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      “High side left! High. Side. Left! Your other left!” Kylie Brockhurst hated screaming at guest clients, but the raft was about to flip right the hell over, and these folks were just sitting there frozen, their oars hovering over the water. She leaned on her double oar rig, trying to get the raft to stop its wild turn, and finally two of the ladies on the right side of the six-man craft scrambled to the left side, which was high as a kite and hanging in the wind.

      The raft thudded back into the water.

      “Left side stroke. Twice hard!”

      The skinny guy at the lead position on the left side dug deep, and that was enough to stop their spin, thank God. Kylie pushed off with her paddles, and they shot out of the last rapid on this run without losing anyone over the side walls or flopping like a landed trout, and she was damn relieved.

      “Thank you for flying M&M Outfitters, folks,” Kylie said, and there was a titter of tired laughter. “Lunch will be served poolside here in about ten minutes.” There were box lunches at the river pullout, and that would be the end of her responsibility for these folks. It was up to Brandon and Annie to get them on the bus back to the outfitters. “Give me a couple of strong strokes on both sides, and we’ll cruise right into our pull off.”

      They dug in and rowed, and there was a lot of relieved chatter now. The rapids had really tested this batch of corporate types. They were all team-built now, though, and happy to still be alive.

      She steered them into the bank, and Brandon waded out to pull them in so everyone could jump to dry land as much as possible. Water shoes were suggested, but these peeps had all worn sneakers.

      “Thanks so much, guys. You were great.” She found smiles for all the clients as they piled out, and she collected oars, making sure the raft was pulled up on the bank far enough that it wouldn’t slide back into the water.

      “Way to go, Kylie. We didn’t lose anyone.” Joe Byers clapped her on the back, the lead guide wet as hell and smiling to beat the band.

      “I know, right?” She chuckled, trying to use the sound to relieve some stress. “It was a near thing for me.”

      “You did good. I saw you take that last chute. You finessed the hell out of it.”

      “It worked every muscle.” She flexed, which made him laugh some more. “I am so ready for a sandwich.”

      “Well, go get your lunch. Good job.”

      She climbed the bank, heading over to the bus to grab her lunch. The employees had a little more carb packed in their lunch boxes, because they worked their butts off. Being a rafting guide was a great job, but man, it was a workout.

      “Here you go, Kylie.” Lena handed her a box lunch and a Coke, which she allowed herself only when she was working. Otherwise she got a little bloated from all the salt and sugar.

      It was hell being the old lady on the team now at thirty.

      They wrapped it up in about half an hour, the party bus atmosphere from the drive out far more subdued on the way back since everyone was pooped.

      She hopped from the bus to gladhand the clients as they grabbed their stuff and left for the day, and she got three very nice tips as people passed and thanked her for a great day.

      “Have a good one,” Kylie called as the last of them trooped off to change at the main building, then she threw in with the team to unload and service the rafts.

      Almost two hours later, Kylie made her way to the office to check out for the day, Lena waving her down. “A bunch of us are going to Cherry’s for supper tonight. Want to come?”

      She could use a beer and a slice, so why not? “Sure. What time?”

      “Seven!”

      “Will do.” She ducked into the boss’s office, smiling at the outfit owner Liz, who was at the desk doing paperwork. “Hey, Boss.”

      “Hey, Kylie. How did it go?”

      “Good. No one went in the drink.” She ran a hand over her short hair. “We need more guides.”

      “Yeah. I know. Joe says the same thing.” Liz chuckled at her grimace. “I have interviews Monday. Come sit in on them if you want a say.”

      “Cool. I’ll do that.” As a senior guide, she got the power of veto if someone really rubbed her the wrong way, just like Joe did.

      Sometimes it was good to be the old lady on the crew.

      “Have a good one. You’re off tomorrow, yeah?”

      Kylie nodded. “I am.” She usually didn’t take Sundays off, but this week she had to run over to Olathe to house sit for her Granny, who was going to Vegas. On a bus. With a dozen seniors.

      Lord.

      “I’ll see you Monday, then. Make sure to stretch tonight and tomorrow or you’ll be like frozen rope.”

      “You know it.” She did yoga and Pilates almost every day. Kept her muscles long and lean. She would also hit the hot tub as soon as possible.

      “Good girl.” Lupe, Liz’s wife, winked at her. “Have a good day off, honey. I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “Good deal!” She headed out, humming a little with the music in her head. Which was… Mary Poppins today. Okay. Her brain was a strange place. “See you guys later!” She waved at the other guides.

      “Good ride today, Ky!” Joe waved back.

      Man, she needed a shower before she headed to Cherry’s. Some days it was just good to be alive. Today was one of those days.
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      Brittany Lehi straightened the hem on her shirt, making sure she wasn’t wearing her breakfast on the front of it. The best outfit she had was a pair of jeans with no holes and a button-down, so that was what she wore to her interview and M&M Outfitters.

      Rafting guide would be the perfect summer job for her, and Summit Springs had some of the best rafting in Colorado. Right up there with Cripple Creek and the Upper Taylor.

      She was fresh enough out of school that her mom hadn’t gotten her diploma—BS in Outdoor Recreation and Hospitality, thank you very much—in the mail. But she had some experience in outdoor rec. She’d done rafting and Jeep tours for two years in college, and she’d grown up with rodeo people, so she knew animals. Horses had been a passion, like they were for most country girls.

      She could do this.

      So she marched into the office, steeling herself to do a good interview and not be too loud or too sure of herself.

      She kinda had a problem with being…cocky.

      Of course, that was when she ran into a tall blonde with legs that went on forever. Like, literally ran into her. “Oof. Oops. Sorry.”

      The woman steadied Brittany with strong, solid hands. “No problem. It’s tight quarters in here with all the equipment.”

      “Thanks.” Well, hello. Yum. “I have an interview at nine thirty?”

      “And you’re on time. Come on. I’m heading that way.”

      “Cool.” Was this the boss? That would be disappointing, because she was fire, but Brittany would never flirt with the person who wrote paychecks.

      “I’m one of the senior guides, so I’m sitting in. Kylie. Nice to meetcha.”

      “Brittany. Good to meet you.” She hoped. Kylie didn’t look all that senior. Maybe ten years older than her? That was a nice bit of experience…

      “I found your interviewee, folks.” Kylie waved her into a wild, busy, chaotic office that held a tall, hawklike woman and a little round woman with huge, long black and silver braids over her shoulders.

      And right on their heels came a tanned, broad-shouldered man with a white smile. “Am I late? Hey, I’m Joe.”

      “Brittany.”

      “Hello, Brittany. I’m Liz, and this is Lupe. Have a seat.”

      Wow. Okay. This was intense. Usually interviews were just with one person, right?

      “Liz and I are the owners,” Lupe said. “And Joe and Kylie are the senior rafting guides. You got lucky that we’re all here today.” That sweet smile relaxed her a little, for sure. This was the good cop, motherly boss, she could tell.

      “Good to meet you all. Seems like a busy outfitter.”

      “We are. We take out three to five trips a day in the summer. Maybe more on weekends if we have the guides and the bus drivers.”

      “Well, I’ve got my first aid and CPR certification, I’ve done training on all the major raft types as well as kayaks and canoes, and I’m certified in water lifesaving. I’m also pretty familiar with the history and geology of Western Colorado, thanks to what I did for school. My degree is in outdoor rec and hospitality.” She was good and she knew it. Might as well start out like she could hold out and let them know her qualifications.

      “Very nice. We have a couple of trial runs we send applicants through—a class one, a two, and a three. That will give us an idea of where you’d fit.”

      “That makes sense.” She smiled. She would ace them all, so she wasn’t worried. “I’m happy to take whatever mandatory training you do, as well.”

      “We’ll start that this week. It’s a two-week run with locals who know the river, too, and want free trips.” Kylie’s grin was naughty, somehow, those blue eyes like lasers.

      “I bet that’s a heck of a test.”

      “They’ll push you,” Joe said. “If you can do that, well, then the visitors later in the season are a breeze.”

      “Got it, got it.” She did, too. She would bet the locals tried to break all kinds of rules. She would, if she was the one testing out new recruits. Hell, she would be out there all the time if she had the money. Why not get paid for it, right?

      “So, tell us. Why outdoors? You could make more money at a lodge or a big hotel.”

      “I could. But I wanted to combine it with my love of the outdoors. I actually minored in forestry, and I would love to be a ranger at some point when I’m ready for a more permanent situation. Maybe someplace like Grand Mesa or Mesa Verde.” That was like her ideal job. Mostly on her own, using all her skills…

      “That’s an exceptional goal, honestly.” Liz nodded like that satisfied her. “And you’re comfortable with children? Teenagers?”

      “Handsy corporate assholes?” Kylie muttered.

      She tried her damn best not to giggle. “I can handle the first two better than the last one, but I can do that too.”

      “We try to give them to Joe,” Lupe said.

      Joe grinned, the expression utterly sharklike.

      She had to let the laughter out about that one. “Good. They need to be thwarted, right?”

      “They do.” Liz nodded firmly. “We strive for a safe workplace, and one where everyone is comfortable.”

      The words settled inside her, and she liked how that felt. She’d had a few fly-by-night jobs while she was in college, and she wanted to feel like she was settled for the summer.

      “Kylie? Joe?” The Liz lady looked at her head guides.

      “Let’s schedule the training trips.”

      “We do have housing on site. You’re welcome to stay so long as you’re working here full-time and exclusive. There’s also pay by the trip as an option.” Lupe laid out two plans, and while the pay-by-the-trip option was cool, having a guaranteed spot in the bunkhouse was better.

      “I’d like to go full-time if we all agree on that.” She would sign on for the summer. They had a great vibe, and she could go with it.

      “We’ll go ahead and pencil that in, then. We’ll have to approve you after your training runs, but⁠—”

      “Of course.” She wasn’t going to fuck up, though. They were going to adore her.

      “Then we’ll do your paperwork at eight a.m. sharp. The bus leaves at ten.” Lupe held out one hand. “Welcome aboard.”

      She shook hands all around. “Thank you.”

      “Kylie, can you handle the paperwork for tomorrow?” Liz asked.

      “You bet.” The tall hot one stood. “Come on. I have a few forms for you to sign, and I can show you the locker area. And you can have a tour of the bunkhouse area before you make a final decision there too.”

      “Do you stay there?”

      “I don’t. I have a condo up closer to the mountain.”

      “Oh.” Of course she did. She was older. “Is it a ski out kind of place?”

      “No, but I do have a snowmobile in the garage up there.” Those blue eyes lit up with Kylie’s happy grin.

      “Cool. Must be nice to be…settled.”

      Kylie snorted. “You mean old.”

      “Huh?” She widened her eyes to try to look innocent. “No way. I just mean you don’t have to share a shower with ten other people.”

      “I did it for years. So yeah, it’s a good feeling.” Kylie led her behind the front counter. “This is the waiver for the trip we’ll go on. This is the eligibility to work, says you’re a citizen and all. And this is the medical form. Once you sign on, we’ll need your social security card and driver’s license, that kind of stuff.”

      “Got it. So, you lived here at the bunkhouse?”

      “Here. Idaho Springs. Glenwood. Durango. Gunnison.”

      “Oh, wow.” So this one had the kind of life she aspired to, really. “Did you go to Western State too?”

      “Mesa State, so close.”

      “Ah. Cool. Both schools have come a long way. Or at least that’s what my gran says.”

      “Mine too.” Kylie grinned at her. “She’s over in Olathe.”

      “No shit. Mine lives in Hotchkiss.” They probably had relatives who knew each other.

      “So we’re probably related by some weird thing. You know how those ties go.”

      “I do.” She scrawled her name on the forms. Her mom had drilled into her that a person signed things in cursive, not print, so she’d learned.

      “Good deal. You want that tour now?” Kylie had an amazing smile, warm and welcoming and hot.

      “I do.” Hell, yes. She would spend all her time listening to this woman talk, given half a chance.

      “Cool. Come on. This is the locker room area.” The place was rustic, but brutally clean. “It’s coed, so if that’s an issue…”

      “No. No, it’s fine.” They all spent so much time on the river together that if they had an issue, it would come out long before something happened in the dorm.

      “Yeah, I’ve never had anyone balk. We’re on the river all the damn time.”

      “I bet. This looks like a big outfitter.”

      “Growing all the time. There’s an outdoor shower here for after the river.” There were three, actually, and they had real showerheads and concrete. She’d worked in a place that had a tarp on the ground and a big water barrel on a rope. “Back here is the staff parking, and the dorms are back across here.”

      The dorms were low and square, meant to be unobtrusive and used hard. Just like the rest of the facilities, they were clean as a whistle, and there was a super comfy-looking lounge area with a big screen TV, a kitchenette, and hallways that led off in either direction.

      “Nice.”

      “Yeah. There’s four to a room, so it’s not too bad. There’s lock boxes at the foot of each bed, and the closets are all sectioned off into fours.”

      She peeked into one of the bedrooms, which was a crazy mismatch of stuff, clothes strewn all over. “That looks more like a bunch of college kids live here.”

      “Yeah…those four are permanent residents. You’ll meet them.”

      “No shit?” It popped out. “Sorry.”

      “For what? As long as you’re careful around the guests, I’m not going to push you about it.” Kylie winked. “And back here there’s a patio area with a grill and a hot tub.”

      “Oh, my God. A hot tub? How many does it seat?” She headed out to look. At least eight. Hallelujah. That was a wondrous thing, even in a town that had a hot springs pool.

      “Everyone is crazy good about cleaning it. Mama Lupe can be fierce.”

      “Who does the hot tub?”

      “Joe? He worked for a hotel one year doing the pool and the spa there. He knows all the pH stuff.”

      “Nice. I’m pretty good at cleaning jets, so I can help.” She would pull her weight for a chance to stay here all summer. This place was choice.

      “Excellent. Joe will welcome it. You’ll be back here in 8B. Jilly is the only one in here right now, but these places fill up, as you can imagine. I stayed in 4C for a long time.”

      “I like it.” The next room had an open door, so she looked in. Someone clearly liked music. There was a guitar and a couple of posters of alt-country types strewn around. Brit could live with that. “This works great.” Seriously, the beds were even on the floor, not up and down.

      “Perfect. You have somewhere to sleep tonight? I can give you a key today, if you need it. I know how it sucks before the first paycheck.”

      “I—” She pondered that. She could sleep in her truck, but… “Yeah. I would appreciate it. I can sign a form or something, if you need me to.”

      “Nah. You pretty much already did. I can recommend a few places to eat where you can get a discount, too, or if you have food, the pots and pans are common use. Just wash up.”

      “Cool. Is there a place to get a beer and a burger?”

      “There is. Cherry’s Pies has both, and so does Leo’s. Either one will have a ton of the summer workers around.”

      “Cool. Thanks. That sounds great.”

      Kylie led her down the hall to the door with an eight on it. She knocked and a tiny hottie with eyes like black buttons and dreads to her waist answered the door.

      “Kylie! You bringing me a victim?”

      “You know it, babe. Jilly, this is Brittany. She’s a newbie, and she’s all yours.” Kylie gave Jilly a hug that seemed a few seconds too long, then let her go.

      “Hey.” Brittany wasn’t sure whether to shake hands or just wave or what.

      Jilly held out a hand, giving her a firm shake. “Come on in. Any bunk but mine.”

      Jilly’s little corner was a riot of color, pillows piled on the bed, an oar standing in the corner.

      “I’ll let y’all get to know each other. Come up front for the keys. I’m working the desk this morning.”

      “Will do. Thanks.” Brittany watched Kylie go with real disappointment. That was one fine-looking woman. She turned back to Jilly. “You don’t mind a roomie?”

      “I was going a little stir-crazy on my own.” Jilly moved to flop down on her bed. “So you’re going to go full on here?”

      “I’m pretty sure, yeah. You like it here, right?”

      “Love it. Mama Lupe is the best, and Liz runs a tight ship. Everyone is totally into the river.”

      “Cool. I like to hear it from someone who’s not a manager, you know?” She wanted to be sure she wasn’t getting a line of BS.

      “Oh, Ky? She’s a bit of a rules stickler, but she’s totally cool. The senior guides run together, but they have to, right?”

      “Yeah, sure. That makes sense.” She kinda hoped they had the guides’ backs too. Sometimes the whole customer is always right thing got out of hand, especially when there was competition for tips. But she would get a feel for the culture on the trip tomorrow.

      “Yeah. So—important stuff. What’s your position on green and music?”

      “I am a fan of both.” She grinned. “And since I don’t intend to become a ranger for a couple of years, unless they test here, I can indulge in both as well.”

      “Good deal. It’s totally legal, and we have a little cabin they prefer we smoke in. We stock it with cereal and Doritos.”

      “I’ll save part of my pay for discretionary Doritos.”

      “Then you are totally in. Music?”

      “Uh, 90s alternative. Latin rap. Country. You?” She could listen to everything, though. Well, not Norwegian death metal.

      “I like R&B, mostly, but I love anything you can sing to.”

      “Cool. I can totally go there. Morning person or night owl?” Brittany asked.

      “Oh, man. I’m a night owl naturally, but I’ve learned to go to bed early so I can go to work.”

      “Me too! Man, that’s a challenge, learning to switch, but the river waits for no woman.”

      “Neither do the clients.” Jilly laughed out loud. “I figure it’s better to get a little extra sleep so I can be nice.”

      “Yeah, because some of those kids can be nuts, man. Damn.”

      “I know, right? Though the dudes who think they got this, and they know more about it than I do? I hate that. I know I’m young, and they probably think our training is minimal, but we have to certify, you know? And they’re the ones who always sit and stare if there’s a high side or someone goes in the river.”

      “God, I’m glad to know I’m not the only one.” Brit had to laugh at that.

      “Nope. Not at all, honey. Do you have your stuff in your car? I’ll help you lug.”

      “Thanks. I do.” Looked like she was actually moving in. So she let Jilly run her outside to get her stuff. “Hey, is there a laundry facility?”

      “We have two washers and dryers for free in the back of the bunkhouse.”

      “God, I love this place already.” Who did that? No one ever trusted people their age with free machines.

      “Right? And Hannah and Kristen are in culinary school. They’re flying in next week. That means risotto balls.”

      “Oh my God.” Brit figured she’d die happy with that. “I’ll buy wine.”

      “Oh, you I like. There’s a winery right outside of town.” Jilly bounced. “If you need someone to go with.”

      “Absolutely!” God, she already had a job, a new friend, a rafting family. How frigging cool!

      “Excellent. We’ll make a plan.” They grabbed all her shit out of the truck, chattering all the way, vibing on the beginning of the summer possibilities. She had a feeling she was going to like it here.

      A lot.
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