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      Castle Mountain Lodge was just gearing up for the busy summer season with only a few people milling around the lobby. As far as Bo Clancy was concerned, it was perfect. The last thing he needed to worry about was an audience on top of everything else. He paced in front of the fireplace and glanced around again for the staff manager. He’d been told that Carmen would be in the lobby, but so far he hadn’t seen her. It figured that just when he needed to talk to her, she would be busy. They still had a few weeks before the summer season was in full swing, which was good since it bought him a little more time to figure out what he was going to do.

      Bo had been set up to have another successful summer as the lead outdoor guide at Castle Mountain. He’d been running the summer program at the Lodge for the past three years and it was the perfect job for someone like him. Someone who’d rather be outside than in and, most important, didn’t have any family ties that would keep him from leading the overnight excursions. They were the most lucrative trips because of the tips involved, usually from the women. He’d gained a bit of a reputation as a flatterer and as a result was often specially requested to lead ladies’ groups. He never acted on his flirtations, at least not with the guests, but it didn’t hurt as far as the income was concerned.

      That was all going to change this year, unless he could figure things out. Bo looked at the couch, where Ella was sound asleep. Curled up with his big cable-knit sweater as a blanket, she looked impossibly small. Her blond hair was fanned over her tiny arm that was tucked under her head. Her blond eyelashes fluttered against her porcelain cheeks. Bo stopped pacing and stood transfixed by her every breath. It didn’t matter how many times he looked at the birth certificate and read the letter, he still couldn’t believe she was his. He bent to touch her, to push the stray hair off her cheek, but he pulled away at the last minute, a familiar voice intruding on the moment.

      Bo straightened up to see Carmen, accompanied by two other women, walking across the room. They stopped by the grand piano and he watched for a minute as Carmen gestured around the grand foyer. She seemed familiar with the petite, dark-haired woman—maybe they were frequent guests? But no, the other woman, the taller one, clutched a red binder in her hands. The Castle Mountain Lodge Employee Manual. He had one just like it somewhere in his bags. Not that he’d ever looked at it.

      Carmen had never been his biggest fan. Not since the first year they’d worked together and he’d slept with her roommate. He was fairly certain the roommate didn’t remember it—it had been years ago—but Carmen had been frosty to him ever since. When he’d discovered that she was now in charge of staff, he’d been dreading the conversation he needed to have because based on past history, she wasn’t likely to help him out.

      Bo took another look at Ella, still sleeping on the couch. “No time like the present,” he said aloud. He turned and crossed the room in three long strides. “Excuse me,” he said, interrupting the women. “Carmen, I need to speak with you.”

      Carmen turned, a fake smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes pasted on her face. “Nice to see you, Bo.  I’m just in the middle of something right now. Maybe we can catch up later.”

      “It can’t wait,” he said. He flicked his glance to the other women and his gaze naturally landed on the taller of the two. She looked to be in her late twenties, which instantly intrigued him. Older than most of the women working at the Lodge and she was attractive, very attractive. But she definitely had the look of a city girl who wouldn’t know the first thing about stepping out of the mall and onto the trail. Despite her slender waist and curves that begged to have his hands on them, city girls weren’t his thing. Even if he were looking for a diversion, which he wasn’t. “I am sorry to interrupt, darling,” he spoke to her and turned on the charm. “You probably have a lot of questions about the Lodge and the mountains, after all, they can be intimidating. And I’m sure we can do our best to answer those for you later.” Without waiting for a response, he turned back to Carmen. “I do need to speak to you right now.”

      Carmen cleared her throat and stood tall. “Bo, this is Andi Williams and Morgan Pierce.” She waved at the two women in turn. “Andi is a good friend of the Lodge and Morgan will be working with us this summer.”

      He spared a quick nod but kept his eyes on Carmen. “Hi,” he said in the women’s direction. “Carmen—”

      “Oh, I’m sure a big important guy like yourself can answer all the questions for little ol’ me,” the voice interrupted him, and Bo turned back to the attractive woman, batting her eyelashes in jest. “And maybe when you’re finished,” she drawled, “you could protect me from all the big bad bears in the scary dark woods?”

      Amused, and more than a little intrigued, Bo tilted his head and examined the woman for a moment. She batted her lashes one more time before her eyes hardened and challenged him. He’d underestimated her.

      Next to her, the other woman stifled a laugh that Bo ignored. “I certainly didn’t mean to imply that you were incapable of taking care of yourself,” he said, a sly grin on his face.

      “Of course not.”

      The two faced off, neither willing to break the stare. For a moment Bo even forgot what he’d come to talk to Carmen about but before he had a chance to say anything further, Carmen reminded him of his purpose.

      “Bo, if you could just give me five minutes to finish up—“

      “No,” the woman said. Damn, he wished he’d been paying attention when Carmen introduced them. “It seems that—Bo, is it?” She waited for his nod before continuing, “It seems that Bo here has something very pressing to talk to you about. I’m sure Andi can help me get settled.” She ran a hand through her hair; a nervous action that contrasted completely with her no-nonsense attitude and Bo had to hide a smile.

      Despite his vow to focus on Ella, he couldn’t ignore the familiar tug low in his belly.

      “You’re sure, Morgan?” Carmen asked.

      Morgan, Bo remembered. He made a mental note of the name; he wouldn’t forget it again.

      She smiled at Carmen. All the challenge and hardness that Morgan had shown him a moment ago was gone, replaced by a warmth that he suddenly wished was aimed in his direction. “It’s no problem, really,” she said. “Besides, Andi has been dying to show me some of her favorite spots.”

      “It’s true,” Andi said. “And it’ll give me a chance to enjoy the Lodge in the spring. Don’t worry, Carmen. We can see that you’re busy.”

      “Thank you both for being so understanding,” Carmen said, shooting a dirty look in Bo’s direction. She handed Morgan a piece of paper. “This is your room assignment. Your roommate should be there soon, if she’s not already. There’s just one more thing that I need to discuss with you. There’s been a little change in your job assignment, but…you know what? I’ll find you later to talk it over. Is that okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Morgan,” Bo said in his most charming voice. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.”

      “I guess we’ll see,” Morgan said. Her arms were crossed over her chest, but Bo noticed the spark in her eye when she spoke. Was it a challenge? She looked as if she might say something else, but her friend took her arm and led her away. It was probably for the better. He needed to focus on Ella and a woman like that would only be an unwelcome distraction.
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      The moment they were out of earshot, Carmen spun on her heel to face him. “Bo, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “It’s good to see you, too, Carmen.” His forced smile faded. “Congrats on your promotion, by the way.”

      “Stop it.” Her mouth was a hard line. “I see you still think your charm and good looks can get you whatever you want. But as you already know, it doesn’t work on me.” She tightened her grip on her clipboard.

      “You think I’m good-looking?”

      Contempt shot out of her eyes and he quickly readjusted his approach. Bo leaned his elbows on the shiny piano top. He was pretty sure that charm wouldn’t be enough to smooth things over with her; clearly, he’d been right.

      “I did get a promotion,” she said, ignoring him, “thank you. And I have a lot to do, so what’s so important?”

      “You know I’m looking forward to another busy summer up here,” he started. “I always accept this position over any others that are offered.”

      “And others are offered?” she asked with a wry smile.

      “You know they are.”

      “Okay.” Carmen crossed her arms over her clipboard. “I’ll admit it. You’re the best, but why do I feel like you need something? I can’t give you a raise, Bo. You already get paid more—“

      “I don’t need a raise.” He spoke quickly and glanced over his shoulder to the couch. “But I do need a favor.” Bo turned back to Carmen, who was frowning at him. “My circumstances have changed recently and I don’t think staff housing is going to be acceptable.”

      “Pardon me?” Carmen swallowed a bitter laugh. “Shall we give you a suite then?”

      “That would be great.”

      “I was kidding,” Carmen said dryly, her laughter cut off.

      Bo looked around the near-empty lobby and made a decision. He couldn’t hope to keep Ella a secret forever, and Carmen was his best hope—his only hope really— to make the situation more comfortable. “Okay,” he said. “Come here.” He grabbed Carmen’s arm and led her to the couch, where Ella was still asleep.

      “Who’s this?”

      “My daughter.” He said the word aloud for the first time. It felt foreign, but not entirely unpleasant, on his tongue.

      Carmen’s face clouded with confusion. “But she’s at least—“

      “Four. She’s four.”

      “I had no idea…”

      “Neither did I.” Bo gestured to an empty sofa.

      When they were settled where he could still keep an eye on Ella, Bo said, “You can see my predicament?”

      “I can see it,” she said. “But I don’t understand it.”

      Bo sighed. He couldn’t avoid the truth. “Ella’s mother just died. It was breast cancer and it apparently moved quite quickly.”

      “That’s terrible,” Carmen said.

      “It is.” Bo nodded. “I knew Tessa years ago when we were in college. I had no idea she was sick. Heck, I had no idea she was pregnant.” His gaze drifted back to the sleeping child as he thought of Tessa and how difficult it must have been for her to have a child on her own. They’d both been young and stupid. Obviously, too stupid.

      “You mean, you didn’t know?”

      Bo shook his head.

      “Then? How?”

      “I got a call from Social Services a few days ago. They told me Tessa had died about a month ago and left a child behind. Like I said, I had no idea that she existed, but apparently Tessa had laid it out quite clearly in a letter that she wanted Ella to live with me, her father. It took them a while to find me, I was—”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, trust me, neither do I.” Bo ran a hand through his hair and looked Carmen squarely in the eyes. “Look. I know this is unusual, but I really would appreciate some help here while I’m figuring things out. I mean, obviously she can’t stay with me.”

      Carmen raised an eyebrow.

      “No,” Bo said. “She’s not staying with me. Well, I mean, she is. At least for a little bit, but I’m going to do some searching into Tessa’s family. There has to be a better place for her to live than—“ Bo stopped talking abruptly. Why was he telling her all this? He looked at Ella’s tiny body, her chest rising and falling with every soft breath. He ignored the pull in his chest and turned back to Carmen. “Anyway, I need a little help. Just until I can figure things out. Ella’s going through a tough enough time. She doesn’t need the drama of living in staff housing.”

      “You’re right,” Carmen said. “It’s no place for a child. But there’s really nowhere else.”

      It was a long shot, but he voiced his idea anyway. “I know you were kidding but, what about a suite?”

      Carmen half coughed, half laughed and quickly covered her mouth in an effort to quiet herself. After a moment, she regained control and said to Bo, “A suite? Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      Bo didn’t answer. Instead, he waited her out, his gaze fixed on Carmen’s face.

      “Bo?” Carmen blinked hard and wiped her eyes. “You know I can’t give you a suite. What about the other staff? The guests? The cost?” She flipped open her clipboard and started looking through the pages. “There must be an empty room available in staff quarters…”

      He still didn’t say anything. Carmen looked up. “I can’t give you a suite,” she said again. “Really, you shouldn’t even have a child here. This isn’t a—“

      “Look.” His voice was low, barely contained. “I don’t need to hear how you think I should or should not have Ella here. The fact is, she is here. Now can you help me out or do I need to find a new job for the summer?”

      Carmen tucked her clipboard under her crossed arms and matched Bo’s glare. “You wouldn’t leave.”

      “Try me.”

      Tension sparked around them as they continued their stare down. Bo hadn’t planned to threaten her with quitting. The fact was he couldn’t afford to quit. He needed his situation at Castle Mountain to work out. But Carmen didn’t know that. And he was counting on her not calling his bluff.

      A tiny noise, almost a squeak, came from the couch. The sound broke Bo’s heart, and the standoff with Carmen.

      In two quick steps, he was kneeling on the floor next to Ella. Hair mussed from her nap, her brown eyes were still clouded with sleep, but were open wide taking in the big room. He reached out and tentatively tucked a stray hair behind her ear. He moved to hug her, or hold her hand or maybe just touch her again, but he pulled away. Bo’d never been comfortable around children, and that hadn’t changed in the last few days. The little girl didn’t seem to be any more comfortable with him, either, and she pulled her legs up to her chest and hugged herself into a ball.

      “Did you have a good sleep?” he asked.

      She nodded and jammed her thumb in her mouth.

      “Soon we can get settled in our room and then you can have a real nap, okay?”

      She nodded again.

      Ella had said only a handful of words since he’d picked her up. And the Social Services woman said she would only  speak to the foster mother she’d been placed with, but even then, she didn’t say much. Not that Bo knew much about children, but he thought for four, she should be talking a lot more. Of course, maybe losing your mother and living with a foster family before being handed over to a total stranger was enough to make a little girl clam up.

      “Are you hungry? Do you want a snack or something?”

      Ella shook her head and turned to look out the window.

      With a deep sigh, Bo pushed up on his thighs and stood. Carmen was looking at him in that way that women have, when they’ve been affected by a small child or a puppy. The way that meant she was going to help.

      “So, I can have the suite,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      Carmen nodded. “I’ll see what I can do. But it will only be for a few weeks until the busy season starts. And I’m going to have to charge you something for it.”

      “Take it out of my check.”

      She nodded and her expression turned to a frown. “Bo?” Carmen grabbed his arm and led him a few steps away from Ella. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do with her while you’re working? I mean, surely you don’t plan to take her on hikes with you. She’s so tiny.”

      “I was hoping she could go to the child- care room.”

      “Castle Cub’s Club?”

      Bo shrugged. “Is that what it’s called?” He smiled to himself. He’d never given the Lodge’s child-care program any thought. He’d never had to. “It’s cute,” he said and then quickly added, “I told you. It’s just for a little bit. I need to make some calls. I think she has some family out East.”

      Carmen raised an eyebrow in his direction. But when she turned to look at Ella, she smiled and nodded her head. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll clear it with the powers that be.”

      “Thank you.” Bo breathed a deep sigh of relief.

      “This isn’t a permanent solution.” Carmen’s voice permeated his thoughts.

      “Don’t I know it,” Bo said with a vague nod. He partly listened as Carmen continued to speak about getting a room key. But his focus had already shifted squarely back to the little girl sitting on the couch. She looked so lost, so scared, and so alone. At least they had that in common.
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      Morgan’s bedroom was tiny. It had just enough room for a single bed and a dresser. Fortunately, the view out the window made up for whatever charm the room lacked. It didn’t matter how many times she looked around, she couldn’t get over the raw beauty of her new home. At least the outside of it.

      She tossed one of her duffles onto the mattress and moved back out to the living room of the small staff residence apartment she’d be sharing with the roommate she hadn’t met yet. Morgan would have preferred to get her own apartment, but apparently that wasn’t an option as the Lodge had a lot of employees and not enough accommodations. She wasn’t happy about it, but she’d make the best of it. Besides, it might be good for her to get to know someone. If she were determined to make her new life work out, she’d need some new friends.

      Andi was one of her best friends, but she couldn’t understand why Morgan was dead set on leaving. Before she’d left, they’d had what was becoming a very familiar conversation.

      “I don’t get it,” Andi said. She’d been lounging on Morgan’s bed, watching her unpack. “You know I love it here, but living here?”

      “Why not?” Morgan hung another shirt and turned to her friend. “I’ve been listening to you go on and on about this place for so long—what better place to get a fresh start?”

      “That’s just it, Morgan. Why a fresh start? You’re a child psychologist. I don’t understand why you’d give up a great job to—“

      “I told you,” Morgan turned away again, “I can’t work with kids anymore.”

      “That was only the opinion of one doctor, Morgan. You’ll have—“

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      And she didn’t. Nothing Andi could say would take away the sting of the doctor’s news. She’d tried to push past the diagnosis, and for a while she went to work as if nothing had changed. But every day it got harder and finally she put in her notice, giving up the career she’d worked so hard for.

      “It’s time for a change,” Morgan said more to herself than to her friend. “This will be good.”

      “It will be good.” Silently, Andi got up from the bed and slid her arm around Morgan, giving her a squeeze. “You’re going to love it here. After all, it is kind of a magical place.”

      Morgan turned to face her and laughed. “Just because you met Colin here doesn’t mean everyone finds their Prince Charming in the mountains. Besides that, I’m not interested.”

      “You say that now.”

      “And always. Now help me unpack or get out of here.”

      Together, they unpacked all of Morgan’s things and then she did leave. As nice as it had been to have Andi introduce her to Carmen, and help her get a job planning events at the Lodge, it was nice to have her friend leave so she could get settled.

      Alone, Morgan looked around her new accommodations. It was definitely small, but it was cute. And a blank slate. There weren’t really any decorations to speak of, not that she had any. But maybe her mysterious roommate would have a flair for decorating?

      Morgan wandered over to the patio door and slid it open, letting a rush of crisp mountain air inside. She’d been hoping to ask Carmen about who her roommate might be, or even when she’d be arriving. But they’d been interrupted before she could ask her question. Interrupted by a very handsome man, she thought with a smile. She wrapped her sweater tightly around her and stepped out onto the balcony. He may have been nice to look at, but he’d been a total jerk, interrupting them the way he had. Who does that? Morgan shook her head, trying to get the man out of her thoughts. The last thing she needed was a man, even one that good-looking, in her life.

      Morgan peered over the edge of the balcony, letting the cool air clear her thoughts. Three large staff residence buildings circled around an open green field that held some picnic tables and a large fire pit.  The buildings reminded Morgan of rustic dorms, especially as there were people coming and going, carrying boxes and bags. At least she wouldn’t be the only newbie.

      “You’re going to freeze to death out there.”

      Morgan turned to see the source of the voice. A tall, extremely thin woman stood behind her in the doorway. She was wearing what looked like a fisherman’s sweater over a long skirt and tights; a bandanna on her head held back dozens of long, tiny braids; and a gold hoop in her nose sparkled in the sunlight. Morgan tried not to stare, but she’d never seen anyone quite like the woman who stood in front of her.

      “My name is Astrid,” the woman said. She extended one long thin arm, bracelets and bangles jingling with the movement.

      Morgan took her hand and shook it. “Morgan,” she said. “You must be my roommate.”

      “The one and only,” Astrid said with a smile. Her green eyes sparkled and she did a quick spin on the balcony, stopping with her arms raised to the sky. Her sweater slid down, revealing bare skin, adorned with intricate brown lines and swirls. “We’re going to have a brilliant summer,” she said, and in that moment, Morgan decided that maybe having a roommate wouldn’t be so bad after all. It might, in fact, be quite interesting.

      

      “So you’re going to be in event planning?” Astrid asked. Morgan was sitting on their brown couch, sipping a mug of tea, watching her new roommate buzz around their living room.

      “I am. I’ve worked with my friend in her business a little bit, so I have some experience, but I didn’t go to school for it or anything.”

      “School?” Astrid stopped, a bright purple cloth dangling from her fingertips. “Like college?”

      Morgan nodded.

      “That’s cool,” Astrid said. “I find the idea of higher education oppressing. But I get that for some people, they need the accomplishment of finishing a program.”

      For a moment, Morgan thought she should be insulted, but she wasn’t. In the last few hours, she’d come to see that Astrid spoke her mind, without much regard for what other people might be thinking. She wasn’t a malicious or mean person, just straightforward, and Morgan liked it.

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      Astrid laughed. “I know it’s kinda cliché, but I can’t help it. I just don’t get the whole school thing.”

      Morgan shrugged. There was a lot about Astrid that was cliché. But the fact that she didn’t seem to care is what made her so unique.

      “So if you didn’t go to school for parties,” Astrid continued, “what did you go to school for? Because you do look like the type that went.” She laughed and again, instead of being insulted the way she thought she should be, Morgan laughed along with her.

      “I have a degree in child development.”

      Astrid stopped and stared at her. “Child development? As in, how children develop?”

      “That’s the kind.”

      “So you’re here because…”

      “Because the last thing I want to do is work with children.”

      Astrid narrowed her eyes in question but Morgan only offered her sweetest smile as way of explanation.

      “Makes perfect sense to me,” Astrid said. She turned and grabbed something that might have been a vase out of a box.

      It was actually kind of refreshing to be honest with someone about her career choice. At least, partly honest, anyway. But the way Morgan justified it, it wasn’t her fault Astrid didn’t ask her why she didn’t want to work with kids. So as long as she didn’t ask, Morgan didn’t need to tell and that’s the way she preferred it.

      “So where do you work?” Morgan asked, happy to shift the focus off her. She was enjoying sitting back and letting Astrid decorate their space. The decor was shaping up to be a really unique mixture of hippy and outdoorsy with a bit of modern convenience thrown in.

      “I’m in housekeeping,” Astrid said. “I know it’s not glamorous and front line and all that, but I really like it. You can learn a lot about people from their rooms.”

      “And you want to learn about the guests?”

      “Sure I do,” Astrid said. “It’s only by learning about others that we learn about ourselves.”

      Morgan put down her tea and picked up a picture frame Astrid had placed on the table. Dozens of tiny pebbles were glued to the edge, making it quite heavy, but there was no picture inside.

      Morgan pointed to where a picture should be and Astrid said, “It’s bad karma to surround yourself with old memories.”

      Morgan raised her eyebrow, looked at the frame once more and put it back on the table. “I like that theory.”

      “You have some old memories you’d rather not be surrounded by,” Astrid said. It wasn’t a question.

      The image of Justin, her last boyfriend, flashed in Morgan’s mind, but she immediately pushed the thought of him away. It’d been six months since they’d broken up, but still Morgan couldn’t help but think that things might be different if only she’d been different.

      She shook her head and focused on her roommate as Astrid asked, “How do you feel about candles?”

      “I don’t know if I’ve ever had an opinion one way or the other about candles.”

      Astrid stood in the middle of the room with two large waxy pillars in her hands. “Really? You strike me as the romantic type. You don’t have a boyfriend?”

      “I need a boyfriend to enjoy candles?”

      “That’s not what I said.” Astrid positioned the candles on a large cabinet that held a small television. “You just seem like the type of girl that has a boyfriend. You don’t have one?” She moved back to a large shopping bag, pulling out a selection of pinecones in a variety of shapes and sizes.

      “I don’t,” Morgan said. “Have a boyfriend, I mean.” She watched while Astrid arranged the pinecones around the candles. The display was simple, but surprisingly beautiful. “That’s nice.”

      Astrid turned around, a smile on her face. “That you don’t have a boyfriend?”

      “No. Well, yes.” Morgan felt her face heat up. She jumped off the couch and moved to the shopping bag. “I meant the pinecones and you know it. What else do you have in here?” She dug through the bag and produced a clay sculpture of a moose—or maybe it was an owl—a few more candles, a large silk cloth that Astrid grabbed from her hand and draped over the couch, and a glass bowl. “You have a very interesting style,” she said to Astrid.

      “You like it?” She asked the question, but it was obvious Astrid wouldn’t care either way.

      “I do,” Morgan said. “It’s perfect. Where did you get it all?”

      “Here and there,” she said. ”Some I picked up on my own, but most of these things were gifts.”

      “Gifts?” Morgan picked up the clay figure again. “Really?”

      “You’d be surprised,” Astrid said with a small smile. “If you’re open and accepting of them, there are hidden gifts all over the place. When you least expect it, the universe will be very giving.” Astrid took the figure out of Morgan’s hands and stroked it lovingly. “Stay open, my friend, and ready to receive.”

      Morgan barely had time to let her words sink in before Astrid turned with a flourish. “Anyway, there’re more candles, for when you have a boyfriend.” She winked and Morgan tried not to groan. She’d been hoping that getting away from the city and her friends would get her away from the constant pressure to have a boyfriend, get married, and have kids. She didn’t want that. Not anymore.

      “Not to worry.” Morgan tried to sound firm. “There will be no boys.”

      Astrid let out a sharp laugh and threw her head back. “Oh, sweetie. Why do you think I come back here every summer? There’s nothing but men in the mountains. And what’s more,” she said, “you’re going to meet some tonight.”

      “I didn’t take you for the boy-crazy type,” Morgan said. “And anyway, what’s tonight?”

      “Boy-crazy?” Astrid snorted. “Hardly. But I do like to be entertained. And what better way?” She winked and started tidying up what was left of her decorations. “Tonight is the start of that entertainment. The night before summer season, there’s a welcome barbecue and bonfire in the common.”

      Morgan looked to where her roommate was pointing, out the window to the large grassy field that their balcony faced. “Sounds good,” she said. And to her surprise, found that she meant it. Besides the fact that Morgan had no interest in men or the type of
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