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      I heard it again. The metallic snicker of the tape measure I kept in my tool bag schwicking back into its casing. I stirred, beginning to wake up even though I didn’t want to.

      “Twenty-eight inches, Poppy. Write that down.”

      “What are you doing?” I managed, dragging my exhausted brain out of the delicious shroud of sleep where I’d somehow found myself.

      The tape measure slid out again, and I felt a small hand on my leg.

      I pried one eyelid open and gazed down to the end of the couch where Lily was trying to attach the metal L on the tape to my big toe, which until one minute ago had been joyously asleep, along with the rest of my body.

      “Your leg is short,” she told me, looking into my face earnestly with the big brown eyes that made my heart squeeze every time I saw them. “Only twelve inches.”

      “That explains why it’s so hard to walk,” I said, waking up almost fully now.

      Lily’s expression shifted, her little lips pressing into a firm line and her forehead scrunching as she thought. “You walk okay.”

      I shook my head and sat up, stretching my arms over my head, and doing my best to shake off what had been a very long week. “No, it’s been rough, actually. Especially at work.” I slid off the couch onto the carpet and made a show of trying to walk around on my knees. “See, even you’re taller than me,” I told her, coming to kneel at her side.

      “Lemme see,” she said, sticking the end of the tape measure beneath my knee and pulling it up the front of my body and directly over my face.

      “Hey,” I said, lifting a hand to keep it from cutting my cheek.

      “How long am I?” she asked, handing the tool to me.

      I made a show of measuring my daughter as she stood as tall as she could, puffing her little chest out.

      “Oh wow,” I said, looking at the tape. “You’re almost seven feet. I bet you’re the tallest first grader in your class, right?”

      She frowned at me. “Nope.”

      “Second tallest?”

      She shook her head, and the little brown pigtails I’d put in that morning danced around her shoulders.

      “I bet I am the strongest, though. I went on your scale while you were asleep and the number was big.”

      I loved that my daughter believed her weight equated to strength. I hoped she’d always feel that way.

      “How big was the number?”

      “Really big because I held Poppy too, and Poppy is super strong.”

      “What does Poppy think about you using her to make yourself seem stronger?” I asked, turning to look at the stuffed tiger that waited at Lily’s feet. Poppy was her best friend and constant companion, and the thing went pretty much everywhere with her. It had stopped bothering me that she’d named the tiger for my wife, though it’d been hard at first. Now it was almost like having a tiny piece of my wife here, still part of our little family. Still with us.

      “She thinks you’re being a silly daddy.” Lily threw herself against my chest and I pulled her into me, wrapping my arms around her small frame tightly and inhaling the sweet scent of little girl.

      “I am,” I told her, my voice quiet as I held my whole world in my arms.

      “You gonna sleep some more?” she asked, sounding carefully hopeful.

      I felt bad falling asleep on her, but construction was one of those jobs that took a lot out of you physically, and I came home exhausted most nights. For now, it was usually easy enough to turn in early, since Lily’s bedtime was still eight o’clock. I couldn’t imagine what things might be like when she stayed up later than I did. But those teenage years loomed ahead like a shadowed specter I knew would one day swoop in and scare the shit out of me. There was nothing I could do to stop it coming. But for now, my sweet innocent baby needed me to stay awake.

      “Nope,” I told her, standing with her still in my arms. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her little arms twining my neck so she could lean back and grin into my face. “It’s Friday night. Dinner and a movie, right?”

      “Yay!”

      “Just hope I can drive the truck with these short legs.”

      “Daddy,” she groaned.

      It was our Friday night ritual. Burgers and fries, and then back home for a movie. I would have enjoyed it only slightly more if the movie could have been something other than a choice of Lily’s two favorite Disney movies, but for now, it was all part of the package. And I was doing my best to absorb and enjoy every second of the time I had with her. So Frozen or Encanto it would be. Again.

      I got Lily (and Poppy) loaded into the truck and was just backing out of the driveway of the little house where we lived when the phone rang, interrupting Lily’s favorite playlist (more Frozen. Sigh.)

      It was Lucy, my boss, and I hit the accept button as I swung out onto the road. The sun was angling through the pine boughs overhead, sending a dusty orange light down to paint the asphalt, and my mind went for a moment to other fall evenings, other happy memories. Another lifetime ago.

      “Hey Lucy. We’re in the car.” I wanted to make sure she knew Lily could hear her.

      “Mateo, sorry to bother you on Friday night. I know it’s date night.” Lucy’s voice came through the car speakers, confident and friendly as always.

      “Hi Lucy!” Lily cried from the back.

      “Hey you,” Lucy said. “On your way to burgers?”

      Lucy was a friend as much as she was my boss. I’d been working for Kasper Ridge Construction since I returned from the military after high school, and Lucy had taken the business over from her grandfather not long after that. We were close to the same age, but I had no beef with her being the boss. I had enough responsibility in my life as it was.

      “Yep!” Lily confirmed happily. “And then Encanto.”

      “I didn’t realize we’d decided,” I said, feigning disappointment.

      “I decided,” she announced.

      “Doesn’t your dad get a say?” Lucy asked, a smile in her voice. “His favorite is Moana.”

      It was not. But it was the least played on our rotation, and the songs had less chance of winding up in my dreams or coming out of my mouth in an off-tune hum on the job.

      “No.” Lily was standing firm.

      “My fate is sealed,” I said. “What can I do for you, boss?”

      “Just wanted to give you a heads up. There’s some big event brewing at the Resort and Archie and Aubrey are in a tizzy about it.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked. We were still renovating most of the entertainment areas and many of the guest rooms at the Kasper Ridge Resort. A big event could mean anything from a party that only utilized the finished outdoor spaces we’d built this summer or a major inconvenience that would involve rushing through finishing some of the other things. And I was not a fan of rushing.

      Lucy sighed. “Kind of a soft opening preview for some influencer types, I guess.”

      “Influencers?” I said, unable to keep the skepticism from my voice.

      “Magazines, YouTubers, minor celebrities.”

      “Fun.”

      “Right,” Lucy said, her voice carrying some of the wariness I felt when influencers were mentioned. I knew this kind of publicity was important to Archie and Aubrey Kasper—they needed the resort to do well. But I was leery of people who made a living judging other people. I’d never really understood the appeal, but Lily had begun watching YouTubers rate everything from brands of toothpaste to each other, and there was something about it that generated a worried little buzz in my gut.

      “So anyway, that’s happening in two weeks, and it’s going to be a two-night thing, a preview of some of the attractions, a way for them to show off the food, the glamor, etcetera.”

      Glamor. I guessed the place was glamorous. It was also a construction zone. “Okay.” I still wasn’t sure if she was just giving me a heads up or whether there was more to it. Why was she calling me on Friday night to tell me this?

      “Right, and the one guy with the biggest audience is the outdoor adventure guy. The one with that channel Out and Out There?”

      “Douggie Masters!” Lily shouted from the back.

      “You know this guy?” I asked, turning to look at my daughter.

      She nodded enthusiastically as Lucy explained, “he has a huge audience, and the demographics—according to what Monroe told me—are super broad. Everyone from celebs to six-year-olds watch this guy do this adventure exploring thing.”

      “And he’s going to adventure explore here? What does that mean?” I guided the truck into the parking lot of the Fox and raised a finger to Lily so she didn’t start unbuckling.

      “Well, here he wants to show off whatever backcountry fun the resort can offer.”

      “So the yurts?” I asked hopefully.

      “I wouldn’t be calling and bothering you if Douggie wanted to glamp.” The yurts were Aubrey Kasper’s idea, and so far we hadn’t had luck getting them booked. At this point just Aubrey and Wiley lived out there behind the resort.

      “So what then?” I asked, eager to finish my work week and spend some quality time with my favorite girl.

      “Aubrey says there are four rustic cabins on the back of the property that she remembers from when she was a kid. I guess they’re about seven miles from the main resort, down to the east, around the side of the mountain.”

      “So we need to drive back there and get them cleaned up?”

      “If only we could.”

      Dread began to build in my gut. Lucy was about to give me a job I did not especially want. Right now, I liked things simple. Routine.

      “No… these are hiking cabins, I guess. We might be able to get ATVs back there with some materials and tools. But for now, we just need to get eyes on them. We don’t even know if they’re standing.”

      “Send a drone?” I asked hopefully.

      “Archie wants to send Monroe. And he thinks you should go with her.”

      Monroe was the events coordinator for the resort. She was also a former Navy fighter pilot and kind of a badass. Neither of those things was an issue. What was an issue was that I had an unnatural attraction to the woman, and I purposely avoided being around her. I was not looking for anything, and the uncomfortable prick of interest I felt when she was nearby made me feel like a dishonorable scum.

      I had loved my wife with my whole heart—with everything in me. And I loved our daughter every bit as much. And that love still burned inside me, and would until the day I died. There was no room for anyone else, and the fact that my body seemed to believe differently when the smart, curvy blonde was around was unsettling.

      “Pick someone else,” I suggested. “Chris or Tony?”

      “I have a vague sense you don’t want to go for a hike,” she laughed. Little did she know my reasons. “It’s gotta be you. I have to stay to focus on the restaurant, and no one else has the experience to evaluate those cabins like we need. Monroe needs to put eyes on them since she’d be the one developing the promo and sending the guy out there. Aubrey wants to go too.”

      Relief lifted some of the weight that had settled on me since Lucy started talking. “Okay. Sounds like I’m going for a hike.”

      “Perfect, thanks. That’s why I called, so you could get your gear together. They’re talking some time next week.”

      “Great. I’ll dig out my boots.” In reality, a seven-mile hike was not going to require any specific gear, but Lucy wasn’t the hiking type so I didn’t expect she would know that. I hung up with Lucy and took Lily inside. But the whole time we ate our burgers, I was thinking about hiking with Monroe. I didn’t even know the woman’s real name. I just knew that being around her too much was going to be a problem for me.
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      “I just worry about you up there, darlin.” Mama’s voice sounded exactly as it had twenty years ago. Back when she was worried about me for completely different reasons. To her, worry equated to love. And since “I love you” was not something we said in my family, “I’m worried about you” was pretty much the same thing.

      “There’s nothing at all to worry about,” I told her for the third time, leaning back into the couch in my suite and letting my eyes wander to the windows, to the deep blue Colorado sky outside, to the trees spotting the mountain. “This should be a whole lot less concerning than having me in a jet, Mama.”

      “I hated that too. Don’t make me think about it, I’m likely to get a migraine. I swear, Annalee, you’ve taken years off my life with your antics.”

      My “antics” were essentially just me living a life that didn’t follow the path Mama had expected me to follow. And if it had been up to her, I’d be following that path—which would certainly be strewn with pink glitter and silver tinsel—in four-inch heels with an apron tied around my waist and bright red lipstick perfectly applied at all times. Oh, and a collection of beauty pageant sashes displayed proudly around a pregnant belly and three kids hanging from my skirts.

      “Okay,” I sighed. “Well, I do need to get going. We’re doing a soft opening for some writers and television people, and there’s a lot to prepare.”

      “Once this place is open, honey… then you’re coming home?”

      Home. Not a concept that sparked even a lick of warmth in me. I hadn’t been to the house I grew up in down in Honey Point, Georgia in at least a decade. And I had no plans for going back.

      “We’ll see, okay Mama?” I couldn’t break her heart for good by telling her how I really felt.

      She sighed, and for a second I imagined her sitting at the kitchen table, her slim shoulders becoming more frail than they were when I was a kid, her face beginning to show her true age, despite all her efforts to keep the ravages at time at bay. I knew I should plan a visit.

      “We’d love to see you,” she said, and the sadness in her voice plucked at the guilt deep inside me. “Your father misses you too.”

      “Tell Daddy I miss him.” I swallowed hard, thinking of my dad, trying to force my mind to see the strong smiling man he’d once been, not the smaller, frailer shadow he had since become.

      “I’ll tell him, honey. We’ll talk soon.”

      I hung up the phone and set it on the table next to me with a sigh. My mother was an aging beauty queen, and I doubted she had ever considered a life where her darling daughters wouldn’t want to be exactly the same thing. But the idea of settling in that tiny southern town with a pie in my hand and a flock of children at my feet didn’t appeal to me. That pie and those kids might as well be an anchor, one that would keep me from ever seeing what else the world held.

      After a few minutes where my mind roamed back through that tiny house, that teensy little town, I stood and pushed my arms up over my head with a deep breath. Here I could be big. Here I could grow. I could be whoever I wanted to be. And right now, I was about to be late for a meeting.

      I made my way to the suite at the end of the hall where my old Navy pal, callsign Ghost, and his sister Aubrey had first settled when they’d inherited this old resort. Aubrey had since moved out back with Wiley Blanchard, a guy she and her brother had known since childhood, who’d built an incredible whiskey business and had come back to run the liquor program here at Kasper Ridge. Evidently their love story had been a whirlwind, and now they were rarely apart.

      “There she is,” Aubrey called as I strode through the door. Her freckled face broke into a grin and her long dark hair was in a messy knot atop her head. Everyone else was already settled around the big dining table that we used as a conference table.

      “Sorry,” I told them, giving them my biggest smile. “Calls with Mama are never brief.”

      “Family doing okay?” Ghost asked. His dark red hair was artfully messy, and his deep dark eyes held the same haunted look I’d come to know since the mishap that had ended his flying days. Though I was trying to get used to calling him Archie out here in the civilian world, he’d always be ‘Ghost’ to me.

      “Sounds like everything’s about the same,” I said. “What did I miss?’

      “Nothing,” Aubrey said, “just getting started.”

      The table was packed with the team that had undertaken this somewhat insane project to relaunch the old Kasper Ridge Resort and try to turn it into a profitable ski and adventure destination on a timeline that most people would consider impossible. But thanks to one of my old squadron mates, Will Cruz, callsign Fake Tom, and the kickass construction foreman he was working with (and now dating), Lucy Dale, things were looking good.

      “I’ve got a bunch of parts on order to get that lift running again,” Brainiac said from beside me, his voice low and stoic as always. “But I’m not even sure new parts are the right move. We’ll see how it goes.”

      “You think we might need to replace the whole thing?” Ghost’s voice made it completely clear that this wasn’t the outcome he was hoping for. The place was in the red right now—we all knew it—and every dollar mattered. Will had invested his own money to make the renovation happen faster, and at this point it felt like we all had some kind of skin in the game.

      “Let’s just take it a step at a time,” Brainiac said, ever the voice of reason. “I’ll see if I can fix it. If not, we’ll move from there with the information we need to make a good decision.”

      “So logical,” I quipped, poking him in the shoulder. Brainiac and I had been close friends in our squadron days. I’d been the only female pilot in our squadron, and he’d made it his personal duty to protect me—though I was never sure I needed any kind of protection. He was senior to most of us, being a couple years older and a rank above us, and he’d always been a good friend to me. And nothing more, despite ongoing speculation.

      He gave me a frown that was pretty much the Brainiac equivalent of a grin—the guy was an engineering professor now, effusive wasn’t really his style.

      “What’s the plan with the soft opening now?” I asked. There had been all kinds of ideas thrown out last week as Aubrey generated plans for things we could do with the list of folks I’d gotten interest from. “I’ve got about fifteen total confirmed for the dates we settled on.”

      “Douggie Masters still on the list?” Aubrey asked, her voice giving away her excitement.

      “Yep. He said that if there was some kind of overnight adventure we could arrange, he’d bring his gear and do an episode here,” I told her.

      “Are we ready for that kind of exposure?” Ghost asked us.

      Fake Tom and Lucy Dale exchanged a glance, and Lucy nodded. “The construction is essentially done. We can get the machinery cleared out by then for sure, and keep the work contained in the east wing guest rooms. The restaurant is partially completed, and we’ve got the temporary wall to erect in there. The bar is good, and the hot tubs are operational. There’s no way we can get the arcade, bowling alley, or movie theater up to snuff in that time frame though.”

      “I don’t think Douggie Masters wants to bowl,” I said. “But I really do want to get eyes on those cabins at the back of the property.” I was excited to see the old cabins because if they were in good shape, they expanded the world of events I could plan in the future tremendously. A mountain resort attracted different kinds of people, and we already had the luxury thing nailed. If the cabins were in good shape, I’d start marketing to the outdoor adventure set too.

      “Yep,” Aubrey confirmed. “Lucy, you gonna come out with us to see what needs doing there?”

      Lucy shook her head, her dark braid swinging over one shoulder. “Talked to Mateo about it. He’ll go with you to assess safety and see what kind of quick fixes we can make if the things are habitable.”

      I wondered how Mateo felt about that. The guy seemed to make a point of avoiding me whenever possible.

      “And we’re sure this Douggie guy wouldn’t be happy in a yurt?” Ghost asked.

      “The only person who said yes to yurts was the writer for the Glamorous Glamping blog,” I told them. “Everyone else will be on the third floor, except Douggie, though he’ll have a suite the first night and camp the next.”

      “And you’re sure we need to bend over backwards for a guy who calls himself Douggie?” Fake Tom asked, looking skeptical.

      “He could call himself Rooty Tooty for all I care,” Aubrey said, her voice going shrill. “The guy has millions of fans. If he pimps the resort, we’ll be turning bookings away, I promise.”

      I nodded. It was true. Attracting Douggie’s attention had been no small feat, and now that he was interested in coming, we needed to make sure we had enough adventure to justify an episode of his show.

      “Is he bringing Walter this time?” Lucy asked.

      “I don’t think so,” I told her. “He didn’t mention it.” Douggie filmed about half his episodes with his husband Walter, but Walter wasn’t the rugged adventurer Douggie was. “The lack of running water out there seemed to be the kicker for Walter.”

      “Gotcha,” Aubrey said. “He could stay here, though?”

      I shrugged. Whether Douggie brought his husband or not wasn’t my main focus.

      “When can Mateo go check those out?” Ghost asked Lucy.

      “I talked to him about it Friday. Told him it would be this week,” Lucy said.

      “Monroe.” He turned to me. “When do you want to head out?”

      The idea of hiking out and back with the handsome contractor Mateo was appealing, I had to admit. But of course, Aubrey would be with us. Not that anything would have happened were she not. I did enjoy a handsome man, but I also knew this was work. I’d keep my flirting low key, even if I did entertain some thoughts of getting the guy to let down his defenses just a bit. He was so serious. So… hot. “I can go tomorrow. Or Wednesday, whenever Aubrey and Mateo can swing it.”

      “Tomorrow works for me,” Aubrey said.

      “I can let Mateo know. Maybe you can come down after the meeting and give him an idea what you have in mind for Douggie so he knows what to check on beyond the basics,” Lucy suggested, looking at me.

      “Sure,” I said, shooting her a wide smile.

      Lucy’s eyes narrowed a fraction as she turned away, and I got the sense once again that I was not her favorite person. Not that it really mattered here—the rest of these guys knew who I was beneath the facade—but I supposed I should try to get a leash on the bombshell act. It had served me well for so long it was second nature now. But I liked Lucy Dale, and didn’t really want her to dislike me. I’d always been better with men than women—Mama had taught me that—and close girlfriends were not something I’d ever had. But Lucy and Aubrey were candidates… and I wanted to work on it.

      First though, I had an adventure hike to do.
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      Lucy and I were standing in the area that would be the restaurant’s dining room, discussing where the temporary wall would divide the finished portion from the larger space that we planned to work after the soft opening weekend. Because the restaurant seating area essentially curved around the kitchen, there was a natural narrowing where a wall wouldn’t look too out of place, and we were discussing how to build it or whether it made more sense just to put up panels.

      I felt the air stir to life when Monroe entered the space, and even if my body wasn’t already certain it was the curvy fighter pilot so aptly named for Marilyn Monroe, I would have known by the way Lucy stiffened and her eyes narrowed slightly.

      “Hey there,” Monroe called in her subtle southern twang, and I turned to watch her approach, all graceful curves and wavy blond hair. She moved like a dancer, every step making me think of some routine choreographed to get my attention. I wondered how much of it was by design—no one spent every second of their existence playing the seductress. I decided at least half of it was just the way she was.

      “Hey,” Lucy responded, sounding about as thrilled as she would if she was about to have a few teeth removed.

      Monroe’s eyes lingered on Lucy for a second before sliding to me. She looked almost sad for a split second, the dark eyes shining, but then she smiled brightly. “Ready for a hike, Mateo?”

      “I hear I’m taking one either way,” I said, glancing at my boss.

      “It’s just a day,” Lucy said. “Out and back. Take some photos, make some notes, and figure out if there’s an easy way to get materials out there if we need to do some work. I can’t imagine those things are standing there in pristine condition, considering Archie didn’t even remember they were there.”

      “Probably not,” Monroe agreed. “But let’s hope they’re useable.”

      “The guy wants an adventure, right?” I asked.

      “He likes luxury at the end of his adventures,” Monroe said.

      “Then why’s he coming to Kasper Ridge?” I muttered, half joking.

      “Hey,” Monroe said, pulling herself taller, which only made her sizable breasts push against the fabric of the soft-looking T-shirt she wore. “It’s all in how you market a thing. And Kasper Ridge Resort is the epitome of luxury in the mountains.”

      I looked around the restaurant space, which was in pretty desperate need of new carpet and a coat of paint at the very least. “Right.”

      “Okay,” Lucy said, turning to me. “I’ll focus on this, you guys figure out how much extra work on an insane deadline we have out there.”

      “Got it,” I said, and Lucy moved to the other side of the restaurant with her tablet. I didn’t mind the idea of getting outside for a day as long as I was home for Lily that evening. The only thing about this little excursion I wasn’t excited about was standing in front of me smelling like orange blossoms and grinning at me in a way that had some part of my mind imagining what it would be like to put my hands on those hips, back her against a wall and… But I didn’t want to think like that.

      She wasn’t Poppy.

      And that was an understatement. We were also essentially coworkers, and I had a hell of a lot of other things weighing heavily in the keep-your-hands-to-yourself column, not the least of which was currently at her grandmother’s, probably watching Frozen for the four millionth time.

      “Just wanted to talk through what we need to head out there tomorrow,” Monroe said. “Aubrey’s got some walkie talkies since cell service only extends about two miles back.”

      Great. No service meant my connection to Lily was completely severed. It probably wouldn’t be a problem, but in the past if she’d wanted to reach me and hadn’t been able to, she’d gotten pretty upset. “That might be an issue,” I said.

      “I’m guessing you’re not worried about being away from your Insta for a day,” Monroe said.

      “No. I’m worried about being away from my kid if she needs me. I’m all she’s got.” It wasn’t exactly true, but the last thing Lily needed was to worry if she couldn’t get in touch with me. She’d lost one parent and she worried about losing the other. How did you explain to a seven-year-old that she didn’t need to worry about that?

      “Aha, right.” Monroe lifted a hand to her mouth, holding her index finger against that plump bottom lip as she tilted her head to one side, clearly thinking. “Well, we’ll be able to reach the resort,” she said. “And you could make sure Ghost or Lucy knows how to reach your…”

      “Daughter.”

      “Daughter,” she said, a soft smile pulling her cheeks wider as her hand fell. “How old?” She asked.

      “She’s seven,” I told her, feeling my own smile spread as I thought about my daughter.

      “If you’re worried, maybe Lucy can send one of the other guys on her crew? Or maybe Fake Tom could come.”

      “No,” I said, maybe a little too quickly. I hadn’t thought it through—the word had just leapt out of me. “I mean, it’s fine. She can stay with my mother-in-law.” Deep down, I wanted to go, I realized. I wanted to spend the day with Monroe.

      I watched as her eyes swept my hands and then rose to my face again, a question there.

      “I, uh…” Why was I about to explain to this woman why I didn’t wear a ring on my hand? My heart was still with Poppy. But rings and construction weren’t a great combination. I pressed at the ring hanging on the chain beneath my shirt in the same place I’d worn it since the day Poppy and I had gotten married. “My wife died,” I said simply.

      Monroe’s lips pressed together and she laid a hand on my bicep, a little sympathetic noise escaping her throat. “I’m so sorry.”

      She was touching me, and I didn’t want to like it. But I didn’t move away, and I didn’t ask her to stop. It had been a while since a woman I found this attractive had touched me. There’d been one brief relationship attempt earlier in the summer, but in the end, we were not a fit.

      “So…gear,” I said, prompting her to remove her hand. It left a warm tingle on my skin, and I had an impulse to find a way to make her put it back.

      “Sturdy shoes, obviously. I’m guessing since you live up here, you’re probably more prepared than I am.”

      I nodded. I was. “Water,” I filled in.

      “Right, and we’ll bring lunch. I figure it’ll be about three hours in and three back out. Sound right?”

      “Depends on terrain,” I said. “The elevation rises pretty fast depending which way we’re headed.”

      Monroe looked thoughtful for a moment. “We’ll leave extra early just in case. That gives us a couple hours of daylight to check things out and get the information we need.”

      “Pack a jacket and some rain gear,” I suggested. “Weather can turn fast up here.”

      Her eyebrows pulled together as she glanced past me at the bright sunshine filling the windows of the dining room. “Okay,” she said, nodding her head once.

      “Some food, a first aid kit, matches.” It had been a long time since I’d hiked any real distance, though Poppy and I used to backpack. My excursions in the past few years had been limited by the length of Lily’s little legs—and by her endurance, which was limited unless bribes and snacks were involved.

      “Right,” Monroe said. “So what time? Six?”

      Julia—Poppy’s mom—was used to early babysitting calls. I was generally on site by seven in the morning. “Sounds good.” I said.

      “Perfect,” Monroe said. “We’ll meet you out back. The trailhead is just off the east patio.”

      “Okay,” I said, turning to go. A thought struck me and I turned back around. “One more thing.”

      She waited, her pretty lips in a half smile.

      “What’s your actual name?”

      A low laugh spilled from her. “It’s Annalee. Annalee Alacaz Tyson. It’s Spanish,” she went on. “For cherry.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, wishing I could pull the words back in. I hadn’t just met her. My mind had just gone on a little excursion thinking about the cherry color of her lips, and other connotations of the ripe red fruit.

      “We’ve met before,” she said, laughing. “But it’s nice to meet you too, Mateo.”

      With that awkward interaction behind us, I turned to get back to work, only glancing over my shoulder once to watch Annalee Tyson’s sexy ass sway out of the dining room.

      Tomorrow was going to be a long day. Thank god Aubrey was coming too. Her presence would definitely help cut the tension.
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      Those of us living at the resort had a bit of an unspoken ritual. We met downstairs for dinner at seven, and then often hung out in the bar or on the back patio until we each drifted off to our rooms. For a while, I’d been the designated chef at the resort, but we all agreed that it made more sense for me to focus on events and bookings, and so we’d ordered a meal service, each of us kicking in a bit for the cost.

      “Spaghetti and meatballs!” Wiley had called out as he’d removed the top of the big family-style tin holding that night’s dinner. It was his night to heat the meal, so he’d been in charge of setting things up in the kitchen. We took turns making grocery runs for produce and staples, and Aubrey had suggested we begin ordering double meals to freeze for winter.

      “By the time snow falls, we’ll have a full-time chef up here,” Ghost had told her.

      Still, having a few things in the big deep freeze wasn’t a bad idea.

      After dinner that night, I cleaned up my plate and headed into the bar. I wanted to get a good night’s sleep for tomorrow’s hike, but one drink with my friends wouldn’t hurt.

      “Good to see Rufus where he belongs,” said Ernie Dale as I entered. The old man was a recent addition to the resort crew. He and Lucy had moved in just a couple weeks earlier. It was easier for Lucy to be close to the job, but mostly Fake Tom had insisted on it—since the two of them had decided they were in love, it seemed like they spent every second together. I didn’t blame them for wanting to maximize their time. Life was short—you never knew what was going to happen. I got that.

      “Good old Rudy Fusterberg,” Ghost said, staring up at the stuffed bear that stood over the bookshelf on the side of the bar. “Our Hollywood mystery.”

      While renovating Kasper Ridge was our main focus, every person in the bar had fallen victim to Ghost’s secondary obsession—the treasure hunt his Uncle Marvin had left him along with the old resort. So far we had half a map, a bunch of old movie posters, and a vague hint that some old screenwriter named Rudy whose fiancée left him back in the day had something to do with it. The treasure itself was still a mystery, and judging by the way the clues were lining up, I personally thought old Uncle Marvin might have been a couple sandwiches short on his mental picnic and that we’d probably end up finding a few hundred cans of Beanie Weenie or something.

      Which was fine—who didn’t like Beanie Weenie?

      But I knew a lot was riding on the belief that the treasure was monetary, and that it might help Ghost and Aubrey get the resort back in the black.

      I had slightly more actionable ideas about how to do that—beginning with this soft opening in a couple weeks.

      “You ready to go in the morning?” I asked Aubrey, lifting the glass of pinot noir Wiley had just slid across the bar to me.

      “What’s happening in the morning?” Ernie asked, swiveling on his stool to peer at me through clear blue eyes.

      “A couple of us are heading out to check the cabins at the back of the property. Hopefully they’re still standing. We want to get one cleaned up enough to set up one of the influencers coming out for the soft opening with an adventure,” I told him.

      “That’ll be an adventure, all right,” Ernie said, a wry smile spreading over his face. “Damn, I almost forgot those old things were out there.”

      “Have you been back there, Papa?” Lucy asked her grandfather.

      Brainiac and Fake Tom were at the other end of the bar, laughing about something together, but the rest of us were leaning in toward Ernie, who had known Marvin well when they were children.

      “Oh yeah,” he laughed. “It’s quite a trek too, you sure it’s a good idea?” He raised a fuzzy white eyebrow at me.

      “Not too worried,” I told him. “I’m in decent shape, and I’ve been up here long enough the altitude isn’t really bothering me.” You didn’t pass the Navy fitness tests without staying in pretty decent shape, and I’d been on a hike or two in my time.

      “Yeah,” Ernie said, looking unconvinced. “This feller going with you?” He pointed his thumb at Ghost.

      “No sir,” Aubrey told him, her lips thinning a bit as she replied. “I hope you’re not suggesting that we need a man along to look out for us delicate ladies.” Aubrey could hold her own in just about any situation from what I’d been told. She was a black belt in some martial art I wasn’t familiar with, and I’d personally seen her physically subdue her brother on several occasions when he’d insulted her in some way. She definitely did not need a man to protect her.

      Ernie laughed heartily at that, glancing at his granddaughter, who waggled her eyebrows at him as if to tell him to tread lightly.

      “You wouldn’t flip an old man over the bar for insulting you, would you?” he asked Aubrey, clearly having been told some of the stories about Aubrey’s ‘arguments’ with her brother.

      “Of course not,” she said, her shoulders relaxing slightly. “I guess I just get a little riled whenever someone suggests I can’t take care of myself.”

      Ernie took a long sip of his beer and set it down on the bar top. “Course you can,” he said. “But that’s backcountry there. And there’s a few things to keep in mind. Altitude and hydration for sure.”

      We nodded. We’d thought of that, but I was anxious to hear what other tips this old local could offer.

      “The weather changes fast up here,” he went on, but I’d checked the weather repeatedly and there was nothing to worry about besides a minuscule chance for a passing rainstorm. “Bears, bobcats, mountain lions, moose,” he said, ticking these off his fingers. “Bigfoot, of course.”

      Wiley actually spit out a mouthful of his drink at this casual mention of Bigfoot, but no one questioned Ernie. Wiley wiped his mouth with a bar napkin as Ernie went on, ignoring him.

      “Biggest thing you might want to think about is the ghosts.”

      “Ghosts?” I asked, trying to keep my smile under control.

      He nodded, his expression severe. “That’s why they quit using those old cabins back there.”

      “Because they’re haunted?” Lucy asked.

      “No, because of all the folks that died out there.”

      That little bomb landed softly as Ernie took another swig of his beer, and no one said anything. It was like we were all waiting for the explosion. My own mind had begun conjuring every horror movie I’d ever seen, and a glimmer of a second thought played through my brain.

      “Ah, okay,” Ghost said finally. “Care to elaborate?”

      Ernie rocked back and forth on his stool, settling in for a story.

      “Well,” he began. “Tough to say for sure what really went on, since no one lived to tell the tale. But it started with a storm.”

      He went on to tell us about a group of guests who’d booked the backcountry cabins when the resort was a popular destination in the sixties and seventies.

      “This was around 1970 or so, I’d think.” He said. “Bunch of Hollywood types fancied themselves rugged and whatnot, and they geared up and headed out. It’s about seven and a half miles to those cabins.”

      He described a group of socialites who disregarded weather warnings and didn’t prepare properly for the terrain, suggesting that there might have already been an injury among them by the time they reached the cabins.

      “There’s no water or indoor plumbing back there, you know,” he said, eyeing me. “And no electricity.”

      I nodded. I already knew all this. We were prepared, and Douggie Masters certainly would be.

      “And that’s all well and fine if you’re just playing adventure for a night like this feller you’re talking about is planning to do. But that’s all these folks were doing too. Until the storm swept in and blanketed these mountains with more snow than we’d seen in a century.”

      “Shit,” Wiley breathed, and like him, I could picture getting stranded back there with feet of snow piled along the trail leading back to the resort. You could survive it, I guessed, but not if you were unprepared.

      “Wait, Papa,” Lucy said. “This isn’t going to be a Donner Party story, is it?”

      It took me a second to pull up my memory of what the Donner Party was—a bunch of people stranded in the mountains who’d evidently turned to cannibalism when all else had failed. Ew.

      “It ain’t far off, I’d guess,” Ernie said.

      I shivered, thinking of the cold and the fear those people must’ve experienced.

      “You’d expect they might build a fire, wait out the storm and head back,” Ernie said, nodding at us. “And maybe if it’d been a day or two, they could have survived. But this storm sat over these mountains for seven full days, temperatures dropped below zero, and the wind probably took it a hell of a lot lower. They didn’t have a chance.”

      “They froze to death?” I asked, unable to help myself. “Did they go back there in winter time?”

      “It was June,” he said, his voice serious. “Don’t happen a lot, but it happens. And I suppose a few of them froze, yeah.”

      “What happened to the rest?” Ghost asked, hanging on every word out of Ernie’s mouth as I was.

      “No one really knows. Took a year or so to track down all the remains. A couple of them tried to head back, they thought. Found them about halfway back to the resort. One of them was out in the woods a mile or so from the cabins—no one knows what that fool was up
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