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CHAPTER 1
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      I adjust my phone on its tripod, framing the rustic wooden sign that reads Timber Run Eco-Historical Lumberjack Camp.

      The camp sprawls before me, a collection of cabins built from reclaimed timber, boardwalks in strategic places protecting the delicate forest floor, and demonstration areas where various lumberjack skills are brought to life.

      In the distance, I can see an axe-throwing range with painted targets on massive log rounds.

      "Hey adventure fam!" I beam at the camera, sliding my sunglasses atop my head. "Sky here at the newest sustainable tourism hotspot in Deepwood Mountain. This place is like lumberjack heaven meets eco-warrior paradise!"

      I back up, gesturing expansively at the camp entrance. "Today we're going behind the scenes at⁠—"

      My back suddenly collides with something solid—like hitting a brick wall—then a strong hand grabs my arm. But instead of finding my balance, I stumble forward, a deep “oomph” reverberating near me as we both go down, tools clattering around us.

      “Christ on a cross,” growls a voice rumbling below me.

      I push myself up, my hands pressing against a slab of granite covered in flannel. Looking down, I find I’m straddling a very thick, very warm body.

      Dark hair with gray streaks at the temples frames a ruggedly handsome face. Silver threads glint in his short beard, while his brow furrows over espresso-dark eyes blazing with irritation.

      The man is built like a redwood—broad shoulders, powerful chest, and strong hands that clasp my waist.

      "Hi," I manage, suddenly very aware of our compromising position. My thighs are practically hugging his hips, and I can feel the heat of him through my hiking pants.

      “You always wander around backward with your face glued to a screen?” Each word is clipped, precise, and rumbles through his chest directly into me.

      I scramble to my feet, nearly tripping over what looks like an axe handle.

      "I'm sorry! I didn't see you there. I was just filming my intro and⁠—"

      "Filming." He snorts, pushing himself up more slowly, a fleeting grimace crossing his face as he straightens his right leg. He quickly masks it, but I catch the careful way he distributes his weight once standing. "Of course you were."

      His disgust is impossible to miss. He bends to retrieve his scattered tools, muscles flexing beneath his rolled-up sleeves. I stare at the veins running along his forearms, the way his hands grip each tool with practiced ease.

      A flame of heat pools low in my belly.

      Too low.

      "Let me help," I offer, reaching for a strange metal contraption.

      "Don't touch that." He snatches it away, his calloused fingers brushing mine. An electric zing skitters up my arm at the contact.

      Oh no, no no. I am not attracted to this walking thundercloud.

      Even if his big hands make mine look like a child's. Even if the way he hoists that equipment shows off arms corded with muscle. Even if that damn scowl somehow makes him more appealing.

      "I really am sorry," I try again, putting on my brightest smile—the one that usually softens even the grumpiest people. "I'm Sky, by the way. Sky James."

      "Don't care." He adjusts his load and glares at my phone, still recording on its tripod.

      The casual dismissal stings more than it should. I'm used to winning people over quickly (it's my job), but this mountain of a man seems immune to charm. For a split second, uncertainty flickers through me before I push it down.

      He grunts. "You plan on standing in the entrance all day, or can people who actually work here get through?"

      His eyes briefly drop to my lips as I form a retort, then lower still, sweeping over my body. He immediately scowls harder, as if angry at himself for looking.

      Before I can respond, a cheerful voice calls out, "Graham! I see you’ve met our special guest!"

      A woman with auburn hair tied back in a thick braid hurries over, followed by another burly mountain man with striking blue eyes. I recognize them from the website as the camp's founders.

      "Is 'met' what we're calling it when someone bowls you over while talking to their phone?" the grump mutters.

      Teagan offers me her hand. "You must be Sky. I'm Teagan Leigh, and this is my husband Connor. We spoke by email?"

      "Yes! Thank you so much for having me." I shake her hand enthusiastically. "Your camp is even more gorgeous than your website shows. The way you've integrated the structures with the natural environment is exactly what my followers are looking for. Sustainable, authentic experiences that balance both nature and tradition."

      “Wonderful!” Teagan smiles brightly, and gestures to the grump. "This here’s Graham D'Amico.”

      Connor claps the big bear on his massive shoulder. “He’s our master wood cutting and axe-throwing expert."

      Graham grunts an acknowledgment, eyes still narrowed at my camera setup.

      "Another influencer?" he asks Connor, the word 'influencer' dripping with the same disdain someone might use for radioactive waste.

      "Sky specializes in eco-tourism," Teagan explains. "Her audience is exactly the demographic we're hoping to attract."

      "I've visited sustainability projects all over the country," I add. "But nothing like this. The way you're combining traditional skills with environmental education is revolutionary. My audience has already been buzzing about this visit for weeks. My preview posts about Timber Run generated three times my usual engagement."

      Graham's jaw ticks as if my words offend him. But his gaze drops to my mouth again, then snaps back to my eyes with renewed irritation.

      "I've built a following of over half a million people who are genuinely interested in this stuff. They're not just here for pretty sunset pics—they want the real deal."

      Connor nods approvingly. "That's exactly why we invited Sky here. Her platform aligns with our mission to preserve traditional logging practices while promoting responsible environmental stewardship."

      "The camp represents such beautiful harmony," I say, turning to Graham. "Honoring tradition while protecting the environment. I'd love to highlight how those two values can coexist. Show my followers how much skill goes into what you do."

      Graham's expression softens slightly—very slightly.

      "Speaking of which," Connor says, "Graham, Sky will be with us for the week documenting the camp. We thought you could…give her lessons for her channel. Show her audience some of what we teach here."

      Graham's face darkens like storm clouds rolling in.

      "No." He adjusts his grip on the tools he's gathered. "I don't perform tricks for internet points."

      "It's not tricks," I protest, stepping closer. My pulse quickens as his worn leather and freshly split pine scent washes over me. "My followers want to learn."

      "Your followers," he interrupts, "wouldn't know an adze from a froe if it hit them in the head, which it might if they learn from watching two-minute videos."

      "Graham," Connor says quietly, "we talked about this. Expanding our reach is part of the mission."

      Graham looks from Connor to my camera setup, then back to me.

      There's something primitive and compelling about this man that scrambles my insides, even as he’s being a stubborn ass.

      "The whole point of this camp," Teagan adds, "is to preserve traditional skills by teaching them to new generations. Sky's platform helps us reach people who might never find us otherwise."

      Graham's nostrils flare.

      "Not going to happen," he finally growls.

      And without another word, he turns and stalks off toward a wooden building his brawny frame radiating tension with every step.

      I watch him go, oddly captivated by the confident way he moves, the power evident in each stride.

      Despite his rejection, my pulse races.

      Wonderful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            GRAHAM

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor’s boots crunch behind me before I even reach the workshop. “We need to talk about this, Graham.”
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