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Chapter One


          

          Rachel

        

      

    

    
      Current day

      “You have to choose one,” my personal assistant Sarah informs me.

      As we walk into the penthouse, I grab the sheet of photo proofs and set it down on the marble kitchen counter, indecisive.

      My mother hates that I don’t live under her roof anymore, but that was just a step too far down the path they have laid out for me. After a metric ton of pleading with my mom and my dad, I finally received this penthouse and moved out of their estate.

      Here at least I am comfortable and alone. Well, except for my boyfriend Clay. But he works so much that he is barely home anyway.

      He’s usually working at Civicore, the multinational corporation that doubles as my family business. I’m supposed to join him soon, with an office beside my father’s.

      If only this little voice in the back of my head shouting get out while you can would just… go away. I know what I am. I know what I need to do.

      Settle down, start a family, work for the company.

      It’s just hard to accept that I have reached the end of grad school and the beginning of my actual life, I guess.

      I stare at the photos. Twelve little versions of me stare back, each worst than the last. My hair in the top left one is a mess. In one on the bottom row, a bra strap peeks out of my dress. In another, I look like I’m about to fall asleep.

      “This photo is going to be representative of me for years to come.” I take off my Chanel sunglasses and tap them against my lips. “Whenever people ask, ‘But who is Rachel Black?’ I want to be able to point to this photo. I can say, ‘See? I’m a real person!’”

      Sarah wrinkles her nose. “Okay, pretend I’m one of these unknown people who you’re talking about. I’ll be like, ‘Who is the only daughter of Graham and Leigh Black, the family that owns the largest multinational chemical corporation?’ Then you’ll pull out one of these photos. Which one screams, ‘I’m a legitimate heir’ but not ‘I’m a spoiled princess’?”

      I peer down at the photo proofs, trying to decide which one has the least number of flaws. In my head, the voice of my mother echoes.

      You’re standing weird here. Your lips look like they are fake in this one. When did you gain ten pounds?

      My mother and father stand just behind me in most of the pictures. I’m wearing my cap and gown and looking at the camera with a tired smile. We are standing under a banner that says “Congrats 2018 NYU Tadon Graduates!” I just graduated summa cum laude from Tadon with my master’s degree in environmental engineering, the first woman in my family to do so. Coupled with doing my undergrad at Columbia, I have a pretty impressive resume.

      Well, on paper, at least.

      “Hmm.” I look at the photo proofs. “I honestly don’t like any of them.”

      I can see Sarah trying not to roll her eyes. “I’m sure that you kind of like at least one of them.”

      I pull a face and look again. In each shot, my mother and I are standing a little differently, emphasizing different parts of our bodies. In the photos I am a younger version of my mother, tanned and blonde, in a fitted white chiffon dress that ends just below my knee. My father stands between us, darkly handsome, grinning as though he has a secret.

      I narrow my eyes and cock my head, drumming my nails on my kitchen counter.

      “Rachel… you just have to choose one. Here, I like this one a lot,” Sarah says, tapping her finger against one of the photos. “You look very poised.”

      She’s trying to be helpful, but these things can’t be rushed.

      “Whichever photo I choose will be sent out to everyone, including the board members of Civicore. My future co-workers, in other words.” I pause to let out a breath. “My mother has stressed to me time and again the importance of doing everything perfectly the first time, not rushing anything. So I’m going to take my time to choose the picture.”

      “Your mother, god bless her, would judge a saint. There isn’t really any way to please her. I should know, I was her assistant for a week when her assistant went out of town.” Sarah shivers a little. “That woman is only focused on what other people will hear, see, and feel. She’s… vain.”

      That gets a rare smile out of me. “Yes. But then again, she has this uncanny sort of knack for knowing what other people are thinking.”

      Sarah snorts. “No. She just tells people what to think. There is a big difference. I wish you wouldn’t give her so much power over you.”

      I put down my Chanel sunglasses with a sigh. “I know. It’s just… five years ago⁠—”

      She puts her hand up. “Let me stop you there. When some guy left you, you were destroyed. You naturally turned to your mom. Your mother taught you to be more like her. I get that, really I do. It’s just…” She bites her lip. “I think that you have this weird thing where you internalize every little thing she says about you and you make it a bigger deal than it is. Remember when she commented on women that dye their hair? The next day, you were in the salon, getting all traces of the pink out of your hair. Same thing with people who do their nails.”

      My mouth twists. “The Queen of England doesn’t let women in the royal family do their nails fun colors either.”

      Her eyebrows lift. “Yeah. I mean… your mother and the Queen of England may have a ton in common, but they aren’t the same person.”

      I can’t disagree with that. Although every time someone in the royal family does something out of line, I feel a weird sort of kinship with them. I know what it’s like to be scorned and mocked by your own family.

      She’s helping you, I remind myself firmly. Sort of.

      “Okay. I feel like we’re getting off topic here. We are supposed to be deciding on the picture.”

      Blowing out a breath, I refocus on the proof sheet.

      Even though I could think of a thousand other things I would rather be doing right now. Not the least of which is running away as fast as I can.

      Where would I go, though?

      Standing in the gorgeous kitchen of my very expensive and very large New York City penthouse, I realize I shouldn’t complain. I have the whole top floor all to myself. There are a lot of people that have much tougher decisions to make than what photo of them to use.

      Sarah clears her throat. “It’s just that the photo you choose will probably be distributed to all the newspapers⁠—”

      “Shh,” I warn her. I won’t have Sarah acting as my mother’s stand in. I rub my temple. “I have a roaring headache. Let me think, please.”

      Sarah backs down right away. I stare at the photos for another minute in silence before picking up my choice.

      “This one.” I hand it over to her, a vague smile on my lips. Glancing at the massive window, my smile twists in a sour expression. “And you can go for the day. I know it’s only noon, but I am ready to change into my pajamas and lay around for the rest of today.”

      Sarah lifts a brow. “Well… all right. We do have such a busy day tomorrow. Should we go over the schedule?”

      I stop her with a raised hand, shaking my head. “No thank you. Just email me the schedule instead. I’ll try to go over it today.”

      She bows her head. “See you tomorrow.”

      I smile but don’t answer. Waiting until she hurries out of the room, I take off my high heels with a sigh of relief. They look good and they make my ass look like heaven, but they hurt so badly.

      Before I can walk away from the kitchen counter though, a stack of mail catches my eye. Sarah must’ve left it here for me and forgotten to mention it.

      Flipping through the envelopes, I find most of it is invitations to charity events and solicitations for donations. All of them are hand-addressed and made out of heavy linen paper. I put them aside for Sarah to go through.

      One letter does stick out to my eye though. It’s a plain envelope, the address done by a computer. At the top left it says that it’s from the national park service.

      I flush, though there is no one around to see. It’s obviously a response to the last-minute application I entered to be an environmental scientist in the parks, testing various water sources for pollution. I mailed it with little thought, right while I was in the middle of exams.

      It just sounded so good and refreshing to be outdoors in nature. At least, I convinced myself of that while I was practically living in the library, cramming to finish my master’s degree.

      Looking at the envelope, feeling how light it is, I know that they somehow figured out the situation surrounding my application and rejected me. I can just tell.

      When I open the letter, I read the brief note.

      

      
        
        
        Dear Ms. Black,

      

        

      
        Congratulations! You have been accepted to work in our national parks program for the summer of 2018. We have openings at the following parks: Olympic, Everglades, Zion, Badlands, and Pinnacles. Please respond with the park of your choosing to the following phone number…

      

      

      

      

      Stunned, I put the letter on the counter. I never thought that I would be accepted, not even when I was a stressed out student, dreaming of living a different life. But here it is.

      My mouth twists. I will have to turn down the offer, of course. It’s barely a job, earning a paltry stipend. What this job makes in a month I earn in a day by doing absolutely nothing, due to my family’s complicated trust structure. Besides, I have a job already.

      I’m lined up to step into a job at Civicore. On top of that, I have a place on the board that I’ve had since I turned eighteen.

      Not to mention the fact that Clay, my boyfriend of almost two years, has dropped some unsubtle hints that he’s ready to put a ring on my finger and start a family. He’s a friend of the family and he has a strong job at Civicore.

      I purse my lips, thinking of Clay. He’s handsome in the blandest way, forgettable at best. I know that. It’s why my mother recommended him and why I chose him.

      I’m not in the business of picking unforgettable men anymore.

      Clay and I are already living together here in this huge penthouse. We just have to make it official, according to Clay. I don’t really know that I’m super excited to be Mrs. Clay Attenborough but… everyone else seems excited. So I’m going with the flow.

      After all, it has been well documented that I don’t make the best choices when I lead with my heart. It’s better if I just step back and let life wash over me, allow myself to be submerged in it.

      Sighing, I leave the letter on the kitchen counter. I scoop up my heels and head toward my bedroom, already unzipping the pastel pink sheath dress I’m wearing. My pajamas are seriously calling me.

      A few feet from my bedroom, I hear a noise. A muffled laugh, maybe. The door is open just a crack. I frown, slowing down.

      No one should be here. It’s the middle of the day. I am usually not home either, but the charity meeting I was planning to attend got cancelled.

      Maybe I’m hearing things.

      But no, that laughter comes again, accompanied by a sultry, feminine moan. Then a man’s voice, saying something in low tones. What in the world is happening in my bedroom?

      Stepping forward, I push the door open a few inches.

      “I love you, baby,” the woman whispers.

      “You know I love you too.”

      I stiffen. That was Clay’s voice, talking to a woman that isn’t me.

      For a second, it isn’t real to me. I just can’t believe it.

      The penthouse. Promotions at Civicore. A snazzy corner office. All things that Clay got from being my boyfriend. My parents like him for me and they have been grooming him from the get go. All he has to do is make me happy.

      I mean, Clay would have to be insane to do anything but dote on me. And yet here I am, walking in on something nefarious.

      That absolute bastard.

      Slamming the door the rest of the way open, I’m treated to a view of Clay’s bare back as he thrusts into a moaning brunette. They both pause for just a second before reacting. Then Clay turns and sees me, his eyes widening in his handsome face.

      “Oh, fuck,” he mumbles, clambering off the bed. “Rachel…”

      I’m so disgusted that I can’t even see straight. His brunette sits up, covering herself.

      “Is that her?” she asks.

      For some reason, the fact that she would address me so makes me go crazy.

      “Get the hell out!” I threaten, tears already coming to my eyes. “Both of you!”

      The brunette rushes to get off the bed, grabbing her things. She takes the sheet off the bed and I don’t say a word. She comes to the doorway and I step aside, allowing her to pass. She isn’t the problem here.

      Clay grabs a pillow and covers his cock. He has the audacity to sound reasonable as he turns toward me. “Now Rachel, let’s not lose our heads here…”

      I swear, if I had the power to just strike him down where he stands, I would do it. Bunching my fists, I imagine lightning bolts gathering at my will. I could kill him, here and now.

      But instead, I grit my teeth.

      “I let you live here,” I say, my mood threatening. “You had it so good. You just seriously messed up.”

      Clay blanches. “Sweetheart⁠—”

      “Don’t sweetheart me,” I growl. “You are lucky that I’m not the stabbing type. Now get out.”

      He shakes his head. “And go where?”

      That gets me. I was shaking mad before, but now I scream at him. “A hotel room, like you should’ve done with that… that woman you were just fucking!”

      “If you would just listen to me⁠—”

      I’ve had enough. “You know what? I’ll leave. When I come back, you had better have packed your bags and left. Tonight, I’m going to burn anything I see that belongs to you.”

      “Baby, wait…” he tries again.

      But I’m not listening.

      Tears prick my eyes as I turn and walk down the hallway. I zip my sheath dress back up and when I get to the kitchen, I put my heels back on. I grab my phone off the counter, and the note of congratulations from the parks service.

      Sniffing, I march out of my penthouse apartment, heading downstairs mindlessly.

      How dare Clay do this to me?

      And what’s worse is I don’t even know where to go with this information or who to tell. My heartless mother will just tell me to ignore Clay’s behavior and go shopping. My father will say that boys will be boys.

      All my friends, if you could call them that, are too jealous of my apartment and my lifestyle to be any help.

      My heart beats painfully. I wish like hell that I knew someone real, someone who would react to this news like a human being.

      Today is one of those days that I really, really miss Grayson.

      Wiping away my tears, I look at the paper I’m clutching. The National Park Service acceptance letter wavers before my eyes. And before I really even think it through, I dial the number listed at the bottom.

      A woman picks up right away.

      “National Park Service, Tina speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Hi,” I say tearfully. “My name is Rachel Black. I would like to officially accept…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Thwack. Heave. Thwack. Heave. Thwack. Heave.

      There is a rhythm to driving a pole deep into the ground.

      Thwack. My axe lands on the top of the pole, flat side down.

      Heave. I go through the motion again, a lurching reach over my head. Then I bring the axe back down.

      Thwack.

      It’s soothing, the rhythm. Or at least it doesn’t allow for thought outside of this moment. That is the best thing that I know how to do.

      Find a million of these little activities, these things that need to be done with little or no talking or thinking. Do them all day long or until I think my back will break or my legs might give out.

      And it is the easiest thing to do in this job. As a park ranger, I find enough tiny jobs, filling my days with them. Move rocks. Dig trenches. Drive poles.

      Do menial, slave-driving tasks from sunrise to sunset.

      It numbs the pain at the moment, which is all I can ask for. Hell, I might even be so tired that I sleep a handful of hours tonight with no dreams.

      Maybe.

      A muscle in my left shoulder twinges, slowing the motion of my arms. I stop for a moment, straightening my spine. The muscle starts to spasm, growing more painful with every second.

      I close my eyes and take off the work glove I’m wearing, swiping at my sweaty forehead. Then I rub my shoulder in tiny, concentric circles, just like my physical therapist at the VA used to do. The VA hospital where I was treated after leaving Iraq may be all the way back home in New York, but at least some of what they taught me rubbed off.

      I grimace at the pain throbbing low. It spreads through my arm and reaches out so that I feel it in my side and my upper back.

      Fuck. I must’ve really aggravated my shoulder.

      Whipping the other glove off, I drop them on the ground and lean my axe blade up against the post. Grabbing my canteen, I wander a little up the wooded path until I have a view of the river winding its way down to a little waterfall.

      From here, I have a pretty decent overlook down onto the mountains below, spreading out wide. Everywhere I look there is a pine tree, rising here as nowhere else in the world. Everything is so damn green here, probably because it’s actually a rainforest climate.

      It’s actually pretty majestic. And here, closer to the waterfall, the sound of rushing water is louder. There is less room for my thoughts when there is a lot of ambient noise like that.

      It’s one reason why I came here after I was booted from the Navy SEALs on a medical discharge. The solitude of being out on my own, under these great big open skies… it is comforting to me in a way that nothing else can be. Add the fact that I get intensely restless when I’m indoors, feeling like a tiger pacing its cage…

      There is nowhere else I could be that would be better for me.

      Not even New York. At least, that’s what I tell myself over and over, every single godamned day. I left behind my girl, my family, and my whole entire life.

      And for what?

      But then inevitably there will be something that sets me off, an engine that sounds like one I heard back in Iraq or even just a desert scene on the television. And then I am right back there, in the middle of all the chaos, trying desperately to get out of that Humvee for the millionth time.

      The sound of gunfire and explosions in my ears.

      The feel of hot blood mixed with tears as they pour down my face.

      The tang of fear, cold and metal, in the back of my mouth.

      The feel of the hot sand as I slither through it on my belly.

      The look of my best friend in the unit, his eyes wide open for the last few seconds he is alive. He tries to say something to me but I can’t hear it…

      I squeeze my eyes shut. My heart clangs against my ribs. My muscles are rigid. My breathing turns harsh. The memories threaten to overwhelm me. Automatically I go into my mindfulness meditation, leaning my head down and repeating my mantra.

      “It is the year 2018. It is the fifth month, the month of May. It is the second day of the month, a Tuesday. I’m currently in the Olympic National Park. My name is Grayson James Sellwood and I am okay.” I suck in a shaky breath then start again. “It is the year 2018. It is the fifth month, the month of May. It is the second day of the month, a Tuesday. My name is Grayson James Sellwood and I am okay.”

      On the third repetition my muscles start to unlock. On the fourth, my breath comes easier. I repeat it six times in total before my heartbeat slows.

      Then I open my eyes, guzzling the water in my canteen.

      I’m better, I swear I am. Not good but better.

      It’s only been the last three years that I have been even remotely able to control my panic attacks, to shut off the valve by repeating my mantra. Even two years ago I would’ve spent the rest of the day trembling and worrying about my mental stability.

      Afraid of falling down that dark hole again, being committed to a facility like I was when I first returned. Well, okay, I spent three months total in Bellevue Psychiatric Facility, in four different stays.

      But that’s all behind me now as long as I stay calm and keep my mind occupied.

      Looking behind me at the four poles whose tips I’ve buried in the ground so far, I wipe away another sheen of sweat. I have about another hour of work to do here and then I have to get myself cleaned up for the tour group that is coming in.

      Leading the tour groups through the main base camp and telling them about what we are working on is definitely my least favorite of my tasks. I don’t even try to pretend like I like it anymore, not since I had a panic attack last month.

      The National Park Service and my boss Nate don’t love my attitude, but they like having a 6’3 former Navy SEAL in full panic mode even less. Or that’s what I figure, anyway.

      All I know is that I’m great at every other aspect of this job. I hope that’s good enough for the NPS because I cannot lose this job. It’s basically all I have left.

      As I finish my break and walk back to my axe, an off-roading Jeep pulls up, filthy as the original sin. My best friend since we were kids sticks his head out, his short dark hair falling in his eyes. Aiden grins.

      “Just the man I was looking for!” he declares, sliding from the Jeep.

      Aiden’s as tall as I am and built like an absolute machine. With those dark green eyes, that particular kind of charm, and that hot temper, he is the polar opposite of me. While we might have some physical similarities like our height and our muscular builds, our personalities suit because we are so far apart in temperament.

      I glance at him. Aiden might be fine now, but his anger is always right below the surface, touching everything in his life. That quick temper of his makes me look positively blissed out sometimes.

      Aiden is also the reason I got this job.

      “I thought you were in some town in east Washington. Wasn’t there a barmaid there that you were wild about?”

      Aiden shrugs. “The novelty wore off.”

      My lips tug down into a frown. “What are you doing all the way down here? I thought you were assigned in the Okanogan, almost in Canada.”

      He pulls a face. “I was coming down from the border anyway, so Nate asked me to stop and check on you. Apparently you aren’t doing so well taking the tour groups around.”

      Annoyance floods my veins. Aiden has come over to the Olympic National Forest to babysit me. Again. He’s a full-time ranger too, but wrangling me has become his side project over the last three years.

      Fuck, I really did think I was doing better…

      I just want to feel like I’m getting better and still somehow be left the fuck alone. Is that too much to ask?

      Only I know it is, because my boss Nate is having Aiden drop by. If I could just be left the hell alone with my thoughts for a few years, at least…

      “Grayson?” Aiden prompts.

      “I see,” I reply, my expression as stony as I feel. Emotions swirl just below the surface, but I keep a tight lid on them.

      Aiden just continues on as if he never heard me. “Look, who else gets an excuse to hang out? No one, that’s who. Knock off whatever you are doing here for the day and come with me. It’s been a while since we chilled. I grabbed some beers…”

      It doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice. So I shrug and agree. Climbing in his Jeep, I stare out the window as we snake down the mountain path, heading for the National Park Service base camp that is nestled in what we call the Big Valley.

      Heading into the camp from here, we almost come upon it by complete surprise. One second, we’re looking at more hilly terrain. And then the camp appears as if by magic, the big wooden mess hall standing prominently, a whole host of smaller buildings behind it. In the distance, there are little cabins sprinkled here and there for the staff and a huge ropes course leading up into the trees.

      Aiden parks his Jeep by the mess hall but doesn’t try to force me to go in. Which is good, because I don’t like to be inside anyplace for more than a couple of minutes. Instead he grabs a cooler out of the backseat and heads to the outdoor lounge area where a few hammocks are strung up.

      “This cool?” he asks.

      “Yep.”

      He opens the cooler and grabs a beer. Tossing it to me, he cracks open one for himself and makes a satisfied noise as he tastes it. Then he jumps into one of the hammocks, making a pleasured noise. I roll my eyes just a little at the amount of contentment he’s getting from this whole exercise.

      Climbing into a hammock and kicking back, I eye him as I open my beer. He sips his contentedly but I am not particularly interested in mine right at this moment.

      For a couple of minutes, there is silence between us. Aiden pulls out his phone and fiddles with it. No doubt texting someone blonde and buxom, if I know him at all. Then he puts the phone away and looks at me.

      “Sooooo…” Aiden begins. He looks antsy, tapping his fingers against the can. “You talk to Olivia lately?”

      I nod. “She is coming out here full time soon. I mean, assuming that she finds a job.”

      He shifts, seeming to try to broach something. I wish that my stays in the mental hospital hadn’t made him so cagey. Then again, if wishes helped anything we would live in a different world.

      “What?” I ask, trying not to sound too testy.

      He sends me a look. “You are going to be mad about this.”

      I grimace. “Go on, then.”

      “Since you don’t want to lead tours, Nate found another job for you.” He gets a pinched look on his face. “We are getting a geologist sent out here to test all of the water sources for pollution. And since you don’t want to lead tour groups⁠—”

      “I never said that,” I cut in.

      He gives me a look. “You didn’t have to. Anyway, you are going to be leading this geologist around. Apparently she⁠—”

      “She?” I ask, disgruntled.

      “Will you let me get a sentence out? She’s recently graduated as an environmental engineer and we are getting her practically for free for a couple months.”

      I suck in a breath. “Let me guess. She hasn’t ever been out in the woods at all and doesn’t know anything about camping.”

      Aiden shrugs. “I don’t know, man.”

      “You were right. I am mad.” I blow out a breath. “Fuck, man.”

      Clambering out of the hammock I just settled in, I stalk off in the direction of the ropes course. Aiden may be my best friend, but that doesn’t make this bad news any less damaging.

      I head for the relative safety of the tree line, my thoughts as dark as the rainclouds that are gathering in the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Rachel

        

      

    

    
      On the drive out to Olympic Park from the Seattle-Tacoma airport, I stare at the trees as they grow more and more dense. The driver takes me west, up through the northeastern part of the park. It soon grows more mountainous, every inch of the landscape bristling with huge pines. It’s obscenely green, as different from Manhattan as could be.

      My mind isn’t on the lovely vegetation though. It’s on the phone I’m holding.

      “Rachel, you shouldn’t have just left…” Sarah says, sounding piqued.

      “I’m really sorry. I know you probably got an earful from my father⁠—”

      “It’s not your dad I would worry about,” she interrupts. “It’s your mom and Clay.”

      “Clay?” I ask, surprised.

      “”Yeah. He was at your parents’ house when I arrived, all red-faced and angry.”

      When I told my father via text that I had accepted this summer job with the National Park Service, I swear I thought he was going to blow a gasket or something. Obviously Clay was one of the first people that my father called when I didn’t answer my phone.

      It’s unclear how much of the disagreement between Clay and myself that my father knows about. But that doesn’t really matter to either of them. They are both texting and calling me, angry about the fact that I accepted the summer job across the country.

      “Yes, heaven forbid I make my own choices somewhere that is just slightly out of their reach. If they didn’t already make me feel so… small, I would tell my father and mother just where to shove it.”

      Sarah clicks her tongue.

      “Girl… I think you may have gone too far. Like… I don’t know what will happen if you don’t come back within the week.”

      I think of the texts and voicemails I’ve gotten over the last three days.

      I’m sorry. Come back and we’ll talk it out like adults, Clay texts.

      My father, on the other hand, is the master of guilt.

      Young lady, you are harming an otherwise bright trajectory over a petty personal squabble. Just because we haven’t determined your career path just yet doesn’t mean you should just take off like this! We didn’t put you through a master’s degree for nothing. An obedient daughter wouldn’t do this…

      “They are so full of shit,” I mutter.

      “I know, I know. But your father was raving about cutting you off if you don’t come back…” Sarah says, sounding worried. “What would you do without support from them?”

      Be free.

      It sounds bitter even to myself.

      “So my father said. Who even knows how much of that is made up? He lies as easily as he breathes. Everyone in my family is like that in one way or the other.”

      “Rachel…”

      “I’m just so tired of being a Black!” I grit out. “I just want to know what my life would be like if I was living it on my own terms. I want to stretch my wings and get a taste of freedom before I essentially agree to become my father, okay?”

      Sarah sucks in a breath. “I know that you want that, but⁠—"

      Shaking my head, I cut her off.

      “I’m always wondering how my family will try to control my actions now. My grandparents and my father have made sure that as a Black, I should never want for anything. But at the same time, they haven’t exactly given me a lot of choices either. Since I was a junior in college, the future has been made astoundingly clear for me. I just want to make a few choices of my own. Just to prove I can!”

      Sarah is silent for a few seconds. “I know that you feel that way…”

      I start listing off things that are expected of me. “I’ve done everything they asked. Finish at the top of my class. Start dating someone handpicked from amongst the corporate ranks. Go to graduate school for something that Civicore would approve of. Leave that program with honors.”

      “Why don’t you catch a flight back and we can talk it through? You know I’m always on your side.”

      But I’m not finished. “Now that I’m done with all of that, I am to get married and sire a few heirs. And do it all with a saccharine smile.”

      She pauses again. “I had no idea that you felt this way.”

      “Well, where the Black family stops and Civicore begins I have no idea, but I do have a gut feeling about it all. A cloying sense of doom. It makes me want to run away, as far and as fast as I can. The penthouse apartments, the Mercedes Benzes, the ski trips to our chateau in Switzerland…” I start getting choked up for the thousandth time in three days. “They are a life that was forced on me, not one I chose. When do I get to choose for myself?”

      “Oh, honey…” I hear Sarah draw in a breath. “It sounds like maybe you’re right. You do need a vacation. Is there any way I can help from all the way over here?”

      I smile, brushing away my tears. “No. I do think I will let you go, though. My driver has certainly heard enough of my drama.”

      She chuckles. “Okay. Okay, if you need anything⁠—”

      “You’ll be the first person I call,” I assure her.

      “Okay. Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding in. Clutching my phone, I look out the window at the passing pine trees moving by in a blur. I’m thinking of how the path has been laid out for me, smoothed by so many that have gone before me.

      Yes, that is a part of why I’ve run. But only part.

      What is the other piece of the puzzle?

      The trees have closed in overhead, the road narrowing to a path. The driver slows and turns, passing a sign. I look back and gulp.

      Whiskey Bend Base Camp, the brown and white sign says. Olympic Park’s Largest Year Round Camp.

      My heart speeds up.

      This is it. This is where my adventure is supposed to begin. My summer of freedom.

      I will hike. I will go cave diving. I might even have a summer fling if one of the guys at this camp is cute enough. After all, I’ve spent the last five years driving on autopilot. If I’m going to take the wheel back, at least I can have some fun.

      We drive down a steep embankment, the driver nudging the gas a little too hard as we near the bottom. I can’t help but stare out the front windshield at the greenery around me, my heart going as quickly as a frightened rabbit. All the hairs on my body stand up, tensing for something unknown.

      In the next moment, a man jumps out in front of the hired SUV, causing my driver to slam on the brakes. I lurch forward, my hands hitting the seat in front of me. For a heart-stopping moment, I am honestly worried that we won’t stop in time, that we will plow into the man. But we do, brakes screaming. Every muscle in my entire body tenses as the man manages to pull himself back.

      The man pulls himself to his full height, a not inconsiderable stature. His dark head swivels, his dark eyes seeming to zero in on me. God, he looks like my ex, the one that left me with no word. Same muscular build, same piercing blue eyes.

      It gives me butterflies, if the butterflies could be made of lead.

      I’ve found my summer fling, without question. That is, assuming that he works here.

      He yells something at the driver, motioning to the sign posted just a few feet behind him. It says that the speed limit is only fifteen miles per hour here; we were definitely going at least three times as fast down the hill.

      I’m not listening, though. I’m too busy drooling over the guy.

      God, how long has it been since I’ve been with a strange man? Especially one that looks like he does?

      Never. The answer is never.

      Maybe he can be my first.

      As the driver waves and pulls off, I can’t stop staring at the man on the side of the road. He looks so much like Grayson Sellwood, except he wears a scowl that Gray never sported. Gray was always sunny, his disposition happy no matter what.

      This guy looks like he is the exact opposite, though of course I would be scowling too if I had just almost been run over.

      Then we turn the corner. The man disappears from view.

      My heart starts beating again, so loud and hard that it rushes through my ears. The driver goes around another turn and then pulls up in a gravel parking lot. Just beyond are a collection of rustic-looking wooden buildings, the largest of them labeled Campbell Mess Hall. In the distance, almost hidden amongst the trees, is a ropes course.

      Swallowing thickly, I drag in a breath. The driver is already getting out of the car and unloading my suitcases. Taking a deep breath, I climb out of the dark SUV, running a hand over my white silk top and clingy blue skirt. Looking around at the campsite, at the way the trees form a canopy over most of the area, I’m a little awestruck.

      God, it even smells different out here. Like pine trees and rain.

      Grabbing my purse from the car, I tuck my phone inside it and walk toward the dining hall. Another familiar face comes loping out, his handsome face flickering from a smile into a look of puzzlement.

      I cock my head to the side. “Aiden?”

      He looks more than a little surprised, but he seems unable to place me. “Yeah…”

      I raise my hand, bringing it up to cover my heart, which is clattering against my ribs. If Aiden is here, then Grayson may be here too. That angry looking man I just saw, the one my driver almost hit?

      He didn’t just look like Grayson. He was Grayson.

      What.

      The.

      Hell?
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      For a minute, as I trail the big black SUV on its way into camp, I feel as if I’ve lost the thread of reality. The feeling of a kind of deja vu floats around me, its hot fingers wrapping themselves about my neck.

      I saw her.

      Rachel Black.

      I saw her, in that moment, staring through the windshield.

      From several lifetimes ago, the past reached up and ensnared me, breathing its dust in my ear. The girl who was once mine, the only girl who has ever held my heart… that girl looked at me, her expression as startled as mine.

      My heart stutters, threatening to stop.

      God, what I wouldn’t give to get one little glimpse of her today. Just to know that she’s still alive.

      And then it is over, the SUV moving on as if nothing happened. Leaving me shaking my head and wondering about my sanity. I’ve thought about Rachel endlessly for the past five years. Felt the empty space beside me acutely. Mourned the loss of her.

      But this is the first time I have hallucinated her all the way out here in Washington. Blowing out a breath, I start walking around the bend in the road. I’m way off when I first spot her, walking slowly in the other direction.

      It’s easy to see why my tired brain confused Rachel for her. She’s more dressed up than I remember, wearing towering high heels and a pink dress. But she also has that same mane of honey blonde hair, so long that it touches the top of her perfect peach shaped ass.

      My heart thunders in my chest when she starts to turn around.

      Fuck.

      She doesn’t just look like Rachel.

      With those features, those cheekbones and nose, those full lips, those perfectly arched brows and dusky brown eyes…

      She is Rachel.

      Rachel is here.

      And she looks at me, her lips parting just so, like she’s unsure that I’m real. I take her in, coupled with her surroundings. Rachel just looks so damn good, even though she is out of place standing on the pine needle covered ground, under the shade of the tall canopy of trees.

      Even though my heart plummets to my feet as I take her in, I still picture her the last time I was able to touch her.

      I can’t help but see her as she was the last time we were together. Burrowed sleepily under my right arm, naked as sin in my bed.

      She made sense there. Here though… she seems lost and out of place.

      “Grayson?” she asks, her voice hesitant. Then a wave of anger sweeps across her face. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      I started moving towards her, drawn in like a moth to a flame. The hostility in her voice stops me in my tracks though. I turn immediately defensive, as if she is asking me to explain my existence.

      I’ve spent the last five years barely surviving. The fact that she shows up here and demands anything from me is just unacceptable.

      Pulling up to my full height, I move closer to her, scowling.

      “Rachel,” I say, her name sounding stilted on my lips.

      There is a wounded look in her dark eyes, a pain that I can’t even touch. Did I put it there?

      Surely not.

      As I open my mouth, without a plan for what I’m going to say, my boss Nate and Aiden walk between us. Nate is blithely unaware of the storm that is gathering. Aiden just looks between Rachel and I, seeming uncertain of what he ought to say.

      “Grayson! There you are.” Nate scratches his graying beard. “I see you’ve met Rachel Black. Rachel is going to be interning with us this summer.”

      No…

      I glance from Rachel to Nate, the word on the tip of my tongue.

      Nate just continues with the introductions, blithely unaware of the mounting hostility in the air.

      “She’s going to need help mapping out and accessing every single water source we have here in the park.” Nate looks pleased with himself. “That’s where you come in. You don't want to lead tours this summer. I need a ranger to guide Ms. Black…” He raises both of his hands, interweaving his fingers and bridging them together. “It’s a perfect match.”

      “No!” I growl.

      Rachel looks at me like I am something she just stepped in. “Absolutely not.”

      Nate looks confused and a little pissed off. “I’m sorry, is there something I need to know? Because otherwise, a summer intern and a park ranger with an attitude problem do not get a say in how I run my department.”

      I fall silent. He’s right, of course, but…

      Rachel and I glare at each other. In the lapse in conversation, Aiden clears his throat. “Rachel, why don't we get you settled in to one of the staff cabins?”

      She glances at him, her cheeks heating. With one more look at me, she picks up one of her bags. “Sure.”

      Aiden helps her grab her bags and they head toward the cabins, stonily silent.

      “Grayson, I think we should talk,” Nate says, looking grave.

      Shit. My muscles tense. I send one last glare at Rachel’s retreating back and rub my neck. “Okay.”

      Nate looks pensive. “Why don't we head to toward the ropes course while we talk? I saw one of the ropes is a little frayed. I want to see if it needs replacing.”

      He starts walking there and I am forced to follow him, my mind jammed full of thoughts. I can’t seem to wrap my head around the fact that Rachel is here.

      Beautiful, wealthy, spoiled little rich girl Rachel has slammed her way into my life again, completely by accident. What kind of a world does that to me?

      When I lost myself, lost my heart and my mind, I almost died. And I lost her too. Rachel’s big brown eyes and alluring smile, the way she looked so serious when she breathed the words I love you…

      All of that is back in the smoking ruins of what used to be my life. Thinking about what I gave up that day, what was taken from me…

      I swallow around a hard lump of emotion in my throat.

      Nate walks up to a low bridge made of ropes, leaning close to inspect it. “Give a hand here, would you?”

      Moving to take one of the ropes, I frown down at Nate. He seems to be focused on the bridge, but I know him too well. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to help him while he told me what I was doing wrong. It’s constructive criticism, literally.

      Pulling a switchblade off of his belt, Nate pulls at the one of the ropes. It is frayed a little, but because of the fabric Nate doesn’t just cut it and replace it. It’s a manmade material, probably nylon cord. So he can use his knife to cut the frayed bits and not have to worry too much about the rope losing its strength.

      He edges his blade along the rope, skimming the first bit of frayed ends off.

      “You know that we value you here,” he says, his gaze fixed on the rope. “Right?”

      My chest tightens. “Yes.”

      He looks up at me, then continues his work. “And you know that I took a chance on you. My superior didn’t want to hire someone with your… dubious record. But I put my foot down and you got a job.” He pauses. “At any other ranger station, you wouldn’t be given as much latitude as you are here.”

      “Right now, I need two things and only two things. I need a ranger to lead the group tours and smile. And I need a ranger to take this woman up into the park to survey all the water systems. If I have someone that doesn’t want to do either of those things, I have a problem.”

      It takes all of my energy not to make a face. I just stare down at the rope in my hands, scowling.

      Nate skims another section. “Is your issue with her personal?”

      His question takes me off guard. “Well… no.”

      Yes, it absolutely is, but I don’t feel comfortable discussing something like that with Nate.

      He glances up at me, narrowing his eyes. “Will it keep you from doing your duty? Because I’m telling you here and now that if you don't do this, you will be pulled from ranger status. Other people would be involved, a committee. We would have to do a serious, deep review of your case.”

      I suck in a breath. That is the last thing I want, obviously. This job and the friends I’ve made here are basically the only things that I have.

      “No sir,” I say, dropping my gaze back to the rope.

      “She’ll only be here for a couple of months.”

      My mouth opens in surprise. Rachel is awfully far from home. In fact, she’s in my home, and I feel like I’m being invaded.

      If I were you, I would consider asking Ms. Black what I could do to make her stay more comfortable and her trip more successful.”

      When I don't say anything to that, he clears his throat.

      “Look at me.”

      I look at him, his face concerned.

      “Tell me that you will try, Grayson.”

      “Yes sir.” The words slip from my mouth unheeded, but I mean them.

      I will try, if trying is what is needed to keep my job. Being a park ranger is the only thing I can do without completely, totally fucking it up.

      “Good man.”

      Seemingly satisfied with the work he’s done on the rope, he sheathes his knife and drops the rope bridge back into place. I let go too, my mouth twisting up. As he walks by me, he claps my shoulder.

      “See you in the dining hall for dinner.”

      Nate strides off, no doubt ticking me off a to do list that’s a thousand items long. I pat the rope bridge, trying to figure out what I will do.

      How do I even begin? Do I just tell Rachel I’m sorry?

      Like that would ever be enough penance for what I’ve done.

      With that on my mind, I head for my cabin.
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