

    
            Chapter One





			Kendall had just left the office and was mid-song, improvising a solo vocal to the pop song playing in her car when her phone rang through the speakers. She could see on the screen it was Cassie and hit the answer button on her steering wheel. “Hi, Cass,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. Due to their recent breakup, their conversations over the past few weeks had been strained at best. 

			“Hey, Kendall.” Cassie hesitated. “I know this is short notice, but considering how things have been between us, I’m moving out of the office.”

			“What? When?”

			“I’m doing it now.”

			Cassie must have been waiting until she was gone. “But you said we were gonna discuss that further. You know this isn’t the best for our customers.” Or for Kendall. She would never be able to afford the rent on her own.

			“I know that’s what I said, but considering our history, I decided it would be better for me to cut ties with you altogether. Even if the business suffers. The customers will understand.” 

			“What the hell, Cass. It’s not like I have an alternative place to work.” Cassie knew Kendall didn’t have another office and couldn’t afford one right now. Unexpectedly having to plan for shelling out the first and last month’s rent to acquire a new apartment had left her with barely enough money for gas. 

			“You don’t have to be out right away. The lease is paid until the end of the month.” 

			The back of her neck burned. “It’s October seventeenth, which only gives me two weeks.” Kendall could hear Cassie moving things around. She made a U-turn and headed back to the office. She’d already broken her heart, but she wasn’t going to let her take all her drafting equipment too. When Kendall arrived at the office, Cassie’s white BMW X3 was backed into the space right in front with the back hatch open. No way was she was letting Cassie take all their files. Kendall had put just as much work into cultivating their customer base as Cassie had—probably more. 

			Kendall pulled her Ford Bronco into the space next to Cassie’s SUV and threw it into Park. The car lurched as she got out and slammed the door behind her. 

			“I’m taking only the files for the customers I brought in,” Cassie said, anticipating her thoughts. 

			“I can’t believe you’re doing this on top of breaking up with me.” Kendall couldn’t stop the shake in her voice.

			“Listen, Kendall. This isn’t the first time we’ve discussed this issue over the past couple of months. I cannot continue to support your family.” Cassie’s deep blue eyes burned into Kendall’s. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“You’re not supporting them. I am.” And that support had lessened during this past year. 

			“Is there a difference?” Cassie yanked open the filing cabinet, fingered through the files, and pulled out a stack. “You support them. I support you. It still comes out of my wallet.”

			“I have never asked you for any financial support.” She’d done without things she wanted and needed many times instead of asking Cassie for help.

			Cassie narrowed her eyes. “You might not have asked, but you always took.”

			“That’s absolutely untrue.” She had no idea what Cassie was talking about. She’d been very careful not to touch any of their commingled funds for anything other than business.

			Cassie whirled around. “What about all the times I filled your tank with gas, or when I bought your lunch each day? Even paid for all their groceries. Do I need to write it all down—show you the figures?”

			“What?” Kendall was stunned at Cassie’s accusations. 

			Cassie held up a hand. “Don’t even try to talk your way out of it. I know you bought groceries for your family when you shopped for us. I saw the receipts, remember? I paid for all of them.”

			Kendall hadn’t realized Cassie was so angry about the food. “Those are things partners do for each other and their families.”

			“Not this partner. Not anymore. You’re going to have to find someone else to support you and your family.” Cassie pulled another file-cabinet drawer open. “I’m not even going to discuss whether filet mignon and shrimp are staples again. When you live off someone else’s income, you need to be more agreeable about the food items you request.” She took a few more files and slammed the drawer closed. “You’d think your family was rich, given the way they eat.” Cassie picked up the last file sitting on Kendall’s desk and opened it. “Which client is this?” 

			“That one’s mine.” Kendall snatched it from her hands, hoping she hadn’t seen any of the documents inside.

			Cassie studied her for a moment, then flattened her lips. “Whatever.” She put the top on the box of files. “You need to be out of here by the end of the month. The lease is only paid until then.” She glanced around the office. “Do me a favor and don’t destroy it. I’d like to get my security deposit back.” 

			“What about the furniture?” Kendall glanced at the large design printer she’d meticulously picked out. It had taken her weeks to find one at a reasonable cost and would be expensive to replace.

			Cassie shook her head. “Don’t even think about it. I’m taking that printer. The rest you can keep if you have a place for it. Sell it, for all I care. I don’t want it.” She walked out the door.

			Kendall followed. “Please don’t go.” Even after all the shitty things Cassie had said to her, Kendall still loved her and was still attracted to her. Whether she was still in love with her or afraid of being alone wasn’t clear. Many aspects of their relationship had become blurred over the past year.

			“We’re done, Kendall. Completely done.” Cassie loaded the box into the back of her SUV. “I’m having the printer moved tomorrow,” she said before she slid into the driver’s seat and peeled out of the parking lot. 

			Kendall flopped into the chair behind the desk and scanned the office. She would take a few things, but she would, indeed, sell the majority of the office furniture. Anything she couldn’t sell would either go to her parents’ house or remain in the office. She wouldn’t have room for it in her new one-bedroom apartment she planned to rent when she had the money.

			She crossed the room and ran her hand across the smooth top of the tilted drafting table before she relaxed into her chair. This was the first table she’d purchased, and it was still her favorite. Her mom had helped her set it up in the corner of her room next to the window and dedicated it to nothing but drafting. Keeping her little brother away from it had been a challenge, but after a number of candy bribes, he’d finally stopped messing with her space.

			She’d practiced her drafting even before she had the right tools. Luckily, the fundamentals of creating crisp lines and designs had come naturally to her. It had been a struggle to get to where she was today. Having chosen a different, more stable career path in college would have been much easier, but when she was able to move forward with the proper drafting equipment, it was pure bliss. And when she decided to pursue landscape design as a career, it became a daily passion. To improve her plant knowledge, she’d gone on to earn a master’s degree in botany with a focus on landscape ecology—the perfect combination for this career path. Her mind worked in a weird sort of animated world, where every unperfected landscape was mentally enhanced automatically. She imagined shrubs growing in dead space and grass where there was only dirt. Trees sprouted from the weeds, with beautiful fall foliage coloring the area. Even Cassie had found it uncanny. She’d told Kendall so on more than one occasion. 

			She opened the file she’d swiped from Cassie’s hand. She’d tried to prevent her from reading anything inside and had hopefully been successful. It was the recent bid they’d made on the state lodge landscape-redesign contract. Kendall had found the Request for Proposal and written the original proposal. It was the last project she’d worked on during their partnership. She wasn’t going to just let Cassie steal it from her. She couldn’t. It was all she had left now.

			She opened her laptop and tried to connect to the internet. No signal. “Fuck.” Cassie must have cancelled the service. She opened her cell phone and clicked on the setting enabling the hotspot, but the phone network didn’t show up in her laptop Wi-Fi settings. No connection here at all. Could this day get any worse?

			She leaned forward and dropped her head to the table, letting her tears flow. It had been a miserable few months for Kendall since she and Cassie had broken off their romantic relationship, and having their work partnership collapse was the icing on the cake. Everything she’d known to be true for most of the past four years was gone. Would her life ever be normal again?

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Kendall was late as she headed to meet her tour guide, Ivy, because her lunch with Noah had taken longer than she’d expected. Time and time again she’d told him that there was no possibility of them getting back together, but for some reason he still held a torch for her. She probably should let their friendship go, but, considering their history and her current situation, that would be hard. She needed an ally nearby in case this whole bid blew up in her face. Having a deputy sheriff in her pocket might come in handy if the beautiful park ranger gave her trouble.

			After she parked and made her way to the front of the lodge, she saw Ivy standing in front of the check-in driveway area that was still packed with cars, checking her watch. The woman was insanely attractive in her khaki pants and long-sleeve ranger uniform shirt. Kendall was deep in lust when she glimpsed a car that looked exactly like Cassie’s white, BMW X3 pass by. She couldn’t see the driver, but it didn’t stop, so she hoped it was someone leaving the lodge. As she walked farther down the path, she saw the car approaching again. Shit. It is Cassie. She ducked behind a large GMC truck and watched her pass and park in the grassy area at the end of the spaces. Hidden by the parked cars, she crept closer to where Cassie had parked. 

			She caught movement off to the side and saw Ivy heading toward Cassie with intent, then watching and waiting for Cassie to exit her car.

			“Excuse me. You can’t park your car on the grass here, ma’am. You’ll need to move it to the parking lot.”

			Cassie whipped her head around when she heard Ivy’s voice. “Why not? There’s nowhere else. The lot is full.”

			“Parking on the grass causes damage, ma’am. It kills the grass and leaves mud and tire tracks that can be difficult to repair. We need to keep the park lodge area looking nice. You’ll have to find a space in the lower lot.” Ivy pointed down the hill. 

			“It’s only a little bit of grass. And for your information, my name is Cassie, not ma’am. I’m just running in for a minute to pick up something.”

			“I understand, but rules are rules. Everyone needs to park in the designated areas. I’m going to have to ask you to move your car.” Ivy was being much more polite than Kendall would be.

			“This is ridiculous! What gives you the right to tell me where I can and can’t park? I’m not hurting anything.”

			“I disagree, and as a park ranger, it’s my job to enforce the park rules and make sure visitors are not causing harm. I politely asked you to move, and if you refuse, I will issue you a citation for illegal parking.”

			“Oh, come on. You can’t be serious! This is so stupid. I’m just trying to do some quick business inside and suddenly you’re giving me a ticket? What kind of public servant are you?”

			By the change in Ivy’s stance, Kendall could see that she didn’t like being referred to as a public servant, even though she was one. It was clear Cassie’s entitled tone bothered her the most. “I’m just doing my job to protect this park, ma’am.” She walked to the back of the BMW, took out a small pad folio, and wrote a few lines before she ripped the page from the pad and handed it to Cassie. “The citation stands, and you’ll still need to move your vehicle, or I’ll have it towed for being illegally parked. If you’d like to contest the ticket, you can do so in court on the date listed in the summons you’ll receive in the mail.” Ivy waited as Cassie got into her car, fired up the engine, and tore out across the grass, leaving a bare spot in it.

			Kendall chuckled to herself as Ivy stepped forward, assessed the damage, and knelt to replace some of the dislodged grass. Cassie would be lucky if Ivy didn’t add the cost of the grass repair to the fine. 
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        * * *

      

			Kendall used her most remorseful look as she approached Ivy. “Excuse me. Are you the park ranger in charge here?”

			Ivy tilted her head to look up. “Yes. I am. The name’s Ivy. How 
can I help you?” she asked as she stood and rubbed the dirt from her hands.

			“Well, I wanted to apologize for something that happened yesterday during my arrival here. I wasn’t paying attention when I got out of my car, and I’m ashamed to admit I let some trash fall to the ground. You were right to draw my attention to it.”

			Ivy frowned. “Ah. I see. We do ask all visitors to pack out any garbage they produce to keep our parks pristine. Leaving litter can negatively impact the wildlife and ecosystem.”

			“You’re absolutely correct. It was thoughtless of me.” Kendall smiled lightly. “I feel just terrible about it. I’ve always appreciated the natural beauty of parks and public lands. When I realized what I’d done, I immediately regretted it.”

			Ivy took in a deep breath. “I appreciate you taking responsibility. May I ask what made you change your mind and apologize?”

			“Well, I watched that woman destroy the grass, and after thinking it over, I realized I’d violated a principle I deeply believe in—leaving nature unspoiled for others to enjoy. Littering was disrespectful to this park I love so much. I couldn’t let it sit right with my conscience.” The apology was a bit over the top, but she hoped Ivy didn’t think she was being insincere. In light of Cassie’s arrival, Kendall needed to get back into Ivy’s good graces.

			Ivy hesitated, then glared suspiciously at her. “I understand. Making mistakes is part of human nature. What matters is that we try to make amends.” 

			“Thank you for hearing me out. I won’t let it happen again.”

			Ivy nodded. “Now do you want to tell me the real reason you’re apologizing again?” She raised her eyebrows. “I appreciate the sincerity, but I believed you the first time.”

			Kendall closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. She never had been good at sucking up. “That woman, the one you just gave a ticket to…is my ex-partner.” She brushed the hair out of her face. “She’s here because of the lodge-beautification project as well. I put in the bid without her knowledge before we ended our relationship.”

			“Oh.” Ivy shook her head. “Yet she parked on the grass and destroyed a patch when she peeled out of here.”

			“Yeah. That’s what she does. Leaves a bit of destruction in her wake.” Kendall’s gut wrenched. “Did that to my heart as well.”

			“Oh.” Ivy blinked several times as though she was an overloaded CPU processing the information. 

			Kendall paused, waiting to see if Ivy would say something or shut down. 

			“Thank you for the warning. I’ll be sure to keep an eye out for her.”

			That’s it? That’s all she has to say after I told her my life was decimated and I’m gay? Not even a drop of empathy. This woman’s made of stone. Insanely attractive but built of granite.








    
            Chapter Eleven





			When Kendall had finally arrived at their meeting point in front of the lodge, Ivy’s irritation at her had been replaced by her annoyance at the ridiculously rude Cassie. 

			“We’re running late.” Ivy turned and started trudging across the grass down to the trail into the woods, not even checking to see if Kendall was following.

			“I’m so sorry. I got hung up on a phone call from home. My mom needed help with a computer issue.”

			Ivy slowed and took a deep breath. She shouldn’t be mad at Kendall for taking time for her family. 

			As they walked the trail, Kendall chattered away about her recent projects designing amenities for a couple of luxury hotels in various locales and a children’s hospital back home. Ivy tuned out most of it.

			They approached a pristine mountain stream, the water sparkling as it flowed over rocks. “Oh, isn’t this just beautiful,” Kendall said excitedly as she kneeled and dipped her hand in the water. “We could build a lovely little footbridge over this brook, with some decorative gardens on either side.”

			Ivy cut her off with a harsh look. “This entire area is undeveloped wilderness. No construction of any kind is allowed here. That’s the whole point of a state park.”

			Kendall blinked in clear surprise at Ivy’s sharp tone but then simply smiled. “Well, I’m just throwing out some ideas. No need to get upset.”

			Ivy sighed. This tour was going to test every last ounce of her patience. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”

			“I get it.” Kendall gave her a flat smile. “You don’t want to babysit me.” She walked ahead of her. “That’s okay. I can find my way around. If I get lost, I’ll just follow the sun back to the lodge.”

			“The sun sets in the west.”

			“Right.” Kendall pointed west. 

			“The lodge is east.” Ivy pointed in the opposite direction.

			“Thanks for the tip.” Kendall kept walking. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine on my own.”

			“No. Absolutely not.” Her boss would kill her if something happened to Kendall. “You’re my responsibility. I’ll guide you.”

			“I’m no one’s responsibility but my own,” Kendall shot back.

			Ivy grabbed her arm gently. “Listen. I acted badly, and I really am sorry.”

			Kendall glanced at Ivy’s hand on her arm, and Ivy released her.

			“Honestly. Walking the trails is one of my favorite things. It’s where I gather my thoughts. But you’re right. I hadn’t expected to be taken away from my regular duties to escort you.” She took her hat off and blotted her forehead. “I had a tour scheduled with some kids today and had to pass it off to someone else.”

			“You like kids’ tours?” Kendall raised her eyebrows.

			“They’re my favorite. So eager to soak up everything they learn about nature.”

			Kendall smiled softly. “With you being so strict about the rules, I didn’t see that coming.”

			“Adults break the rules more often than kids.”

			“Yeah. I guess they probably do.”

			“No probably about it. They always think they’re right about their actions and don’t like admitting when they’re wrong.”

			“I admitted it. Even though what I did was unintentional.”

			“You did. In all your mocking glory.”

			“I know.” Kendall grinned. “But I apologized for that as well.”

			Ivy tilted her head. “Did you really apologize? It sounded more to me like you were throwing some shade on your ex.”

			“Everything I told you was true. I did bid the project alone, and she did break my heart.”

			“I’m sorry that happened to you.” Ivy truly regretted doubting her. “Why’d you put the bid in without her?”

			“Cassie avoids state contract bids because there isn’t a whole lot of money to be made on them.”

			In addition to Cassie being full of herself, Ivy had just found another reason not to like her. “She’s right. You don’t see it that way?” 

			“No. Not at all. I see it as a way to give back to the community.” Kendall shook her head. “This lodge is a gorgeous castle in the sky, originally built in the late 1800s as a Victorian resort named The Stella Peak Inn. Do you know Stella means star in Latin?”

			“Yes. I’m aware of what it means.” Ivy didn’t know Latin but was well versed in the history of the lodge.

			“After facing financial troubles, it fell into disrepair and finally closed in 1910. Not much of the original was left when a second lodge was built and opened in 1963, but sadly that one was destroyed by a kitchen fire in 1973.”

			“This place has overcome a lot of hardship, for sure,” Ivy said.

			“It’s very resilient. The current lodge was built in 1975. And after that it underwent a major renovation and expansion from 2012 to 2015. And now here we are to do it again. I wonder why they changed the name to Diamond Mountain?”

			“Because, in addition to the mountain being rich in diamonds, during the restoration it was considered a diamond in the rough.” Ivy was excited to provide a bit of information Kendall didn’t know. Sounds like you’ve done your research.” She was impressed by Kendall’s knowledge. “Are you sure you need a guide?”

			“Yes, please. I want to hear all the inside secrets of the park,” Kendall said. “Oh, and can we take the Reservoir Trail? I read that the old rock wall that served as part of the reservoir for the original 1898 inn can still be found there on the side of the mountain.”

			“Okay, then. Come on. Let’s get moving. We have a lot of ground to cover.” It seemed that she’d misjudged Kendall. Maybe she wasn’t so bad after all.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			Ivy sighed heavily as she saw the sporty SUV pull up to the ranger station. She recognized it as belonging to Cassie, the landscape designer from out of town that she’d had the confrontation with earlier that day. She’d finished showing Kendall around less than an hour ago. It seemed that the parks department had brought in several resources to bid on the revitalization of the lodge and some areas of the park. All the staff had been buzzing about it, but Ivy loved this park and didn’t think it needed revitalizing at all. It might be aged and weathered a bit, but it was perfect as the natural wonderland it was.

			Cassie bounded out of her vehicle, designer sunglasses on and colorful printed scarf trailing behind her. “Ranger, so good to see you again,” she said in an overly cheery voice.

			Forcing a tight smile, Ivy muttered a greeting. Here we go again. She was dreading having to lead this excessively energetic, narcissistic woman around and listen to her critique every inch of the landscape. She noted the flashy leather boots Cassie was wearing. This would probably be a shorter tour than planned. 

			“Shall we head out?” Cassie asked, indicating the start of one of the hiking trails with a sweep of her arm. Without waiting for a response, she started off down the path.

			Ivy stuffed her hands into her pockets and trudged along behind her, her scowl deepening with every enthusiastic comment Cassie made about remaking this perfect park into her own artificial vision. This was going to be a miserably long tour—so much different than the one she’d given Kendall.

			“Have you read through my bid?” Cassie asked over her shoulder. 

			“Not my department. I’m a state park ranger.”

			“What does a state park ranger do?” Cassie asked with a flirty lilt in her voice. 

			“I’m a wildlife professional. I protect the land by ensuring park visitors adhere to wildlife rules. I’m responsible for educating the public about the guidelines and regulations of national and local parks.”

			“Like park law enforcement?”

			Ivy shook her head. “I don’t arrest people. I educate them.”

			“You gave me a ticket, though. So, you must have some authority.”

			Ivy nodded. “The authority to ticket people like you, who don’t respect the land. I participate in search-and-rescue missions when necessary, and apparently, I now give tours to landscapers as well.”

			Cassie stopped and sat on a nearby bench. “Educate me.”

			“What do you want to know?”

			“Tell me about the lodge. When it was built and opened to the public.”

			All things that Kendall already knew. She’d been telling the truth about the bid and Cassie.

			Ivy remained standing as she proceeded to give Cassie a brief overview of the history of the lodge. “It was originally built in the late 1800s as a Victorian resort.” She recalled Kendall calling it a castle in the sky. Very appropriate description. 

			“So, it’s really old, huh?” Cassie pulled Ivy from her thought. “Rather than redesign it, maybe they should just tear it down and build something more modern.”

			“It’s a landmark.” More like a local treasure. Cassie would probably never understand its significance. “It’s already been rebuilt several times, due to unfortunate circumstances. The lodge underwent a major renovation and expansion that ended in 2015. It’s structurally sound now, and it’s unlikely to be torn down for a rebuild in the near future.” 

			“You know what they say about old bones.”

			“What’s that?” Ivy waited for Cassie’s response before giving her own opinion.

			“They’re brittle and break easily.” Cassie shrugged.

			“I disagree.” Ivy shook her head. “I consider old bones to be a strong foundation.”

			“Guess that depends on the way you look at the half-empty glass.” Cassie certainly wasn’t an optimist. If she was awarded the contract, the lodge would suffer. Ivy walked farther down the trail. “You ready to see more of the park?”

			Cassie shook her head. “No. I think I’ll go back to the lodge. These boots won’t work for the trails.” She took one off and wiped the dust from the leather top. “I still need to check in.”

			“Okay. I’ve got a few things to check out here. Just let Susan at the desk know if you want to continue the tour at another time.”

			Ivy turned and headed farther down the trail. She probably should’ve offered to walk Cassie back to the lodge but didn’t really want to waste any more time on someone who didn’t appreciate the lodge or the surrounding nature. It would take her a few minutes to shake the negative vibes she was currently feeling. Each and every step of the tour for Cassie, even though it was short, had been painful. 

			She now understood a little more about Kendall and her comment about Cassie leaving a bit of destruction in her wake. The news that Kendall was gay was interesting, more interesting than it really should be, but she wondered if the information Kendall had provided about her broken heart was a deterrent or just exactly that, information. She’d been waiting for so long to connect with someone who respected nature the way she did. Why did it have to happen with someone who had a clearly displayed warning sign above her head? 

			But why was she even thinking about that at all? She was here to do her job, not romance a park contractor, which is exactly what Kendall would be if she got the bid.
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        * * *

      

			As soon as Ivy entered the lodge, Susan rounded the counter and rushed toward her. Pulling her aside, she whispered in her ear, “It appears the lodge is overbooked.”

			“What?” Ivy glanced at Kendall, who was waiting patiently at one end of the counter, and then at Cassie, who was waiting at the other with her hand on her hip. “How did that happen?”

			“Seems that cute little designer, Kendall, has a partner who showed up as well.”

			“I’m aware. I’ve already met her.” An unfortunate experience at best. “She’s a real piece of work.”

			“Only one room was reserved for them, and I’ve already given it to Kendall. So, her partner doesn’t have one.” Susan moved closer. “Are they romantic partners as well?”

			“According to Kendall they aren’t any type of partners anymore.”

			Susan smiled widely. “She told you that?”

			Ivy nodded. “Don’t get any ideas. She only told me because Cassie showed up, and she hadn’t expected her to.”

			“Well, now we have an issue. Do you think that Kendall can stay with you?” Susan asked.

			“What?” Ivy raised her eyebrows. “No. Absolutely not. Have her stay with you.”

			“I don’t have room at my place.”

			“Neither do I. My place is a one-bedroom, remember? That would put one of us on the couch.”

			Susan crossed her arms and looked at the two women at the counter. “What are we gonna do?”

			“They’ll just have to share the room. Their company, their issue.”

			“You know that will be a very awkward position for them.”

			“Awkward for them? Just think how I’ll feel if I have to put up a total stranger.” Ivy let out a low grumble. “This whole situation is unbelievable. I don’t even know Cassie, and I hate her already.”

			“That’s a very strong word you’re using there.”

			“I know.” Ivy closed her eyes and let out a sigh. “I’ve only heard a little about her from Kendall, and now that I’ve actually met her, I can see that it could all be true.” 

			She heard Cassie raise her voice and move aggressively toward Kendall, who didn’t back away. Shit. This situation was about to explode. She rushed toward them.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			“I can’t believe you tried to steal this bid from me.” Cassie moved quickly into Kendall’s space.

			Kendall’s adrenaline rushed as she stood her ground. “It’s my bid. I wrote it and I sent it in. You didn’t even want to bid this project.” She knew Cassie would try to take this from her.

			Cassie glanced at Susan and several others in the lobby, who were now watching them. “That’s not true. I just let you take the lead on it.”

			“Oh, yeah? Why don’t you tell me about your presentation—how you plan to revitalize the lodge?” No way was Cassie prepared for the magnitude of this project. Kendall wasn’t sure she was either.

			“I’m not telling you that. It’s confidential. You’ll steal my ideas.” Cassie gave her a tight-lipped smile.

			“Your ideas.” Kendall scoffed. “If you have anything in that little bag of tricks, you got it from me.” Kendall looked around her. “Did you bring your new girlfriend to help?” 

			“No. I’m here alone.”

			“Didn’t want her to see the cutthroat side of you, eh?”

			“She’s busy with her own job.”

			“Really? My needs never outweighed yours when we were together.” What was that about? Cassie had required twenty-four-seven attention from Kendall. 

			Kendall caught a glimpse of Ivy and Susan as they rushed by them and went behind the counter. 

			Susan tapped a few keys on the computer keyboard. “Ladies, I’m sorry to interrupt, but we have a slight problem.”

			“What?” Cassie snapped. 

			“There she is.” Kendall gave her a tight smile. “The real Cassie.”

			Cassie cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. What’s the problem?”

			“Only one room was booked for your firm, and we don’t have any others available. So, either you two will have to stay together, or one of you will have to find a room somewhere else in town.”

			“I was here first. I’m already checked in.” Kendall wasn’t going anywhere. This was her bid.

			“Well, I paid for all your work, and I’m not leaving.” 

			“I earned every penny we made. You couldn’t even run the copier.” Kendall had been the bones of the company and had created all the designs. Cassie was the wrapper and mostly handled sales.

			Cassie flipped her gaze to Susan. “Does the room have two queen beds?”

			Susan shook her head. “One king.”

			Ivy stepped forward and put her arm around Kendall. “You can stay with me like we originally planned.”

			They all fell silent and stared at Ivy until Susan grinned. “Great idea. Problem solved.”

			Cassie glanced from Kendall to Ivy and then back to Kendall. “You sure didn’t waste any time, did you?”

			Kendall bit her lip, letting Cassie think the worst of her. She didn’t like giving in, but she couldn’t stay in the same room with Cassie. Not after what she’d done to her. The way Cassie had broken up with her had been so heartless and callous. And she’d done the same with their professional partnership. 

			“Key.” Cassie held out her hand. 

			Kendall narrowed her eyes as she took the key from her pocket. “I need to get my stuff first.” Thankfully she hadn’t had time to unpack. 

			“I’ll help you.” Ivy reached out her hand.

			Kendall’s hand tingled as Ivy took it and led her down the hallway to the room. Kendall handed Ivy the keycard, and she swiped it in the door and opened it.

			“Thank you for that.” Kendall shook with relief as she held back tears. She’d escaped Cassie’s proximity with Ivy’s help—with Ivy’s help. How had that happened?

			“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that, but I couldn’t watch her attack you any longer.” Ivy paced to the other side of the room, creating some distance between them. “She seems like a horrible person.”

			“She is.” Kendall was relieved to be out of the situation. “And don’t be sorry. I really appreciate you stepping in. It was getting ugly.”

			“I meant what I said. You can stay with me if you need to. It would get Susan, and my parents, off my back and keep Cassie off yours.”

			“Why are they on your back?”

			Ivy rolled her eyes. “They’re always trying to set me up with women they know.”

			The lightbulb went off in Kendall’s head. Now the hard sell when she’d checked in made sense. “So, if we pretend to be together, Susan will leave you alone, and Cassie will get a taste of her own medicine.”

			Ivy nodded. “My thoughts, exactly.” 

			“Do you think we can pull it off?” After their first meeting, experiencing fallout from Ivy’s rigid rules, Kendall had been skeptical about getting to know Ivy at all. But after the time they’d been forced to spend together earlier today, she’d found Ivy to be a wonderful, caring person who was passionate about nature. She now understood the reasons behind the rules.

			“I think we can. How hard can it be?” Ivy pulled up the handle on Kendall’s bag and rolled it toward the door. “I don’t have a whole lot of room at my place. It’s only a one-bedroom cabin. One of us will have to take the couch.” It was sweet that Ivy hadn’t immediately relegated her to it.

			“No worries on that. I have a friend who lives in the area that I can stay with.” She’d have to take Noah up on his offer after all. Kendall plucked her phone from her back pocket and began to text him. Cassie showed up. The lodge is overbooked. I need to stay with you after all. 

			She waited for a minute for a response before typing more. Is that okay?

			Bubbles appeared on the screen, and soon a message came through. Absolutely. Come on.

			“He’s fine with it.” It might be uncomfortable at first, but she would steer clear of any romantic memories he brought up, and hopefully they would easily cruise back into the friendship comfort she adored. “We’ll have to be discreet about it. We don’t want everyone knowing I’m not staying with you. That would look suspicious.”

			“Right…and we’ll have to spend time together after work hours and develop a story of how we met previously.”

			Kendall bit her lip. “Oh, yeah. I didn’t think about that. We don’t want people thinking this is just a quick hookup.” Playing the part of Ivy’s girlfriend might be harder than actually making the contract bid. She’d have to work around it somehow.

			“True. Everyone here knows that’s not my style.” Ivy’s cheeks reddened. 

			That was good to hear. Kendall hadn’t slept with anyone she hadn’t gotten to know a bit first. She glanced at Ivy, taking in her silent strength paired with her pink cheeks. Actually, a good roll in the hay with Ivy would probably be fun. 

			Ivy opened the door and waved her forward. “After you, sweetheart.”

			“Thank you, honey.” Maybe it wouldn’t be much work after all. It was nice being treated with kindness and respect. 

			





    
            Chapter Fourteen





			Ivy had tingled all over as she’d stepped forward and put her arm around Kendall. She didn’t know what had come over her, but she hadn’t been able to just stand there and watch Cassie cut her to shreds. She’d been in shitty positions before, not exactly like that one, but similar. Ex-girlfriends could be vicious.

			She tried to shake her anxiety as she walked Kendall to her car. “Are you free for dinner?” Her cheeks burned as she continued on this unknown journey. She’d never been good at connecting with women.

			“Yes. I am absolutely free.” The excitement in Kendall’s eyes made Ivy even more nervous. “Why, Ranger Patterson, are you asking me out to dinner?”

			“I guess I am. In the name of research, that is. I mean, to get our stories straight.” It was best to keep this as professional as possible, but there was nothing professional about how she was feeling.

			“Right. Yes, of course.” Kendall didn’t sound quite so energetic. “We have a lot to talk about.”

			“Dinner seems to be the appropriate time. Unless you want to do it now.” She really needed a little time to get her own feelings in check. This was a ruse. Kendall wasn’t really her girlfriend. No matter how exciting it felt to have a smart gorgeous woman by her side, it was all a masquerade.

			“No. Dinner is fine. I have to get my things over to my friend, Noah’s, and settle in there.”

			“Noah Cramer?” Ivy was sure there wasn’t another Noah in the area. 

			“Yeah. You know him?”

			“He boards my horse. We hang out at the arena sometimes.” How crazy was it that they actually knew someone in common.

			“Oh. You ride?”

			Ivy nodded. “It’s easier to get around this terrain on horseback sometimes. Other than on foot, it’s the best way when searching for lost hikers. The ability to cover more ground in less time is essential.” However, trail access wasn’t always easy with a thousand-pound equine. “You?”

			“Not so much anymore, but Noah’s family had horses and he and I rode a lot together when we were younger.”

			“We should go for a ride while you’re here.”

			“We should.” Kendall’s voice rose in excitement. “I’m sure Noah has a gentle old mare I can take out for a bit.” Kendall’s eyes widened. “That can be our connection. We both know Noah. We can say I came to visit him.”

			“And maybe he had a party.” Ivy finished Kendall’s sentence.

			“We clicked at the party and spent some time together while I was here. That’s how you and I got to know each other.” Kendall threw up her hand for a high five.

			Ivy slapped Kendall’s hand. “Great idea.” Excitement bubbled inside. “Pick you up at six?”

			“Sounds perfect.” Kendall smiled widely.

			Ivy grinned, tingling again. She was beginning to wish that she actually had met Kendall at a party a long time before now. 

			She could see Susan watching her from the lobby doors as she walked back to the lodge. She’d have to figure out something to tell Susan or just bring her in on the secret. She’d be ecstatic that Ivy was involved in some sort of relationship, even if it was fake. She couldn’t lie to her. Inevitably, she’d screw up the story, and Susan would call her on it. Plus, Ivy needed Susan’s help in keeping up appearances. Someone else had to have some knowledge of the relationship for it to look real. 

			The door opened, and Susan came speeding out. “I can’t believe what I just saw. You and Kendall? Really? How did you keep that from me?”

			“Not really. She needed help. Her ex is a nightmare, and I felt bad for her.”

			“But she’s staying at your place, right?” Excitement bubbled in Susan’s voice.

			Ivy shook her head. “She’s friends with Noah and is going to stay with him.” She glanced around. “But don’t tell anyone. She needs her ex to think we’re involved.”

			Susan tugged her down the pathway. “I want to hear every morsal of this whole story.”

			“Kendall told me that her partner, Cassie, had ended their relationship abruptly a while back, before summer, I think.”

			“That’s good.”

			“Yeah, but they were professional partners as well, and Cassie recently pulled the same crap with her on that.” Ivy kicked a stray rock out of her path.

			“But they’re both here to present for the landscaping contract?”

			Ivy nodded. “Kendall said she wrote up the bid and sent it in. Cassie wasn’t interested in it.”

			“And now she is?”

			“Apparently.” Ivy shrugged. “I got a dose of Cassie this afternoon when I was showing her around. She’s a real piece of work—knows nothing about the park at all and has some weird ideas for the renovations. Thinks they should just tear the lodge down and rebuild.”

			“Well, we don’t need that.” Susan stopped and put her hand on her hip. “I know you were a bit miffed at Kendall when she arrived. What’s your impression of her now after showing her around?”

			Ivy smiled. “She knew all the history of the lodge.”

			“Really?” Susan’s voice rose.

			“Yeah. I couldn’t believe it.” It had been refreshing to talk to someone who actually had done some research about the lodge and the nature surrounding it.

			“Changed your opinion about her then, have you?”

			Ivy nodded. “I made a snap judgement, and I was wrong about her. Kendall is really very nice.”

			“And cute.” Susan grinned. “And now your pretend girlfriend.” She danced around. “I absolutely love this situation.”

			Ivy laughed. “I knew you would. You have to keep all of this a secret.” She drew her eyebrows together. “I mean no one else can know. Not even Charlie.”

			Susan put her thumb and forefinger to her lips and twisted, locking in the secret. “I promise I won’t tell anyone. What are you going to say to your parents?”

			Ivy felt the ball drop in her stomach. “I hadn’t thought about that.” She sighed. “Guess I’ll have to tell them the same story as everyone else. You know my mom can’t keep a secret to save her life.” They’d have to stage a breakup at some point in time, or her mom would be hurt when this was all over and the truth came out. 

			“True. But if you like Kendall and she likes you, maybe it won’t be a lie after all. Could be the beginning of something gloriously romantic. You never know.” Susan was always optimistic.

			“I wouldn’t count on that. She doesn’t even live here.”

			“Where does she live?”

			“I have no idea.” Ivy rubbed her forehead. “It hasn’t come up yet.”

			“Well, you’d better get on those details, or this is going to blow up really quickly.”

			“I know. We’re having dinner tonight.” 

			“Like a date?” Susan’s eyes widened.

			Ivy shook her head. “Not a date. A fact-finding mission.” Ivy questioned her own judgment in getting herself into this whole mess. Yet, oddly, she was looking forward to visiting with Kendall. She seemed to really love nature and was easy to talk to. If nothing else, it gave her something to do in the evenings.

			





    
            Chapter Fifteen





			Kendall pulled each thermal shirt and sweatshirt from her bag one by one and tossed them onto the bed. Next, she went through her bottoms. Athletic leggings that she’d brought for hiking, casual jeans, and joggers for relaxing. She unzipped her suit bag and took out the suit and blouse she’d included for the presentation. That wouldn’t do either. Why hadn’t she thought of packing a couple of nice sweaters or a dress to wear? She wouldn’t wear athletic pants or a sweatshirt to dinner for the first time with anyone, let alone a date. At least she’d thrown in a pair of ankle boots that could dress an outfit up or down.

			Taylor, her friend Noah’s girlfriend, came into the room carrying several items of clothing on hangers. “My pants won’t work for you.” There was a definite height difference between them. Taylor was a petite five feet, three inches tall, and Kendall was five feet eight. “But I have some nice sweaters you can choose from. I tend to wear larger-sized tops to cover the girls better.” She held one of the sweaters to her chest. 

			“That’s so sweet of you.” She took the sweaters from Taylor and looked at them one by one. Then she chose a burnt-orange tunic, held it up against herself, and looked in the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. “This one might work.”

			Taylor nodded. “The color brings out the brown in your eyes.”

			She glanced at her own eyes in the mirror. It definitely brought out the chestnut flecks in the brown. “This one it is.” She handed the others back to Taylor. “Thank you so much for this. I should’ve planned better.”

			“Who knew you’d have an instant girlfriend?”

			“Right.” She’d already confided in Taylor about the ruse. Should she have done that? She wasn’t sure, but keeping it from her would put Noah in a bad spot.

			“I’ll leave these in case you need something else over the weekend.” Taylor hung the remaining sweaters in the closet. “Ivy’s a nice girl. I like her.”

			“Do you know her well?”

			“I wouldn’t say that we’re best friends, but we hang out some when she’s here grooming her horse.”

			Kendall sank onto the bed. “Does she date much? I mean, does she have someone I should be aware of lurking in town?”

			Taylor laughed and shook her head. “No. As far as I know, she doesn’t date at all. Hasn’t in quite a while.”

			“She mentioned something about a waitress at the lodge that Susan keeps setting her up with. What about her?”

			“June?” Taylor’s voice rose. “She’s way too immature for Ivy. I doubt they have anything in common.”

			An odd sense of relief rushed through Kendall. “Great. Thanks. That’s helpful. I didn’t want to have any run-ins with jealous lovers.” She had enough of that here already.

			“She’ll probably take you to her favorite Italian restaurant over on 3rd Street. It’s been there a long time. You can use that as your first date spot.”

			“Great idea.” She plucked her computer from her bag. “I’ll look at their menu online to find some dishes we might have eaten.” She glanced up at Taylor. “The more we prep, the more realistic it’ll sound when we tell people the magical story of how we met.” She grinned. It would have to be a story that even Kendall herself would believe and possibly even wish had actually happened. “What’s the name of the restaurant?”

			“Enzo’s. They have pizza and pasta.” Taylor sat on the bed next to her. “I’ve only been there a few times, but it was really good.”

			“That’s easy.” She pulled up the menu from the restaurant on her laptop and scrolled to the main courses. The menu had so many items listed Kendall had no idea what she or Ivy would order. She turned the screen for Taylor to see. “What do you usually have there?” 

			“My go-to is spaghetti and meatballs.”

			“What about Ivy?”

			“Chicken piccata or linguine Bolognese. If you say she ordered anything else, they’ll know you’re lying.”

			Kendall raised her eyebrows. “Every time she eats there?”

			Taylor shrugged. “She likes those dishes.”

			Kendall pulled her lips into a sideways grin. “Nothing wrong with being predictable. Makes it easier for me. I’m partial to shrimp scampi, along with a house salad and garlic bread.” Her stomach growled as she set the laptop aside and stood. “Now I’m hungry for Italian food. I hope that’s what she has planned.”

			Taylor stood, crossed the room and leaned against the door jamb. “Be careful with Ivy. She’s really sweet and, from what I hear, doesn’t play games.”

			“I don’t plan to hurt her. This is all just for the weekend. Besides, she’s the one who suggested it.”

			“Nevertheless, she might look tough on the outside, but she’s very vulnerable.”

			“Oh. How do you know that?” How close were they? What was Taylor keeping from her?

			“She was here a lot after her last breakup. Rode for hours on end. We talked quite a bit too. The woman took everything she had—squeezed every bit of compassion out of Ivy and then left her broken-hearted. It wasn’t pretty.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.” A knot formed in her throat. “Does the woman still live in the area?”

			Taylor shook her head. “Moved out of state, thankfully. Ivy didn’t need to be reminded of her in any way.”

			“I would never do that to her or anyone else,” Kendall said sincerely. It made her sad to find out that someone had taken advantage of Ivy and broken her heart. 

			Taylor gave her a wary look. “I’ll take you at your word.” She turned and left the room.

			Why wouldn’t she take her at her word? Kendall had never treated a woman badly and resented the fact that Taylor might even think she would. She had to face the fact that her tenuous relationship with Taylor would probably never change. She checked the time on her phone, already five thirty. She needed to finish getting ready. Ivy would be here soon.

			Kendall’s ankle boots clicked as she paced the rail-framed porch while waiting for Ivy to arrive. She hadn’t expected to be so nervous tonight. The information Taylor had provided earlier had been unsettling and made her angry that anyone would treat Ivy badly. She pulled at the hem of the burnt-orange tunic sweater she’d chosen from Taylor’s offering, hoping it covered her butt enough. Even though it was larger than the rest, it was still shorter than she preferred. The athletic leggings she’d brought were very form-fitting and outlined her shape more than she’d expected. It had taken her much longer than necessary to get ready. Thankfully Taylor had come to her rescue. There it was again…that feeling about Ivy. This wasn’t a date, but she couldn’t help thinking it was…hoping it was.

			Noah whistled as he stepped out onto the porch, breaking through her thoughts. “That outfit oughta make anyone think you’re dating.” 

			“Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself.” The deputy uniform fit him well. 

			“Women love a man in uniform.” He winked. “You nervous?”

			“A little.” She nodded. “I just want to make sure we’re believable as a couple.” Kendall had filled Noah in on the whole room debacle when she got there this afternoon. He and Taylor had been super understanding, which was nice. She’d worried how Taylor would react to her staying with them. Taylor had always been a bit jealous of Kendall’s friendship with Noah. Plus, old stories and inside jokes always made the situation worse, and Kendall didn’t know how to avoid them or find a way to include Taylor in them. Sometimes she just didn’t get their jokes. Most people didn’t get them because they were based on their past experiences together. She would make a real effort to keep those to a minimum during this visit. No need to upset her hostess.

			Kendall’s stomach jumped when she heard the rocks on the driveway crunch and saw the dust trail forming in the distance. Ivy was just about here. 
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