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      The air was crisp and thin on Emerald Mountain.

      Haley had stepped off the plane at the airport feeling grumpy and tired. The altitude, not extreme but higher than she was used to, hadn’t done much for the exhaustion, but by the time she arrived at Emerald Mountain Ski Resort, she couldn’t help feeling happier.

      It was February first and winter was still in full force here, with a thick blanket of snow on the ground and big flakes falling serenely from the coated evergreens. All around her were blissful vacationers and quite a few lovey-dovey couples. That was the whole reason for her trip – she wasn’t among the lovey-dovey, but she was here to document their romantic adventures, along with her best friend Val.

      The two of them worked for Traverse, a travel magazine out of Chicago. Val was the writer of the duo, and Haley took the pictures. For the last couple of years, they’d been an unstoppable team traveling the country and writing the magazine’s most popular features. And for the next two weeks, they were in Emerald Mountain to document the Valentine’s Day festivities here.

      It was only a little unfortunate that V-Day happened to be Haley’s least favorite holiday. And that Val hadn’t shut up about her girlfriend for the entire three-hour flight.

      “I just don’t get why it’s such a big deal if I bring Moska with me,” she was saying as they made their way through the enormous main lodge to the check-in desk. “It’s not like I wanted Art to foot the bill.”

      Art was their boss, and the definition of stodgy despite being the magazine’s creative director. In the two years Haley had been at Traverse, she got the impression that Art was waging a private war in which he was the only participant. Old guard versus upstart new staff members, bent on changing things and ruining the magazine’s traditions.

      Drag me out back and shoot me if I ever get like that, Haley had whispered to Val after many a staff meeting.

      Of course, she would never admit to Val that she was secretly pleased Art had stonewalled her attempts to bring her girlfriend along on this particular trip. Haley wasn’t thrilled about two whole weeks of being surrounded by couples, photographing romantic activities at a resort that was attempting to become a destination for lovers. As much as Haley liked Moska, if she had to be the third wheel between her and Val, she really would beg to be dragged out back and put down.

      “You know how Art is,” Haley said, the perfect mix of vague and supportive. Then she pulled out her company credit card and passed it across the check-in counter. “Hi, we’re with Traverse magazine – Haley Thompson and Valerie Cross.”

      The concierge’s eyes lit up with recognition. “My manager told me to be on the lookout for you. He upgraded you to a private cabin, and he asked to meet you, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure,” Haley said. They were used to this kind of celebrity treatment – it was one of the major perks of the job – and making nice with the staff was part of the deal.

      The song and dance took about twenty minutes. The manager, a forty-something man named Greg who wasn’t unlike Art, relieved them of their luggage and gave them a tour of the expansive lodge. It had great views of the mountain from floor-to-ceiling windows, and Greg pointed out multiple additional buildings for ski rentals, an après ski lounge, and various other activities. Haley made some mental notes about shots she’d want to come back for, when the lighting was right, and Val had her little reporter’s notebook out, scribbling details as they walked.

      At last, Greg brought them back to the front desk, where their swipe cards were waiting along with a bellhop.

      “There’s a schedule of events waiting in your cabin, along with a complimentary bottle of champagne and my cell number,” he told them. “And Ivan here will take you to the cabin. If you have any questions or special requests, please don’t hesitate to contact me.”

      Haley exchanged a glance with Val – even for someone hoping to get a good review, Greg was laying it on thick. Ivan, who looked like he was about twelve but also tall enough to play professional basketball, led them outside to a waiting utility vehicle that looked like a golf cart on steroids.

      Thankfully, Ivan hadn’t gotten the memo about kissing Haley and Val’s butts, and the ride down the main road to a row of log cabins was much more comfortable. Well, if you didn’t count the near-zero-degree wind blasting Haley in the face from the wide-open vehicle. Still, she much preferred natural conversation with the staff over the ones that were hell-bent on schmoozing her.

      “Here we are, ladies,” Ivan said, coming to a skidding stop in front of cabin number seven. “I’ll get your bags.”

      “We can take them,” Val offered.

      Ivan shook his head. “Uncle Greg would kick my ass.”

      Ah, so that explained this fresh-faced, slightly foul-mouthed kid’s presence on the staff. Haley let herself into the cabin, where she found not only a bottle of champagne but a dozen red roses, a cannister of expensive hot cocoa mix, and a pair of mascarpone-stuffed, chocolate-covered strawberries each the size of her fist. Val tipped Ivan as soon as he’d unloaded their luggage in the entryway, and came over to Haley in the kitchen.

      “Wow, do you think Greg wants to fuck us or the magazine?” she asked.

      “I ‘on’t really care,” Haley said, her mouth stuffed with the most delicious strawberry she’d ever tasted. She swallowed. “But if it’s us, you’re gonna have to take one for the team. You’re at least bi, I don’t play that sport at all.”

      “You’re the one who’s single. What am I supposed to tell Moska about ‘taking one for the team’?”

      “Bring her your strawberry and she’ll forgive you,” Haley said with a smirk. “It’s incredible.”

      Val turned to explore the cabin, laughing over her shoulder. “You can eat mine if I can have first pick of the rooms.”

      “Deal,” Haley said, already reaching for the second strawberry. She really should have photographed this welcome display, but the fact that she’d forgotten was merely an excuse to call down to the lodge and request more strawberries.

      “This place is big enough for us both to have brought someone!” Val pouted from one of the bedrooms.

      Haley rolled her eyes and picked up the event schedule. Her last girlfriend had ground her heart into a thousand pieces – Haley was hardly going to invite her on a two-week trip. Val was her best friend and she was already here. So who did that leave for Haley to bring on a romantic getaway, her mom?

      She scanned through the events. A sunrise hike, couple’s massages, wine tasting, stargazing, all sorts of classes designed for two – painting, skiing, cooking, dancing. Okay, so maybe Art was being a bit of a dick when he told Val she couldn’t bring her girlfriend on this assignment. How was she supposed to write about all this couple stuff from the sidelines?

      Val appeared around the corner of the kitchen. “I’m sorry I keep talking about Moska… it’s just that this is our first Valentine’s Day living in the same state, let alone the same apartment, and I can’t believe we’re still not spending it together.”

      “I get it.”

      “Am I being annoying?”

      “When are you not?”

      “Butt.” Val came over and wrapped her arms around Haley. “I’ll shut up about her if you want me to.”

      Haley rolled her eyes again. “No, I’m happy that you’re happy. It’s fine.”

      Val kissed her cheek. “Thanks.” Then she perked up and released Haley. “Okay, well, there’s a Jacuzzi tub in the bathroom and it’s got an incredible view. I’m gonna go have a bubble bath and call her.”

      “In that case, I think I’ll go for a walk before you figure out how to sit on the jets,” Haley said. “I love you, but I don’t want to hear that.”

      “You have such a filthy mind,” Val chastised. “I just want to let her know we landed safely.”

      “Right,” Haley answered, unconvinced.

      Val had met Moska on an assignment shortly before Haley got hired at the magazine. She’d been in New York City covering their Diwali celebration and wound up spending the whole weekend in bed, falling in love and having crazy monkey sex. It had taken Moska two whole years to save up the money, find a job and move to Chicago for Val, and they’d been inseparable ever since. Nauseating, but adorable.

      Haley heard a tap turn on somewhere deeper in the cabin, and she went to her carry-on bag by the front door. She’d explore their accommodations later – right now she wanted to give Val some space and get acquainted with the resort before she lost all the natural light for the day. She found her camera and selected a standard lens, then called, “I’m headed out – say hi to Moska for me!”

      “Will do!” Val called back, then Haley was out the door.

      It was late afternoon, well past the golden hour, so she likely wouldn’t get any shots that actually made it into the magazine. But it would be helpful to take some test shots that she could review on her laptop, then go back for better photos later.

      She got to the end of the short sidewalk in front of her cabin and paused, looking around. There were nearly two dozen private cabins all lined up in a row on a semi-plowed road. Number seven was basically right in the middle. Down the road to her left was the main lodge and the other buildings Greg had pointed out. And to her right, there were the ski slopes, the hiking paths, and the big, wild mountains beyond.

      The sight was breathtaking, the scale intimidating. The longer she stared at the mountains stretching impossibly into the distance, the smaller she felt. The more alone.

      So when her toes started to feel numb and she knew she needed to move, Haley chose to go left – toward civilization. She walked gingerly, because as clear as the road was, there were still slick patches of ice here and there. If she fell, she’d choose to break her ass before she let anything happen to her camera, so not falling at all was best.

      “No wonder they drive monster-truck golf carts around here,” she mumbled to herself as she got her footing and braved a few photographs of the resort from a distance.

      There were people milling about, mostly clustered around the resort where the rest of the hotel rooms were. No one else was on this road and Haley started to wonder if she was supposed to call Ivan to drive her back and forth every time she wanted to leave her cabin. Not that she would have – she wasn’t afraid of a little ice.

      Besides, she thought with a smirk, I’m a travel photographer – I go where I want.

      Okay, so maybe the special treatment had gone to her head just a wee bit.

      She got her balance and took more pictures as she meandered toward the resort, using the perfect quiet of the mountain to steel herself for the romantic events of the two weeks ahead of her. She passed a few people the closer to the resort she got – mostly couples, but a few families with their children. All exceedingly heterosexual-looking.

      Speed dating was one of the activities Haley had spotted on the schedule, and she was curious what kind of single person would choose to vacation at a resort designed for couples on Valentine’s Day. She’d have to go to the event to take pictures anyway so she was looking forward to finding out, but it appeared that whatever else the answer included, it would also be ‘a straight single person.’

      Haley got a few more good shots before the afternoon faded into twilight, and then she just wandered. It was getting cold – her nose feeling more like a popsicle than something attached to the rest of her – and she was just about to turn back when she reached the entrance to the resort. There wasn’t anywhere else to go from here anyway, other than out to the highway, but she paused before turning around.

      On a ladder about twelve feet in the air, a woman in heavy-duty coveralls struggled to hang a string of pink and red twinkle lights from the resort’s entry arch. Haley smiled. It was definitely a job for two, but she recognized the look of stubborn determination in the woman’s face. It was something Haley would do, too.

      She thought about offering to help. Would that be an insult to the woman’s independence, or an invitation to be groveled to as Greg had? Oh, Miss Thompson, of course we wouldn’t put you to work – except on taking beautiful photos of our lovely resort, wink, wink.

      So instead of helping, Haley lifted her camera again, hoping there was enough light left to capture the moment. This wasn’t a photo for the magazine – it was just for her.

      As she zoomed in, she noticed the woman’s plump lower lip, the way it jutted out in a pout of frustration, and the frown lines of extreme concentration between her brows. A strand of bright teal hair stuck unexpectedly out of her beanie and made Haley curious about the rest of her ‘do. This woman was cute and androgynous and at least a little rebellious in exactly the way Haley was attracted to. She wondered what she’d look like without those bulky coveralls.

      Well, in normal clothes, she thought. That’s what I meant.

      Sure you did, her darker, snarkier side shot back.

      She let her camera hang around her neck again – the only thing worse than getting caught watching and not helping would be getting caught snapping candids. She opened her mouth to call out to the woman, to offer help after all, when a car with skis strapped to the hood took the turn off the highway too fast and started skidding right for the arch.
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      “Look out!”

      Someone screamed, and in the next second, Des felt the ladder disappearing from under her feet. She didn’t think – she just bear-hugged the arch in front of her and squeezed her eyes shut, waiting to come crashing down.

      “Oh my God!” the same voice shouted, but Des was still securely clinging to the arch, wide as a telephone pole and thankfully sturdy. She heard a loud thump a few yards off and hazarded a peek. There was a car nose-deep in a snowbank beside the road, and a woman in a crimson coat not far away. Des’s ladder lay in the snow.

      “Are you okay?” the woman called up to Des.

      “Yeah, fine,” Des said, hooking her ankles to secure her hold. “What about them?”

      She nodded toward the car, where the driver’s door flew open. A bewildered man stepped out, seeming more concerned about the front end of his car than the employee he’d nearly obliterated. “Oh gosh, the roads are slippery today!” he said. “Jeez, how’m I gonna dig out of that?”

      The woman in the red coat went over to him. “Are you okay, sir? What about your passengers?”

      “Yeah, we’re all okay,” he said, then leaned back into the car. “Kids, get out here and help me dig.”

      Crimson Coat came back to Des. “I can’t put your ladder back up – it’s broken.”

      “Aww, shit.” Des wasn’t a huge fan of heights, especially when there was no ladder, but it wasn’t a phobia she was willing to admit to – especially to attractive little snow bunnies.

      “Can you slide down, like a fireman’s pole?” the woman called. “I’ll catch you.”

      Now, there was a tasty bit of motivation. For a few seconds, her ego waged a battle between asking Crimson Coat to step back so she could land with an impressive dismount – if she was lucky – and taking the opportunity to fall into a hot woman’s arms. Usually it was the other way around, but Des wasn’t opposed to switching it up every now and then.

      In the end, necessity won out. Her coveralls weren’t the grippiest of wardrobe choices and her bare hands were starting to freeze in the elements. So she decided on a controlled drop that ended with Crimson Coat’s arms wrapped around her, body pressed against her back.

      She twisted around, disappointed when the woman released her quickly. “Thanks. I’m Des.”

      “Haley,” her knight in eiderdown armor replied.

      She was even cuter up close, with a heart-shaped face and gray-blue eyes, and blonde ringlets poking out of the bottom of her knit cap. Not only that, the look she was giving Des was one of unmistakable desire.

      Score.

      Des had been working at the resort since the end of summer and the constantly rotating supply of eye candy was one of her favorite aspects of the job. There were a lot of tens on Emerald Mountain. Unfortunately, the vast majority she’d talked to had turned out to be straight and/or taken. She certainly wasn’t banking on meeting any single queer women during the resort’s Valentine’s celebrations… but it seemed like she might be getting lucky after all.

      In every sense of the word, if she played her cards right.

      “Excuse me?” Another female voice interrupted Des as she silently thanked the vacation fling gods. This one was not nearly so sweet and alluring. “Are you going to help us or what?”

      Des looked over Haley’s shoulder to the snowbound car. The matriarch had managed to haul herself out of it and was standing with her hands on her hips in the traditional I’d like to speak to the manager stance.

      Ah, yes. The other common subgroup of guests, the one that made Des want to quit without notice some days.

      “Let me call the grounds crew,” Des said, reaching for the walkie clipped to her belt. She radioed it in, then added, “They’ll get you out of there in a jiffy.”

      Jiffy. Sometimes Des didn’t know who she was anymore, but she’d picked those types of words up from the likes of Greg, and they really did wonders on guests like this woman, who’d probably manage to get her room comped because her husband crashed his own car.

      “Or you could, you know, lift a finger?” the woman said. Incredible.

      Des just laughed internally, but Haley stepped forward. Her face had gone surprisingly red as she told the woman, “You know, some people would apologize when they nearly kill someone and damage private property.”

      The woman’s mouth dropped into a perfectly round O and it was one of the most satisfying things Des had experienced since she started working there. She was still standing so close to Haley she could feel her body heat, and she whispered in her ear, “Can I hire you to walk around and say what I’m thinking?”

      Then she reluctantly snapped back into employee who doesn’t want to lose her job mode.

      She stepped around Haley, getting between her and the entitled guest. “The grounds crew will be here any second and they’ll have you on your way, I promise.”

      “Who is that?” the woman asked, pointing at Haley. “I want her name!”

      “She’s not an employee,” Des said. “Why don’t you all wait inside your car where it’s warm, and I’ll make sure there’s some hot cocoa waiting for you when you get to your room?”

      There, they didn’t even have to speak to a manager for that small perk. Des hated herself a little bit in that moment, but it got the woman to stuff herself indignantly back into the passenger seat of her car. Des turned to Haley.

      “You better get out of here before she decides to include you in her Yelp review,” she said, earning a chuckle. “Thanks for your help.”

      Haley nodded. “Any time.” She gave Des a little half smile that warmed her up better than any cup of hot cocoa, and then she sauntered off, back the way she’d come. Was it Des’s imagination or was she putting a little extra sway in her hips?

      Damn, Des couldn’t wait to run into her again.

      She heard the rumble of a utility vehicle approaching on a side road, and another impatient voice. “Destiny! What happened here?”

      Ugh. Greg, on the other hand… let’s just say he wasn’t the most beloved manager Des had ever worked for. The job was full of ups and downs. The ability to set her own pace and figure out her own way to solve a problem were upsides, along with the free skiing and all the beautiful women. Greg, well, he was a downside.

      For instance, how many times did she have to tell him that even though her legal name was Destiny, nobody called her that?

      He hopped off the UTV while two members of the grounds crew set about hooking up a tow rope to the car. Greg came over to Des, still zipping up his coat. He was always moving, appearing around every corner and sticking his nose in every little problem around the resort. Des could never decide if that was dedication to his job, or if he was just checking up on everyone because he didn’t trust them.

      Don’t take it personal, he’s just insecure, her friend, Joy, had said the last time Des complained about him. He’s a micromanager.

      Joy was a former employee, and a native of nearby Emerald Hill like Des. She’d already moved on from the resort by the time Des started working here, but she’d helped Des get the interview for her maintenance job. And even though she’d been gone over four years, she still insisted the resort was a great place to work once you figured out its quirks.

      Or figured out how to get Greg fired, Des had mused at the time.

      “You haven’t finished hanging the lights?” he said now, not bothering to let her answer his initial question. “Destiny, you know there’s a storm coming – I want those hung before we get even more snow.”

      “I was working on it when the car crashed,” Des said. “They broke the ladder–”

      “And we’re just glad no one is hurt!” Greg said, raising his voice. One thing he couldn’t stand was the suggestion that any resort guest had ever done anything wrong, and Des should have known better than to phrase it like that.

      “I’ll ride back with the grounds crew and get another ladder,” she said.

      Greg frowned. What now?

      “I was going to have them drop me back at the lodge,” he said, looking to the car being winched out of the snowbank. “Ordinarily I’d walk back and let them drop you off, but I really need to be there when these folks check in.”

      “I promised them hot cocoa in their room for their trouble,” Des said.

      “Good idea,” Greg answered, a rare pleased expression on his face. Then he added, mumbling to himself, “Better give them a room upgrade too if possible.”

      “You know they almost took out me, my ladder and the archway, right?” Des said.

      “What?”

      “Never mind,” she answered. “I’ll go get another ladder.”

      She set off on foot. It would take longer, but a snowy walk at twilight wasn’t the worst thing in the world. The scenery and the seclusion were some of the best things about Emerald Mountain. She’d grown up on those slopes, and lived her whole life in this area. It was home and she couldn’t imagine feeling this comfortable anywhere else.

      Except maybe on top of Crimson Coat, aka Haley – although that was a whole different kind of good feeling.
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      When she got back to the cabin, Haley was surprised to hear arguing.

      She walked down the short hall that led to the bedrooms, taking in the space for the first time as she peeked into a couple rooms looking for Val. Large, luxurious bathroom still humid from Val’s soak. One bedroom with large bay windows that looked perfect for curling up with a book and a blanket. And another bedroom, strewn with Val’s luggage, her best friend pacing the floor in the center of it all.

      “I get that, baby, and I’m sorry you’re going to be alone on Valentine’s Day,” she was saying into her phone. “But you know how hard I tried with Art, and don’t you think I’m going to feel left out if you go to that party?”

      Haley had left the scene at the entrance to the resort feeling surprisingly lovey-dovey, bewitched by Des’s broad smile and confidence. She’d practically floated back to the cabin on a sea of ridiculous fantasies her mind conjured all on its own – all the different ways Cupid’s arrow could strike her on this trip and let her have some fun with that gorgeous woman.

      Now, watching Val bicker with her girlfriend, the sea drained from beneath Haley’s feet and she came back to earth. Oh right, this is what real-life romance is like.

      You okay? she mouthed when Val noticed her standing in the doorway.

      Val rolled her eyes and put Moska on speakerphone. “Haley, don’t you think it’s weird to go to a Valentine’s party without your significant other?”

      “You’re out of town!” Moska shot back. “It’s not like I’m bringing a date. Haley, tell her she’s being ridiculous.”

      “Hell no,” Haley said, holding her hands up. “You know my policy on getting involved in other people’s relationships.”

      It happened to be the same as her policy on getting into relationships of her own – she just didn’t do it anymore. It was never worth it, and when she tried, she only ended up getting hurt.

      “Good luck with that,” she said, then told Val she was going to her room to unpack.

      She left the two of them fighting, went to the living room to retrieve her luggage, and before she even reached her bedroom door, she could hear the two of them simultaneously apologizing over speakerphone.

      “I just got jealous,” Val was saying.

      “And I hate being apart from you,” Moska answered.

      Haley rolled her eyes as she went into her room and closed the door behind her. Val was five years younger than her, and most of the time it didn’t show. She was a hell of a writer and Haley didn’t know anyone at Traverse who had a stronger work ethic. But when it came to romance, it was very obvious that she was a sweetly naïve twenty-three-year-old.

      Haley turned on some music on her phone to drown out the drama, then unpacked her bags. She was mostly concerned with the tech she’d brought, making sure nothing had been lost or damaged along the way. But she was a careful packer and this wasn’t her first rodeo, so to speak, so everything was exactly as she’d left it.

      She was sitting in the window seat, wrapped in the plush robe she’d found hanging in the closet, uploading the photos from the afternoon to her computer when Val knocked. “Come in,” she called.

      “You look cozy.”

      “This spot’s really comfy but it’s like, twenty degrees out there,” Haley explained. “The window’s really cold.”

      “Wanna make hot cocoa and see if we can get the fireplace going?” Val asked. “Or we can pop the champagne if you’re in the mood.”

      “I think Greg will be disappointed if we don’t invite him to join in,” Haley joked, closing her laptop. “You and Moska okay?”

      “Yeah, we worked through it,” Val said with a sigh. “I hate feeling jealous whenever I get left out – which is often thanks to the magazine.”

      “I hear that,” Haley said, even though she had no interest in acquiring some relationship drama of her own. She’d had more than enough of that in her life, and was starting to think of the magazine as her significant other. God, that’s sad, she thought as she went into the kitchen. “Cocoa
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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