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Chapter One
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Introductions

Erin

––––––––
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“ARE YOU SERIOUS ABOUT this?” 

Peering up at the forest-laden and steep terrain ahead, my eyes widened. The wildlife park had looked glossy enough on the website, but standing at the start of the trail, I wasn’t sure I was capable of overcoming it. 

“It looks intense.”

“Oh, come on!” James thrust his fist into the air as though he’d already conquered the challenge. “Stop whining, Erin. This will be fun!”

“Fun?” James clearly had a different idea of a good time to me. 

“Excuse him.” Chelle perched on the upturned log beside me. “James is just excited.”

“He’s like a dog with a new toy.” I glanced her way. “How do you put up with him?”

Chelle had been dating James for six months, and their adventurous hikes had been a feature of the budding relationship. I, on the other hand, was single and preferred the treadmill to a trek through the forest, but she was my best friend, and she’d begged me to join her. The fact James had brought his pal, Miles, wasn’t lost on me, either. Chelle had been trying to set me up with a long list of his friends for weeks. Miles was the latest offering.

“I don’t know.” Her lips tugged. “I find his enthusiasm alluring, and I like his upbeat and ‘can-do’ attitude. It’s infectious!”

“Yeah, like the plague...” I shielded my eyes from the sun as she rose and strode toward her lover, fighting the tinge of envy simmering within me. 

It had been a long time since I’d been in love, and looking back, I was sure that rush of emotion had only been a surge of rampaging hormones. Staring at Chelle and James together, though, I could see how happy she was. No matter how much he grated on me, he must have been doing something right. She and I had been friends for years and I’d never known her so content. 

“Ready for this?” A shadow broke the intensity of the early morning sun, and looking up, I realized Miles was responsible for the reprieve. 

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It looks even bigger than it did online.” 

I considered offering him a smile but decided against it. I was sure he was a decent guy, but if he was there under the pretense of romance, he’d be sadly disappointed. I wasn’t in the market for a man, and even if I was, the last thing I wanted was to be match-made. Being forced into proximity with him for the next few hours was going to be bad enough. 

“I’m sure you’re fit enough to manage the incline.” His lips twitched as though he was tendering a compliment, but his words only jarred.

Was he trying to imply that I wasn’t fit enough?

Charming! 

Any chance of ‘getting to know me better’—which had already been slim—evaporated in that instant.

“Yes, I’m certain I’ll be fine.” Rising to my feet, I put space between us. “Thanks for your concern.”

“I... didn’t mean it like that.” Miles’s brow furrowed as though I’d hurt his feelings. “I was just saying...”

“I said, come on!” James’s holler broke the frosty ambiance. “We have to meet the guide in five minutes.”

“I don’t even know why we have a guide,” Miles mumbled. “We’re perfectly capable of getting through the trees and to the top.”

“It’s for safety, Miles.” Chelle reached down to grab for her backpack. Like the other three, the bag looked fit to burst with equipment. “James thinks of everything.”

“Yeah, right.” Miles glanced my way as though he was expecting me to support his droll tone, but for once, I agreed with James.

“The guide is a good call.” Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I walked away from Miles. “Someone who knows the territory will help us.”

“Bravo, Erin!” James clapped his hands together, his patronizing tone escalating my waning mood. I was only there to support Chelle, but increasingly, the idea of running back to my car looked like a great one. “He’s waiting for us at the bridge.”

“Fine.” I trudged past James, attempting to ignore his smug expression. “Where’s that?”

“Up ahead.” James gestured with his head. “You girls go on and I’ll hurry Miles along.”

“Did he just call us girls?” I scowled as Chelle hurried to join me.

“He’s being affectionate, Erin.” She adjusted the straps of the bulging backpack on her shoulders as we walked. “Don’t be so down on him. I really like him, you know.”

“Yeah.” A twinge of guilt twisted in my tummy. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so negative... I just don’t think I’m ready for another relationship yet.”

“Yet?” Chelle snorted. “Girl, it’s been years since you and Ray broke up. Are you ever going to be ready?”

Bristling at her judgment, I glanced out at the upcoming challenge. I wasn’t enthralled at the prospect, but perhaps it would be better than having this conversation with Chelle again. 

She’d been trying to woo me into a new relationship long before she’d met James. Chelle seemed to think the root of all happiness in life was coupling up. 

“Maybe, maybe not.” I sighed. “I don’t need a man to have a good life, Chelle. But I’m glad you’ve found James.”

“Hmmm.” She sounded skeptical. “If you say so, but thank you. I think I’m in love with him.”

“That’s great.” I suppressed the desire to roll my eyes. 

In love with him? 

Chelle hadn’t even lived with James yet. What could she know about anyone until she’d been shoehorned into a small space with them? I was willing to bet that reality would take the shine off James’s luster.

“Have you told him how you feel?” Looking her way, I hoped she hadn’t heard anything disingenuous in my tone, but her smile suggested otherwise.

I wanted to be honest with my friend, wanted to share my concerns about James’s obnoxious attitude, but trekking through the wilds of nature hardly seemed like the best moment for my full and frank confession. 

I was pleased he made her happy, but his constant need to condescend and bark orders worried me. If he behaved that way in public in the early stages of their romance, what might he say or do behind closed doors after a few years? Chelle was a sensitive soul, and she merited a man who respected her gentle nature. I only hoped James could be that man.

“Not yet.” Excitement brimmed in her eyes as they met mine. “But I’m planning to.” She signaled up ahead. “Maybe when we near the summit.”

“Ladies.”

The gruff tone of an unknown male captured my attention, and glancing from Chelle, I laid eyes on its owner. Dark-haired and with piercing gray eyes, his stubble-covered chin made it look as if he hadn’t seen the inside of a bathroom for years, but there was no denying his attractiveness. Clad in weatherproof layers, his body looked large and strong, and as he folded his arms across his chest, I couldn’t help but wonder how it would feel to have those limbs wrapped around me.

“Are you our guide?” I moved toward him, scanning his features a second time.

His dark stare and hard jawline piqued my interest and made me wonder if Chelle had been right all along—it had been too long since I got laid. 

“I am.” He cast a dismissive gaze over me. “And you are?”

“Chelle.” Pushing past me, Chelle thrust her hand in his direction. “And this is Erin.”

Thanks, Chelle. I glowered in my friend’s direction. I can introduce myself.

“It’s a pleasure.” His rising brow conveyed anything but pleasure as he grasped her palm. 

“Will there be anyone else joining us?” His gaze looked past us. “I was under the impression there would be four of you today.”

“My boyfriend, James, is on his way.” Chelle sounded giddy as she communicated their relationship.

“There are four of us,” I confirmed, leaning against the bridge as I contemplated how best to manage Chelle. 

We needed to have that frank conversation sooner rather than later. Much more of her gushing frivolity was not only going to make me ill, but it could very well lead her to danger. A landscape like the one we were about to encounter required her full attention, but drooling over James meant I doubted she’d invest more than fifty percent. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The dulcet-toned guide motioned toward me.

“Do what?” I met his gaze, conscious again of what an unusual color his eyes were. Hazel flecks swam in his gray irises, the hues swirling as he went on.

“Lean against the bridge.” He took a step closer. “The wood is old and molding. Only a little pressure could see it could give way, and I’d hate to see you at the bottom of the trench.”

Straightening at his warning, I spun to take in the drop he was referring to, the pit of my stomach falling away as I imagined just how far I could have fallen.

“Okay.” Darting away from the wooden barrier, I sounded as flustered as I felt. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” The gravelly resonance of his tone seemed to travel through me. “My role today is to keep you safe.” 

“Right.” I sensed heat crawling from my jaw to my cheeks, though I wasn’t sure why I was embarrassed. Perhaps the close shave with danger had inspired it, or maybe it was down to the mysterious guide. Turning away from the intensity of his gaze, I met Chelle’s bemused expression. “Thank you.”

“You were right, Erin.” Chelle’s smirk suggested she thought she knew the reason for my growing blush. “Getting a guide was a good call.”

“There you are!” Apparently eager to introduce himself, James stalked past me, with Miles on his heels. Peering out at the green canopy of trees all around us, I’d never been happier to see him. “I’m James—the one who emailed you.”

“Of course you are,” the as yet unnamed guide replied. “Good to meet you.”

“Same here.” James grinned. “Shall we get going?”

“Wait,” Miles countered. “We still don’t even know our guide’s name.”

I held my breath as all four of us stared at the dark stranger. For some preposterous reason, finding out his name seemed unreasonably significant, as though my future happiness hinged on the answer.

“I’m Eli.” His smile was knowing. “And for the next few hours, none of you will be leaving my side.”
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Chapter Two
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Serious Business

Eli

––––––––
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JUST LIKE EVERY GROUP of city-dwelling, pampered little darlings who had come before them, the four of them gawped at me. Pulling in a breath, I surveyed the group with my normal level of disinterest. Parties like the one standing before me were always the same. Bordering on middle-age, they were usually demoralizingly unfit, and at least one of them would be on the brink of a personal crisis. That was what the hike into the wilderness was all about, finding themselves, although even after all the years I’d been taking them out into the woods, I still had no idea what that meant.

“What do you mean, we won’t be leaving your side?” James, the one who’d been badgering me with messages for days, edged closer. “We’ve paid you to be our guide, not a dictator.”

“Let me be clear.” My smile was forced, but I doubted he was smart enough to notice. 

I’d been dealing with annoying little pricks like James—men who thought the contents of their wallets abdicated them from personal responsibility—for too long. I knew their types and the hazards their egos could muster in the wilderness if left unchecked. 

“If you want me to be in charge of your health and safety, then you follow my rules. That’s how I keep you alive.”

“I understand.” James’s chin rose. “But we wanted someone to lead us, not control our every movement.”

He glanced around, expecting his cronies to take up his cause, and inevitably, the blonde, Chelle, did just that.

“We want to take pictures!” She piped up. “And maybe have a little time to ourselves...” Her gaze slid to James in the least subtle gesture I’d ever witnessed. My stomach churned at the idea of the two of them coupling in the woods. None of the wildlife deserved to be witness to such an atrocity. “Will that be possible?”

“That depends.” The short answer was no, but seemingly, it would be too difficult for some of them to comprehend.

“On what?” James demanded.

“On how you behave.” I speared him with my scowl. “If you get into trouble up there, it’s on me. That means I’d like us to all stay together until I can trust you.”

“Trust?” The guy who hadn’t identified himself burst into laughter. “Gee, James, I hadn’t realized what a fun-loving guy our guide would be.”

“Me neither.” James shook his head, disdain oozing from him.

“Want to know how ‘fun-loving’ the forest is?” I turned my attention to James’s friend. “Do you know how many guys just like you went into the woods last year and never came home again?”

Usually, I reserved my horror stories for when energy levels were starting to wane, but this lot was pushing all my buttons before we’d even left the bridge. They deserved the brutal reality check.

“People d-die up there?” Chelle gazed past me with nervous brown eyes.

“That’s right.” Scanning the assembled tourists, I noticed the blood drain from their complexions. Even the red-faced Erin looked suddenly pale. 

Good. 

I liked to set expectations before we left the bridge. They might as well know what they were getting into.

“Every year, the wilderness claims its sacrifices.” I rolled back my shoulders.

“Sacrifices?” Erin glanced around the trees nervously. 

“That’s what the locals believe.” I definitely had their attention. “They say the gods only allow them to live in such beautiful surroundings if they pay the blood sacrifice. Once upon a time, that meant selecting their own people, but now, with so many tourists...”

Pausing, I suppressed a smirk as four concerned faces waited for me to go on. There were natives deep in the forest, and it was true a number of naïve hikers did fall foul of the terrain, but the rest was all a product of my juicy imagination. The tale worked, though, captivating my audience as it warned those about to step foot in the forest of the potential risks. “Well, let’s just say the indigenous people can live in peace nowadays.”

“I don’t remember reading anything about any indigenous people,” James scoffed. “Are you sure about all of this?”

“All you’re proving is that you need to do better research.” I was going to have fun bringing that jerk down a peg or two. “There’s been a tribe of people living in these parts for more than a thousand years and they only accept the constant intrusion and pollution of tours like ours because the inevitable consequences appear to appease their gods.”

James’s brows knitted as though he wanted to argue but had finally realized he had nothing smart to say.

“The environment can be inhospitable,” I went on, “and the weather can change fast, so it’s imperative you stay with me and listen to my instructions. Do you all understand?”

I glanced from James to the other three, waiting for someone to summon a wisecrack, but to my surprise, my question was only met with contrition.

“I understand,” Chelle started. “Thanks for letting us know how serious this can be.”

“Is,” I corrected. “This is serious. Listen to what I tell you and I’ll get you out of here safely, but nature can still be dangerous. It should be respected.”

“We get it,” James replied after a moment. “And okay, we’ll stay close and listen.” He looked around the group as if he was the leader, but I had the sense only Chelle was hanging on his every word.

“And you?” My focus flitted to the other guy. “What’s your name?”

“Miles.” He blew out a breath. “I understand.”

“Which only leaves you.” My attention landed on the diminutive brunette who’d first spoken. Closer inspection revealed a more youthful complexion than the one I’d first surveyed, but her soft, green eyes spoke of her experience. “Do you agree?” 

Her jaw tightened as she nodded, conveying how little she liked being put on the spot. “Yes, I agree.”

“Excellent.” Maybe the group wouldn’t be as ridiculous and unruly as I’d first feared. First impressions could sometimes be wrong, after all. “Then I suggest we get going. There’s a lot to see and a long way to go. The sun sets at around seven at this time of the year. No one wants to still be in the woods when that happens.”

***
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“THIS PLACE IS INCREDIBLE.”

I liked the awe in Erin’s voice as she gazed up at the green awning overhead. I rarely heard wonder from those who paid me to take them into the forest. Most tourists were so interested in reaching their destination that they almost entirely ignored the journey. Her reverence was unique.

“Yes.” I watched as she strained to take in the view of a particularly enormous pine tree. “It certainly is.”

I’d known that tree for years, having laughed, cried, and shed blood by its roots. As though the memory had awoken the ghoul, a dark silhouette materialized behind the trunk—the outline of a man who’d once walked the same path but never came home. Peeking out from behind the pine, the black spaces that should have been eyes gazed at me, expecting absolution, though I had none to offer.

He was only a fragment of my shadowy past, a ghost sent to haunt me. He had no power over me or what happened next, and turning to survey the others, I knew nobody else could even see him.

His spectral presence existed only in my mind.

“It just looks like a lot of old trees to me!” Miles’s tone was sardonic, but his comment jarred regardless. “The real feat is getting past where the forest meets the mountain and reaching the top.”

“I hope you’re being sarcastic.” Erin frowned. “You can’t come to a place like this and not recognize its splendor.”

“I see it.” Miles tutted as though she were a fool. “I’m just saying that’s not what I’m here for.”

“It’s not what I’m here for, either,” James purred, tugging Chelle, closer. “I’m gonna need a little one-on-one with my girl before the terrain gets any tougher.”

“James!” Chelle giggled like an intoxicated schoolgirl as they stumbled forward. “Not here!”

“Definitely not here.” 

They all turned at my insistent tone.

“We talked about this.” My attention slid from one face to the next. “And you all agreed we stay together.”

“I only need five minutes.” James chuckled, pulling her against him.

“Hey!” Chelle whacked his chest playfully. “No way! You need much longer than five minutes!”

“We’re happy you’re happy, but can’t you guys give it a rest?” Erin leaned against the tree she’d been admiring. “This trip isn’t about your sex life.”

“I think your little friend is jealous, Chelle,” James sneered. 

“You don’t need to talk about me as though I’m not here.” Erin’s gaze narrowed.

“You need some cock of your own, Erin.” Pulling away from Chelle, James motioned to Miles. “That’s why I brought him along.”

“No offense, but she’s not exactly my type.” Miles sniggered.

“Fuck you!” Erin spat the words at Miles. “I don’t want anything to do with you.”

Lifting my hand to my temple, I rubbed at the throbbing in my head. Its volume grew louder with each new cutting remark. So much for not trusting first impressions. I’d been right all along. James and Miles were acting like morons. 

“Listen!” Raising my voice, I drew their collective focus.

“What?” Chelle’s brow creased.

“What can you hear?” It was always fun to play the listening game at that particular juncture. Most hikers were so intent on the climb that they failed to notice what was right on top of them.

“You talking nonsense!” Miles snorted.

“Try harder.” I pushed the words through gritted teeth, raising my gaze skyward. The blue skies that had welcomed us by the bridge had seeped away to reveal their grayer cousins. There had been no precipitation forecast, but I hoped everyone had been sensible enough to pack their waterproofs, just in case.

“Wait.” Erin turned in the direction of the nearby waterfall and leaned toward the noise of the running water. “What is that?”

“Come this way and I’ll show you.” Holding back the neighboring branches, I motioned for her to go ahead.

“Oh, yeah!” James jeered. “I thought there was no time for woodland nookie?”

“All of you,” I hissed, tiring of the men’s incessant witticisms. “This way.”

Erin’s gaze lingered my way as she wandered past. “Thank you.” 

“What’s this way?” Chelle asked, following her friend.

“Wait and see.” I smiled at her daunted expression. “It’s nothing awful.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.” James rolled his eyes as he pushed past me.

His bravado poured salt on the wound his attitude had already created, but Erin’s voice cut through my irritation. 

“Wow! I didn’t expect this!”

“Careful.” Stalking to the front of the group, I strode out into the tiny clearing to ensure everyone was safe. “Stay back from the edge.”

The trees broke cover about nine feet from the edge of the first of many breathtaking waterfalls in the area. Our elevated position and thousands of years of weather ensured fresh water cascaded from the rocks, falling ultimately to the river below.

“Nice!” Miles barked as he joined us. “This looks like a photo opportunity.”

“Good thinking.” James dropped his pack to the ground. “Let’s do this!”

“Okay.” Sensing where the conversation was going, I interjected, “How about we take a quick break?”

The four were fitter than I’d given them credit for and had matched my pace until the gradient started to become more challenging. That meant we’d made good progress and gave us a chance for a break. I was certainly ready for a holiday from their relentless banter.

“About time!” James clapped his hands together. “We’ve been going for hours.”

“Just over one hour,” I corrected, checking my watch to confirm the point. “We’ve only scaled the first incline.”

“Hmmm.” James scowled as though I was conflating an irrelevant point. “Whatever. Come on, Chelle. Get your camera out.”
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Chapter Three
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Descent into Madness

Erin

––––––––
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“I WONDERED WHAT YOU were going to say to her then, mate!” Miles laughed, dropping his enormous backpack to the floor.

“Why?” James snorted, slapping Miles on the shoulder. “Did you think I was going to say her tits?” 

Watching the interchange between the two purported men, shock resounded. How could Chelle be in love with someone who talked about her that way?

“Well, that’d be nice.” Miles’s grin knotted the growing disgust in my belly. They were talking about my friend as though she were nothing but an animal. “I’m sure she has a decent rack.”

“Her tits are the best.” James’s smile stretched wider. “Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll—"

“Are you going to let him talk about you that way, Chelle?” In the end, there was no choice but to interrupt their diatribe. 

Chelle had asked me to give James a chance, but even if she was okay with the public derision, I couldn’t abide his disrespect. 

“He’s only joking.” Chelle flushed, somehow able to make excuses for the rudeness inflicted upon her.

“Yeah, lighten up.” Miles sighed. “Just because no one wants to see your tits doesn’t mean you have to have a tantrum.”

“You’re pathetic!” I prodded a finger in Miles’s direction. “There’s nothing funny about this.” 

“You do need to lighten up.” James leered. “It’ll be the last time Chelle invites you on one of our little getaways.”

“Thank God for that!” Dropping my bag to the ground, adrenaline galloped through my system. “But Chelle deserves respect whether I’m here or not!”

“Oh, settle down.” James feigned exasperation. “It’s just banter, and Chelle’s all right with it, aren’t you, love?” 

His stare drilled into Chelle’s reddening face, encouraging us all to look her way.

“Are you, Chelle?” I prompted, struggling to believe she found anything about James’s performance acceptable. 

The woman I knew had clear boundaries about respect and how she deserved to be treated, but it appeared that being with James had eroded them.

“Erm.” Chelle’s gaze flitted between us all, the panic flashing in her eyes suggesting she wished the ground would just open up and swallow her. “I’d rather we just all change the subject.”

“I said, a quick break.” Eli’s voice permeated the rising tension, and glancing behind me, I found him leaning against the nearest tree, his pack deposited by his feet.

He hadn’t said anything overtly to criticize or condone James’s behavior, but I had the distinct impression he was getting fed up with him too. 

“If all you’re going to do is argue,” Eli continued, “then we might as well keep going.”

“No way.” James shook his head. “I want pictures! Chelle, where’s the camera?”

“I’ll grab it.” Opening her backpack, she searched around inside. 

Perturbed at her lack of response to James’s blatant misogyny, I did the same, rummaging around in my bag in an attempt to avoid eye contact with anyone. Finding my water, I pulled out the bottle and slowly unscrewed the lid.

How was she okay with the way Miles and James had spoken about her? Even if she enjoyed being lusted after by idiots, then surely, the public humiliation should have caused offense. I couldn’t comprehend how simply she’d dismissed the so-called jokes. 

Crouching by my pack, I took a sip of water as Chelle passed the ridiculously expensive camera to her lover. He took it from her without a word of thanks, flashing it in front of Miles as he explained the alleged features. I didn’t understand their choice of hardware, either. Why anyone would drag a piece of equipment like that all the way along the hike when the cameras on our smartphones did a perfectly adequate job was beyond me. But I supposed the camera was James’s style—superficial and seemingly pointless.

“Are you okay?”

Pulse racing, I glanced up to find Eli standing beside me. I must have been so caught up in my resentment that I hadn’t even heard him move, but there he was, every inch of the dark, rugged tour guide apparently at my disposal.

“Yes.” I compelled my lips to tug upward. “I just need a drink.”

“I expect hanging around with those two would drive anyone to drink.” Lowering his tone, Eli gestured to the other men who appeared to be arguing over which angle would produce the perfect shot.

“True.” I rose to my feet beside him, although he still seemed to tower over me. At least Eli had acknowledged what asses James and Miles were being. “But I don’t hang around with them. I’ve only met James a few times before today and I don’t know Miles.” My murmur mirrored his hushed tone. I had no desire for yet another confrontation if anyone else overheard our chat.
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