a wildlife buffet. Do you offer refunds or just counseling?”

“Refunds don’t cover raccoon raids. Counseling’s extra. Comes with a frying pan demonstration.”

“Oh, perfect. I’ll just add that to my itinerary. Yoga by the lake, raccoon therapy session, and a guided tour of Clint’s Fridge Philosophy.”

Clint smirked, tipping his hat back.

“Better than sittin’ in traffic back in the city.”

“Traffic doesn’t hiss at you and knock over lamps.”

“Depends on the driver.”

Mia shot him a look, half horrified, half amused.

“You’re impossible.”

“Nah. Just practical. You want peace, you gotta earn it. And screamin’ like a banshee every time a critter sneezes ain’t earnin’ much.”

“That was not a sneeze. That was a raccoon launching itself like a furry missile. I was one scream away from becoming a cautionary tale.”

“If it wanted you, you’d know. Raccoons don’t hesitate. They’re like teenagers at a bonfire—straight for the goods.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel better? That I was less interesting than a box of granola bars?”

Clint shrugged “Depends how much you like granola.”

Mia threw a pillow at him. He caught it effortlessly, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“This is going to be the worst vacation of my life.”

“Or the most memorable. Depends how you look at it.”

“Memorable? Clint, I’m going to need therapy.”

“Therapy’s down the road. Costs more than the cabin. I’m cheaper.”

“Cheaper? You just fought a raccoon with a frying pan. That’s not therapy, that’s insanity.”

“Worked, didn’t it?”

Mia sighed, shaking her head, but the corner of her mouth betrayed the tiniest smile.

And just like that, their first “conversation” was less about introductions and more about survival, sarcasm, and a fridge that had seen better days.

The cabin was finally quiet, though “quiet” was relative—shredded curtains still fluttered like battle flags, the lamp lay sideways in defeat, and the faint smell of raccoon lingered in the air like a bad omen. Clint gave the fridge one last shove into its corner, dusted his hands off, and turned toward Mia.

Clint tipped his hat back, voice steady and matter-of-fact.

“Alright, ma’am. That’s enough excitement for one night. You’d best get some rest. We leave at dawn for the first hike.”

Mia’s head snapped up, eyes wide.

“Dawn? As in, when the sun is still hitting snooze? Clint, I just survived a raccoon blitzkrieg. I think I’ve earned at least a brunch start time.”

Clint replied dryly, “Brunch don’t exist out here. Out here, you get sunrise and whatever you can fry in a pan.”

“Oh, wonderful. So my vacation itinerary is: wake up at farm hours, eat mystery pan food, and dodge wildlife. Truly the dream.”

Clint leaned against the doorframe, unbothered.

“Dream or not, dawn’s when the trail’s safest. Cooler air, less critters, better footing. You want tranquility? That’s when you’ll find it.”

“Tranquility? Clint, I just watched a raccoon audition for Mad Max. I don’t think tranquility is in the cards.”

“That was a one-off. Odds of another blitzkrieg tonight are slim.”

“Slim? That’s not comforting. Slim is the same chance I have of fitting into my jeans after vacation.”

Clint smirked faintly, adjusting his hat.

“Well, you’ll fit into your boots just fine. And you’ll need ‘em. Trail’s rocky.”

“Boots? Clint, these are designer hiking shoes. They’re meant for Instagram, not actual dirt.”

“Shoes don’t care what they’re meant for. Dirt’s dirt. You’ll learn quick.”

Mia groaned, flopping back against the couch.

“Get some sleep. Tomorrow’s hike starts at dawn sharp. I’ll knock on the door. Don’t make me drag you out.”

“Drag me out? Clint, if you wake me before coffee, I’ll sue.”

Clint grinned faintly, “Coffee’s optional. Sunrise ain’t.”

With that, Clint tipped his hat, opened the cabin door, and stepped out into the night, leaving Mia to stew in her indignation. She sat back, muttering to herself.

“Five-star accommodations, my butt. And now a five-star boot camp. Perfect.”

Outside, the crickets chirped, the stars glittered, and somewhere in the shadows, the raccoon plotted its triumphant encore.

The night air was cool, the kind that carried the scent of pine and the faint hum of crickets. Clint tipped his hat lower as he stepped off the porch, boots crunching against the gravel path. Behind him, Mia’s cabin sat in disarray—curtains shredded, lamp toppled, fridge barely upright. He chuckled under his breath, the sound rolling low and amused.

Lord help me, he thought, that woman’s impossible. Arms crossed like I invited the raccoon myself. City folks always think nature’s supposed to be polite. Out here, it’s just honest. Loud, messy, and hungry.

He shook his head, still grinning. The image of her clinging to the log wall like a decorative sconce replayed in his mind, followed by her glare sharp enough to cut steel.

Tomorrow morning’s gonna be fun, he mused. Wakin’ her up at dawn? She’ll probably threaten to sue me. Might even throw another pillow. I’ll drag her out if I have to. Lord knows she’ll hate it.

He laughed outright this time, the sound echoing softly across the quiet trail. Then, mid-chuckle, he caught himself.

Cute, he realized, almost startled. She’s cute. In that city sort of way—sarcasm sharp enough to skin a man, hair all wild from climbin’ walls, lookin’ like she’d rather fight me than thank me. Cute.

Clint stopped for a moment, staring out at the moonlit fields stretching toward his farmhouse. He shook his head again, muttering to himself.

“Hell, Clint. You just fought a raccoon with a fryin’ pan, and now you’re laughin’ about a woman who thinks granola’s sacred. You’ve lost it.”

Still, the grin lingered as he walked on, boots steady, the farmhouse light glowing faintly in the distance. Tomorrow would bring dawn, a hike, and more of Mia’s impossible sarcasm. And Clint, against his better judgment, was already looking forward to it.

The cabin was quiet now, though “quiet” was relative. The curtains still hung in tatters, the lamp lay sideways like a fallen soldier, and the faint presence of raccoon lingered in the air like a bad joke. Mia sat on the couch, arms crossed, lower lip jutting out in a pout that could rival a sulky teenager.

She glared at the wreckage, muttering under her breath.

“Rustic charm, my butt. More like rustic chaos. Five-star accommodations, complete with wildlife demolition crew.”

She shifted, hugging a pillow to her chest, still simmering. Her mind replayed the fiasco in vivid detail—the raccoon’s blitzkrieg, her banshee scream, Clint barging in like some cowboy superhero armed with… a frying pan.

At first, she groaned. Then, against her will, the corners of her mouth twitched.

The image sharpened: Clint, hat tipped low, rifle slung, lasso dangling, and frying pan raised high like it was Excalibur. He’d swung it with the solemnity of a knight defending his kingdom, except his “kingdom” was a cabin that looked like it had hosted a raccoon rave.

Mia snorted. Then she burst out laughing. She began talking to herself, which was normal with her profession… making things make sense in the literary world. Some would think she was insane if they didn’t know any better.

“Oh my god. He looked like he was about to knight the raccoon. ‘Sir Trash Panda, defender of granola.’”

She doubled over, clutching the pillow, laughter spilling out until tears pricked her eyes. The absurdity of it all—the frying pan duel, Clint’s muttered cowboy commentary, her own koala impression clinging to the wall—hit her like a wave.

“I screamed like a banshee, he swung like a medieval chef, and somehow we survived. This is ridiculous.”

Her laughter echoed through the cabin, bouncing off the log walls, chasing away the lingering tension. For the first time since she’d arrived, she felt lighter.

She wiped her eyes, still chuckling, and shook her head.

“Clint with a frying pan. Honestly, if that’s wilderness pest control, I might survive this vacation after all.”

She leaned back against the couch, smile lingering, the image of Clint’s absurd heroics replaying like a comedy sketch in her mind.

For now, Mia laughed herself into exhaustion, drifting toward sleep with the ridiculous memory of Clint’s frying-pan Excalibur as her lullaby.








  
  
Chapter Two




The sun hadn’t even considered rising yet when Clint knocked once on Mia’s cabin door, then pushed it open without ceremony. He stood there, hat tipped, boots muddy, already looking like he’d wrestled the morning into submission. 

“Rise and shine, ma’am. Trail waits for no one.”

Mia groaned from the couch, buried under a blanket like a reluctant burrito.

“Trail can wait. Trail can take a nap. Trail can mind its own business.”

Clint strode in, grabbed the edge of the blanket, and yanked it off with the efficiency of a man who’d done this before.

“Blanket ain’t gonna help you hike. Boots will. Get up.”

Mia sat up, her hair wild like she had stuck her finger in a light socket. “Do you wake all your guests like this? Because if so, you should advertise it: Authentic Wilderness Experience—includes unsolicited cowboy alarm clock.”

“Alarm clocks don’t carry rifles. I do.”

“Oh, that’s comforting. Nothing says, ‘relaxing vacation’ like being woken up by a man with a gun and a hat.”

Clint ignored her sarcasm, tossed her hiking boots onto the floor, and gestured toward them.

“Put those on. Trail’s rocky.”

“These are designer hiking shoes. Not meant for dirt as I said last night”

“Like they care what they’re meant for. Dirt’s dirt. Just put them on.”

Minutes later, Mia trudged behind Clint, muttering under her breath. The forest was alive with birdsong, the air crisp, the ground uneven. Clint walked with steady ease, while Mia stumbled like a reluctant tourist. The others in tow, seemed to have no issue.

“This is cruel and unusual punishment. I should’ve stayed in bed. Or better yet, booked a spa.”

“Spa don’t teach you how to keep your footing. Trail does.”

“Spa also doesn’t have raccoons launching themselves at your face. Point for spa.”

“Spa’s got towels. Towels don’t scare off varmints. Frying pans do.”

Mia rolled her eyes, nearly tripping over a root.

“Oh yes, the legendary wilderness defense: cookware. I’ll be sure to pack a skillet next time.”

“Skillet’s heavier. Frying pans quicker. Balance matters.”

“You’re insane.”

“Nope, just practical.”

They reached a clearing where the sunrise finally spilled gold across the trees. Clint stopped, hands on his hips, surveying the horizon with quiet satisfaction. Mia collapsed onto a rock, panting dramatically.

“Congratulations. You’ve successfully dragged me into the wilderness at an hour when civilized people are still asleep. What now? Do we fight bears? Wrestle squirrels? Host a raccoon reunion?”

“We walk. We breathe. We listen. That’s the hike.”

“That’s it? No pancakes? No coffee? Just breathing?”

“Coffee’s optional. Sunrise ain’t.”

Mia groaned, flopping back against the rock.

“Honestly, this trip is shaping up to be a disaster.”

Clint smirked “Disaster’s just another word for adventure. Depends how you spin it.”

Mia shot him a glare, but the sunrise caught her hair in a halo of light, and Clint’s grin deepened. He turned back to the trail, boots steady, while Mia muttered sarcastic commentary with every step.

The forest was alive with birdsong, the air crisp, and the trail uneven. Clint strode ahead with the steady gait of a man who’d walked this path a thousand times. Mia trudged behind, muttering like a prisoner on a chain gang.

“Every twig snap is a death threat. I swear something’s stalking us.”

Clint spoke without looking back “That’s a squirrel. They stalk acorns, not people.”

“Oh sure, today it’s acorns. Tomorrow it’s ankles.”

Clint smirked, adjusting his hat.

“If a squirrel takes you down, ma’am, I’ll retire.”

They walked a few more steps. A bird screeched overhead. Mia froze.

“That’s it. That’s the sound of imminent doom. Some kind of hawk circling us like prey.”

“That’s a blue jay. Loudest bird in the woods, dumb as a post. Only thing it circles is its own nest.”

“Well, it sounded predatory. I have city ears. They’re not calibrated for wilderness terror.”

“City ears don’t matter. Out here, everything sounds bigger than it is. That’s how the woods keep folks humble.”

Mia groaned, stumbling over a root.

“Humbling? Clint, I’m one trip away from a lawsuit.”

“Trail don’t care about lawsuits. Trail just wins.”

They reached a steep section of the trail. Clint moved with ease, boots gripping the dirt. Mia, however, wobbled like a toddler on roller skates.

“This is unsafe. OSHA would shut this down.”

“OSHA don’t hike. Keep your weight low, watch your footing.”

“My footing is fine—”

Her words cut off as her designer hiking shoe caught on a root. She pitched forward, arms flailing, and tumbled down the slope in a spectacular display of choreographed chaos. Leaves flew, dirt scattered, and Mia landed in a heap at the bottom, hair wild, dignity shredded.

Clint descended calmly after her, hands in his pockets, shaking his head.

“Well, you made it down quicker than most.”

Mia looked at him, spitting out a leaf “Quicker? Clint, I just invented a new sport: downhill disaster.”

“Could catch on. Folks pay good money for thrills.”

“Thrills? I nearly broke my neck!”

“Neck’s fine. Pride took the hit. Pride heals slower.”

Mia glared at him, brushing dirt off her clothes.

“This is the worst vacation of my life.”

Clint smirked yet again, “Or the funniest. Depends how you look at it.”

Mia groaned, but despite herself, a laugh bubbled up. Clint tipped his hat, offered her a hand, and together they trudged onward—her sarcasm colliding with his dry pragmatism every step of the way.

And somewhere in the trees, the raccoon probably applauded.

The trail wound deeper into the forest, sunlight filtering through the trees. Clint walked with steady ease, boots crunching on gravel, while Mia stumbled behind, muttering like she was narrating her own tragic documentary.

A rustle in the brush made her freeze. Out stepped a deer, elegant and calm, ears flicking as it sniffed the air.

Mia gasped, “Oh my god—it’s charging! Clint, do something!”

Clint replied without breaking stride “That’s a deer. It’s grazin’. Only thing it’s charging is grass.”

“Charging grass? Clint, it’s staring at me like I’m a salad bar!”

“If it wanted you, you’d know. Deer don’t hesitate. They’re like vegetarians at a buffet—straight for the lettuce.”

Mia clutched his arm dramatically.

“So you’re saying I’m lettuce?”

“More like granola. Deer don’t care for granola.”

Mia groaned, glaring at the deer, which blinked at her lazily before trotting off.

They continued down the trail until Clint stopped abruptly, pointing at a wide, murky puddle stretching across the path.

“Step careful. Trail’s soft here.”

Mia squinted at it.

“Soft? Clint, that’s a swamp. I’ll sink and be lost forever.”

“It’s a puddle. Two feet wide. Step around it.”

“Step around it? In these shoes? They’re not engineered for puddle evasion.”

Clint sighed, stepped lightly to the side, and crossed with ease. Mia followed, arms flailing for balance. Halfway across, her foot slipped.

“Oh no—”

She toppled forward, landing face-first in the mud with a spectacular splat. The puddle erupted, splattering her from head to toe. When she sat up, dripping and horrified, she looked like she’d lost a fight with a chocolate fountain.

Clint turned back, expression calm, voice steady.

“Well. You made it across. Sort of.”

“Sort of? I look like a swamp monster!”

“Swamp monster’s got more dignity. You’ll dry.”

“Dry? I’m covered head to toe! This is the worst vacation of my life.”

“You keep sayin’ that… it’s nothing if not eventful.”

Mia glared at him, mud dripping from her hair, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or cry. Clint tipped his hat, offered her a hand, and pulled her out of the puddle.

“Come on. Trail don’t wait. And neither do raccoons.”

Mia groaned, but trudged forward, dripping mud, sarcasm intact. Clint walked beside her, steady as ever, secretly amused.

And somewhere in the trees, the deer probably laughed too.

The trail narrowed, winding through thick brush. Clint moved with steady ease, boots crunching on gravel, while Mia lagged behind, muttering like she was narrating her own tragic memoir.

Suddenly, a chipmunk darted across the path, tail flicking, cheeks bulging with stolen acorns.

Mia screamed “Rabid beast! It’s coming for me!”

Without breaking stride, Clint spoke. “That’s a chipmunk. Only thing it’s comin’ for is more acorns.”

“Acorns? It looked me dead in the eye. That was a death stare.”

“Death stare’s just how they ask for snacks. You don’t got snacks, you’re safe.”

“Safe? It sprinted like a ninja! I swear it was calculating my weaknesses.”

“Your weakness is panic. Chipmunks don’t calculate. They just run.”

Mia groaned, clutching her chest dramatically.

“This forest is a death trap. First raccoons, now ninja rodents. What’s next, killer butterflies?”

“Butterflies don’t kill. They confuse. Big difference.”

They pressed on until the trail dipped into a thicket of brambles. Clint stepped carefully, brushing branches aside with practiced ease. Mia, however, charged forward with exaggerated determination.

“I refuse to be defeated by shrubbery!”

Her foot caught on a root, and she pitched sideways into the brambles. The bushes swallowed her whole, twigs snapping, leaves flying. She flailed wildly, arms tangled, hair snagged, looking like a city girl reenacting a wilderness horror film.

“Clint! Help! The forest is eating me alive!”

Clint sighed, walked over, and calmly grabbed her under the arms, hauling her out like a farmer pulling a goat from a fence.

“You’re fine. Just scratched up. Brambles don’t eat people.”

Mia glared at him covered in leaves. “Don’t eat people? Clint, I was one scream away from becoming compost!”

“Compost’s useful. You’d make good fertilizer.”

Mia spat out a stubborn leaf, her face twisted in indignation.

“Fertilizer? Clint, this is officially the worst vacation of my life.”

Clint’s smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth as he adjusted his hat.

“Worst or funniest—it’s all in how you tell the story.”

Mia groaned, brushing twigs from her hair with exaggerated drama. But then, against her will, a laugh slipped out—half horrified, half amused. She shook her head, muttering.

“I can’t believe I’m laughing. You’re ridiculous.”

Clint extended a hand, steady and unbothered.

“Ridiculous keeps you moving. Now come on.”

She took his hand, still chuckling, and together they trudged onward, her sarcasm ricocheting off his dry pragmatism like sparks off flint. Every snapped twig became another “near-death experience” in Mia’s narration, every rustle another “wild beast,” and Clint countered each with calm cowboy logic that only made her roll her eyes harder.

By midday, the sun was high and the trail had turned into a test of endurance. Mia trudged along, her stomach growling so loudly it sounded like a distant bear. She clutched her midsection dramatically, glaring at Clint’s back as he led the group with the calm stride of a man who’d already eaten breakfast at dawn.

“Clint, I’m starving. My stomach is staging a protest. If I don’t eat soon, I’ll collapse and you’ll have to carry me back.”

Clint stopped at a bend in the trail where a creek gurgled cheerfully, its water sparkling in the sunlight. He gestured toward a small setup waiting by the bank—fishing poles propped against a log, a tackle box full of lures, and a tin of worms wriggling with unsettling enthusiasm.

“Lunch.”

Mia blinked, horrified.

“Lunch? That’s a creek. Creeks don’t serve lunch. Creeks serve… bacteria.”

Clint responded with deadpan seriousness. “Creek serves fish. Fish serve lunch. Simple math.”

“Oh no. No, no, no. You’re telling me I have to fish? With… those? That’s not lunch, that’s a horror movie.” Mia shrieked while staring at the worms.

Clint picked up a pole, threaded a worm onto the hook with practiced ease, and cast into the water.

“You want food, you catch it. Trail don’t come with waiters.”

“Waiters don’t wriggle! I can’t touch that. It’s slimy. It’s… alive. My lunch is alive.”

“Not for long.”

Mia gasped, stepping back.

“That’s barbaric! In the city, lunch comes in a box. With napkins. And maybe a side of fries. Not… scales and eyeballs.”

Clint reeled in slightly, eyes on the water.

“Fries don’t swim. Fish do. Out here, you eat what you catch.”

“Catch? The only thing I’ve ever caught is a cab. And even that was traumatic.”

Clint smirked, handing her a pole.

“Then today you catch lunch. Hold the pole steady. Worm’s already on.”

Mia recoiled, holding the pole like it was a live grenade.

“This is ridiculous. I’m going to faint. My stomach is growling, my dignity is gone, and now I’m expected to murder Nemo.”

“Nemo’s saltwater. These are trout.”

“Oh, thank you for the biology lesson. That really helps my conscience.”

Her stomach growled again, louder this time. Clint raised an eyebrow.

“Sounds like your stomach agrees with me.”

“Fine. But if I fall in, or if a fish touches me, I’m suing.” Mia fired off after giving the most dramatic sigh ever.

“Trail don’t recognize lawsuits. Only lunch.”

Mia groaned, reluctantly lowering the pole into the water. She sat stiffly on the bank, glaring at Clint while he watched the line with calm patience.

Minutes passed. Suddenly, her pole jerked. Mia shrieked, nearly tossing it into the creek.

“It’s attacking me! Clint, do something!”

Clint chuckled, steadying her grip.

“It’s biting. Reel it in.”

“Reel it in? It’s fighting for its life! I can’t—”

“You can. Or you’ll stay hungry.”

Mia groaned, fumbling with the reel, shrieking every time the fish splashed. Finally, with Clint’s help, she dragged a wriggling trout onto the bank. She stared at it in horror.

“Oh my god. It’s… slimy. It’s looking at me. Clint, it knows.”

“It knows it’s lunch.”

Mia dropped the pole, clutching her stomach dramatically.

“Honestly, this might be the worst vacation I’ve ever signed up for.”

Clint smirked as he lifted the wriggling trout with practiced ease.

“Could be the worst, could be the best. Depends on how much you exaggerate later.”

Mia groaned, brushing damp hair from her face, but a reluctant laugh slipped out anyway. Clint tipped his hat, crouched by the creek, and began cleaning the fish with calm precision. The water gurgled cheerfully beside them, underscoring the absurdity: lunch in the wilderness, equal parts slime, sarcasm, and cowboy common sense.

The creek burbled cheerfully as Clint crouched by a small fire pit he’d built with the ease of a man who’d done it a thousand times. He laid the cleaned trout on a flat rock, sprinkled it with a pinch of salt from a tin he carried, and set a cast-iron pan over the flames. The sizzle was immediate, the smell rich and earthy.

Mia sat nearby on a log, arms crossed, mud still streaked across her clothes from earlier disasters. Her stomach growled so loudly it startled a bird from a nearby branch.

“Oh, perfect. Five-star dining in the mud. Truly the rustic experience I paid for. Where’s the maître d’? Should I expect a wine list?”

Clint deadpanned her flipping the fish with ease. “Wine list’s short. Creek water or nothin’.”

“Lovely. And the ambiance—smoke in my hair, mosquitoes for company. Really sets the mood.”

Clint smirked, adjusting the pan.

“Ambiance is free. Food’s extra.”

“Food? That fish was alive ten minutes ago. I’m basically eating trauma.”

“Trauma tastes better fried.”

Mia groaned, leaning back dramatically.

“Lunch comes with napkins and maybe a bread basket, where I’m from. Here, I get slime and twigs.”

“Bread basket don’t swim. Fish do. Out here, you eat what you catch.”

“Catch? I screamed the whole time. That fish practically caught me.”

Clint chuckled, sliding the sizzling trout onto a tin plate. He handed it to her with calm cowboy dignity.

“Lunch is served.”

Mia stared at the plate, horrified.

“Served? This looks like something out of a survival documentary. Where’s the garnish? Where’s the drizzle of artisanal sauce?”

“Garnish is smoke. Sauce is hunger. Both come free.”

Her stomach growled again, louder this time. She sighed, picked up the fish, and took a tentative bite. Her eyes widened despite herself.

“Okay… fine. It’s actually good. But don’t think this makes up for the mud puddle fiasco.”

“Mud puddle was entertainment. This is lunch. Two for one deal.” Clint couldn’t help but smile at that recollection.

Mia laughed, shaking her head, chewing another bite.

“Worst vacation of my life. And somehow… the funniest.”

Clint tipped his hat, poked at the fire, and let the creek’s cheerful burble fill the silence.








  
  
Chapter Three




The sun had shifted overhead, filtering through the trees in long, dappled streaks. The trail wound upward, uneven and stubborn, the kind of climb that demanded silence and stamina. Clint walked with steady ease, boots crunching against gravel, his stride unbroken. Mia trudged behind, dragging her feet, her voice filling the forest with complaints. 

“I swear, Clint, I’m full of protein trauma. That fish is sitting in my stomach like a guilty conscience. Every step feels like I’m carrying the weight of its tiny, slimy soul.”

“Protein’s fuel. You’ll need it for the next uphill stretch.”

“Fuel? I feel like I swallowed regret. My body isn’t running on energy—it’s running on shame.”

“Shame burns the same as calories.”

“Oh, that’s comforting. So I’m basically hiking on guilt metabolism. Fantastic.”

They reached a steeper incline. Clint leaned forward slightly, his stride steady. Mia groaned, clutching her stomach dramatically.

“This hill is cruel. My thighs are filing complaints. My lungs are staging a protest. My dignity left three miles ago.”

“Dignity don’t climb hills. Legs do.”

“My legs are unionizing against this hike. They’re demanding hazard pay.”

“Hazard pay’s lunch. You already got it.”

“Lunch was trauma. I’m basically hiking on guilt calories.”

“Calories don’t care how you feel. They burn the same.”

Mia stumbled over a root, catching herself with a shriek. She clutched a tree for balance, glaring at Clint.

“See? The forest is actively trying to kill me. Every root is a trap. Every branch is a weapon. I’m a cautionary tale in hiking boots.”

“Trail don’t hate you. Trail just don’t care.”

“Don’t care? It’s plotting against me. I can feel it. The trees are whispering. They’re saying, ‘Let’s trip her again.’”

“Trees don’t whisper. Wind does.”

“Well, the wind is conspiring too. Everything out here is against me.”

“Wind don’t conspire. It blows.”

Mia groaned, dragging herself forward. Her hair stuck to her forehead, her shoes scuffed, her voice rising with every step.

“This is barbaric. In the city, uphill means escalators. Escalators don’t demand cardio. Escalators love you.”

“Escalators break. Trail don’t.”

“Trail breaks people, Clint. Specifically me.”

“You’re still walkin’. Trail ain’t won yet.”

They climbed higher, the air thinning slightly, the forest opening into patches of sunlight. Mia collapsed against a rock, panting dramatically.

“I’m done. My body is staging a walkout. My legs are on strike. My arms are filing grievances. My stomach is still mourning the fish.”

“Legs don’t strike. They move when you tell ‘em to.”

“Not mine. Mine are rebelling. They’re demanding better working conditions. Like flat ground. Or air conditioning.”

“Flat ground’s down the hill. Air conditioning’s back in the city. Neither’s here.”

“Exactly. Which proves my point. This is cruel and unusual punishment.”

“Punishment’s a choice. You chose the trail.”

“I chose a vacation. You turned it into a survival course.”

“Vacation’s what you make it. Trail’s just the setting.”

Mia groaned again, pushing herself off the rock, trudging forward with exaggerated misery.

“Worst vacation of my life. And somehow… I’m still walking.”

Clint tipped his hat, steady as ever, his stride unbroken. Mia followed, sarcasm colliding with his exploitation step by step, the forest echoing with their mismatched rhythm—her theatrical protests and his calm, unyielding logic stretching into the long afternoon climb.

The sun dipped low, painting the sky in streaks of orange and violet. The cabins circled a communal firepit, its stone ring blackened from countless nights of use. Clint crouched by the pit, stacking kindling with the quiet precision of a man who’d done this every evening of his life. His movements were steady, deliberate—flint striking steel, sparks catching, flames licking upward until the fire crackled to life.

Mia dropped onto a log bench nearby, arms crossed, hair still wild from the day’s disasters. She surveyed the scene with narrowed eyes, her sarcasm ready to pounce.

“Ah yes, five-star accommodations. Dirt floors, log seating, and a firepit centerpiece. Truly rustic chic. I’m sure Architectural Digest will be calling any minute.”

Clint adjusted a log in the flames, unbothered.

“Fire’s warm. That’s all it needs to be.”

“Warm? It’s smoke in my hair, ash on my jeans, and mosquitoes for dessert. This is less ‘warm’ and more ‘survivalist nightmare.’”

“Mosquitoes don’t bite much once the fire’s strong.”

“Oh, wonderful. So the fire doubles as pest control. Should I tip it?”

Clint leaned back on his heels, watching the flames settle.

“Tip’s optional. Fire don’t care.”

Mia groaned, pulling her knees up to her chest.

“In the city, evening means wine bars, candlelight, maybe a rooftop view. Here, I get smoke signals and dirt couture.”

“Wine bar don’t keep you warm. Fire does.”

“Warm? I smell like a campfire already. I’m basically marinating in eau de smoke.”

“Better than perfume. Perfume don’t keep critters away.”

“Critters? Clint, if another raccoon shows up, I’m suing. This firepit better come with a security system.”

“Security system’s me. Frying pan’s backup.”

Mia buried her face in her hands, laughing despite herself.

“This is absurd. I’m sitting in the dirt, eating trauma fish, and relying on cookware for protection. Worst vacation of my life.”

Clint tipped his hat, gaze steady on the fire.

“Or the most memorable. Depends how you look at it.”

The flames crackled, casting shadows across the cabins. Around the communal pit, the wilderness hummed with night sounds—crickets, owls, the distant rustle of leaves. Mia sat stiffly, sarcasm spilling with every breath, while Clint remained calm. Together, they shared the fire—her dramatic critiques colliding with his quiet logic, the evening settling into its mismatched rhythm.

The firepit had burned down to glowing embers, the cabins tucked into the hush of the forest. Clint tipped his hat to the group, then headed back toward his farmhouse at the edge of the property. His boots crunched softly on the dirt path, the night air cool and still.

Inside, he hung his hat on the peg by the door, poured himself a glass of bourbon, and leaned against the counter. His mind replayed the day’s trek—the raccoon fiasco, Mia’s horrified shrieks at squirrels and chipmunks, her tumble into brambles, the mud puddle disaster, and her dramatic commentary about “protein trauma.”

Clint chuckled quietly to himself.

Lord help me, she’s a handful. Every step’s a catastrophe, every word’s a complaint… and somehow it’s the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in years.

He shook his head, amused, finding her chaos oddly endearing. The way she turned every mishap into a theatrical performance, the way her sarcasm ricocheted off his pragmatism—it was exhausting, sure, but adorable in its own way. He finished his bourbon, stretched, and settled into bed, the day’s disasters lingering in his thoughts like fond memories.

Meanwhile, in her cabin, Mia lay wide-eyed in the dark. The rustic silence pressed in, broken only by the occasional creak of wood and the rustle of leaves outside.

“Oh perfect. Nature’s horror soundtrack. Creaks, groans, rustling branches. I’m basically starring in a low-budget thriller.”

A branch scraped against the window. She flinched.

“There it is—the opening credits. Killer raccoon returns for revenge.”

The wind picked up, rattling the shutters.

“Act Two: The forest whispers. Translation: ‘We’re coming for you, city girl.’”

An owl hooted in the distance.

“Of course. The ominous soundtrack. Every horror movie needs one.”

She pulled the blanket tighter around herself, muttering.

“This is ridiculous. People pay for peace and quiet. I get creaks, rustles, and the ghost of a trout haunting my digestive system.”

Another creak echoed from the rafters. Mia groaned.

“Fantastic. The cabin’s haunted too. Worst vacation of my life. And somehow… still the funniest.”

She rolled onto her side, sarcasm her only shield against the wilderness, while Clint slept soundly back at his farmhouse, quietly charmed by the chaos she carried with her.

The first light of dawn stretched across the ranch, pale gold spilling over the fields. Clint was already awake, boots on, hat tipped low, moving with the quiet rhythm of habit. He fed the horses, checked the fence line, poured himself a mug of coffee. But even as he worked, his mind kept circling back to Mia.

Every mishap from the day before replayed in his memory—her shrieks at chipmunks, the tumble into brambles, the mud puddle disaster, her horrified commentary about “protein trauma.” He found himself chuckling, shaking his head at the sheer absurdity of it all.

She’s chaos wrapped in sarcasm. Every step’s a catastrophe, every word’s a complaint… and somehow it’s the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in years.

He paused, leaning against the fence, coffee warm in his hand. The thought lingered, heavier now. Entertaining, sure. But is that all it is? Or am I starting to… feel something?

Clint frowned at the horizon. He wasn’t a man prone to overthinking—life was usually simple, practical. But Mia wasn’t simple. She was exhausting, dramatic, impossible—and yet, when she laughed despite herself, when her sarcasm cracked into something softer, he felt a tug he couldn’t quite explain.

Maybe it’s just the novelty. Maybe I’m just amused. Or maybe… He shook his head, unwilling to finish the thought.

Meanwhile, across the communal cabins, Mia staggered out into the morning light. Her hair was a mess, her eyes ringed with exhaustion, and her blanket was still draped around her shoulders like a cape. She squinted at the sunrise, muttering to herself as if narrating a documentary.

“Survivor’s log, day two. Subject endured a sleepless night in hostile territory. Cabin creaks were relentless. Wind whispered threats. Owl provided ominous soundtrack. Subject remains alive, but barely.”

She shuffled toward the firepit, clutching her blanket tighter.

“Every rustle was a monster. Every shadow was a ghost. I’m starring in nature’s horror film, and the cabin was the set. No stunt double. No special effects. Just me, panic, and a blanket.”

A bird chirped overhead. Mia flinched.

“And now the soundtrack continues. Nature refuses to let me rest. Worst vacation of my life. And somehow… still ongoing.”

She collapsed onto a log bench, yawning dramatically, while Clint approached from the path, coffee mug in hand. He watched her with quiet amusement, his smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“Morning.”

“Morning? Clint, it’s a miracle I survived the night. I deserve a medal. Or at least a nap.”

Clint tipped his hat, steady as ever.

“Trail don’t hand out medals. Just more hills.”

Mia groaned again, burying her face in her blanket. Clint sipped his coffee, still watching her. Her sarcasm was relentless, her dramatics exhausting—and yet, he couldn’t shake the thought that maybe it wasn’t just entertainment anymore. Maybe, against all logic, he was starting to care.

She kept going, voice rising with each detail. Clint listened, outwardly calm, but inside his thoughts churned.

She’s relentless. Every sound becomes a story, every inconvenience a catastrophe. It’s exhausting. Lord knows I came out here for quiet, for peace. And now she’s filled every hour with noise.

Mia flinched at a bird overhead.

“And now the soundtrack continues. Nature refuses to let me rest. Worst vacation of my life. And somehow… still ongoing.”

Clint’s smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, though he didn’t let it show.

But then again… it’s funny. She’s funny. The way she spins misery into theater, the way her sarcasm ricochets off everything I say. It’s chaos, sure. But it’s… lively. Maybe too lively. Is this just entertainment for me? Or is it something else?

He frowned into his coffee.

I wanted quiet. I wanted routine. She’s the opposite of all that. And yet, I can’t stop replaying her shrieks, her complaints, her laugh when she finally gives in. Adorable, in her impossible way. Dangerous, maybe. To my peace. To the life I thought I wanted.

Mia kept narrating, oblivious.

“Subject attempted sleep. Failed. Subject attempted relaxation. Failed. Subject attempted sanity. Failed spectacularly. Conclusion: wilderness is hostile, cabins are haunted, and raccoons are plotting revenge.”

Clint tipped his hat lower, hiding the smile that threatened.

She’s been talking for twenty-four hours straight. Nonstop. And I’ve listened. Lord help me, I’ve listened.

Finally, Mia paused, blinking at him. She pulled the blanket tighter, her voice dropping.

“Wait. Have I… been talking this entire time? Like, literally since yesterday?”

Clint raised an eyebrow, steady as ever.

“Seems that way.”

Mia groaned, burying her face in the blanket.

“Oh god. I’ve monopolized the conversation. I’m officially the horror soundtrack. Worst vacation of my life.”

Clint sipped his coffee, quiet, his thoughts still circling.

Worst vacation for her. For me? I’m not sure. Maybe the most memorable. Maybe the start of something I didn’t expect. Or maybe just noise I’ll regret. I can’t tell yet.

The fire crackled, the morning stretched on, her sarcasm finally silenced—for now. Clint stood steady, caught between amusement and something deeper, wondering if her chaos was endearing… or dangerous to the peace he thought he wanted.

The fire crackled low, the rays of the emerging sun dancing across Clint’s face as he sat down again, hat tipped back, gaze fixed on the flames. Mia, wrapped in her blanket, finally let herself look at him—really look.

She’d spent the last twenty-four hours filling the air with sarcasm, complaints, and dramatic narration, and through it all, he hadn’t snapped, hadn’t rolled his eyes, hadn’t walked away. He’d just… listened. Patiently. Quietly.

Her stare lingered, and something shifted. Beneath the cowboy pragmatism, beneath the dry logic, she saw it—patience. With her. With every word, every stumble, every exaggerated groan. And suddenly, she realized he’d been steady for her the entire time.

Her breath caught. Because patience wasn’t all she saw. In the glow of the morning sun, Clint was—without question—the most handsome man she had ever seen. Strong jaw, quiet eyes, a calmness that made her chaos feel almost safe.

Mia looked away quickly, heart thudding, sarcasm momentarily silenced. For once, she had nothing to say.
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