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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        July 21, 2015

      

      

      BONNIE AND DUSTER KENDAL sat at a wooden lunch table on the large wooden deck of the Monumental Summit Lodge in the Central Idaho Mountains.

      The July day was almost perfect in temperature, the air dry, with a slight breeze through the pine trees on the hills around the lodge. A thousand feet below them was the Monumental Creek Valley. And on a clear day like this, they could see east over varied mountain ranges all the way to the Montana border. It was very clear where the Middle Fork of the Salmon River cut through the center of the mountains.

      On either side of the lodge rose tall rocky peaks that gave away just how high in the mountains this lodge really was. The one to the right was called Thunder Mountain, the peak that gave the entire region its name.

      Duster had on his standard long oilcloth dark-brown coat and cowboy hat and Bonnie wore a silk blouse under a light dress jacket over jeans. Duster wore cowboy boots and looked like he had stepped right out of the past, while Bonnie wore comfortable tennis shoes.

      Both had dark-brown hair, Duster’s short, Bonnie’s long and tied back off her face. Looking at them, you would have never known they were two of the greatest mathematicians alive.

      All the rooms in the lodge were booked for most of the summer, but that didn’t matter to them. They had to see this, so they had left early in the morning and had enjoyed the drive up here on the narrow, one-lane paved road that wound its way through the trees up the side of the mountain.

      It had been an easy four-hour drive from Boise in their big Cadillac SUV and got them to the lodge just in time for lunch.

      The Forest Service had taken over the lodge back in the 1960s and maintained it in its original condition, as were the instructions of the trust funding the lodge’s upkeep.

      Duster and Bonnie had taken a tour and were surprised that where possible, all the original 1901 furnishings and decorations had been kept. The lodge and everything around it was now designated a historical monument, sitting as it did on the edge of the largest primitive area in the lower forty-eight states.

      Duster looked around and just shook his head as a waiter took another table’s lunch order.

      “This can’t be here,” he said.

      Bonnie knocked on the top of the wood table. “But it is here and is very real. It seems we have some calculations to run before we dare go any farther.”

      “Yeah, it does,” he said, shaking his head. “Somewhere, we have an assumption wrong.”

      “Very wrong,” Bonnie said, nodding.

      They ordered lunch and ate mostly in silence.

      After lunch, they took a drive down the one-lane paved road into the Monumental Valley to where one of the now famous Idaho ghost towns existed.

      The town had been submerged by a landslide and flood in the spring of 1910, just nine years after the lodge had been built, killing most of the traffic to the lodge.

      But the original owners of the lodge and their children had kept the lodge in shape and accepting guests until the Forest Service took over, running it with the money from a trust. Now it was considered one of the great destination resorts of the summer.

      Down in the valley, Duster and Bonnie drove along until the main road left the valley and headed up a side valley. There they parked in a large paved lot with a dozen other cars. Signs pointed down the valley to Roosevelt Lake. Through those waters you could still see the foundations of the old mining town.

      But Duster and Bonnie had no desire to see it again. They had seen the lake and the ruins once. That was enough.

      Instead, they took lawn chairs out of the back of their car and walked over to the bridge over Monumental Creek and sat the chairs in the middle of the bridge.

      Then, facing back the way they had came, they both sat and looked up the valley.

      There, dominating the top of the summit at the end of the valley was the big Monumental Summit Lodge.

      “That’s just not possible,” Duster said, staring at the lodge.

      Bonnie put her hand on her husband’s arm.

      There was not a thing she could say because as Duster had said, what she was seeing wasn’t possible.

      But yet there it sat, the fantastic Monumental Lodge that she had come to love so much.
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        Two Months Earlier…

        May 19, 2015

      

      

      APRIL BUCKLEY STOOD behind the big dark-mahogany captain’s desk in the back corner of the ornate parlor room and stared at the two couples as they entered the Sandford House Museum, ambling into the living room from the entrance. They were clearly not from San Francisco.

      In fact, she couldn’t begin to even venture a guess as to where they were from exactly, and that bothered her a lot. She could usually tell at once the background of a person.

      Not these four.

      One man, the tallest, wore a cowboy hat and what looked like a light duster made of some sort of oilcloth. He had on cowboy boots and jeans and was nodding to things the tall woman with him was saying as she pointed to various areas of the house.

      The woman had long brown hair running down her back and was dressed perfectly for any modern city in a light silk jacket over a tan blouse tucked into jeans, yet it was clear she was with the man in the duster. She was tall, maybe three inches taller than April’s five-eight.

      April never let her hair down like the woman wore hers except when at home. She liked hers pulled back and sometimes on top of her head. Today, since she was dressed up for the museum opening week, she had her hair up and styled, with an 1890’s whalebone comb holding it into place.

      The other two arrivals were clearly a couple as well. He wore jeans and a long-sleeved dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up in such a fashion that it looked normal for him. He was clean-shaven and his hair stylishly cut short.

      The woman with him also had on jeans and a long-sleeved silk blouse and had her long hair also loose down her back. Both she and the guy she was with wore comfortable and expensive tennis shoes.

      And both of them looked completely at ease and were nodding at what the woman with the long brown hair was saying as she pointed to varied aspects of the museum as if giving a tour of the place.

      All four of them seemed to be about April’s age—in their mid-thirties—and they carried themselves with an air of confidence that April rarely saw except among the super rich. Yet these four did not strike her as super rich. Yet they were here, in the Sandford House Museum together, on a Monday, in the middle of the afternoon.

      Middle class didn’t do that sort of thing. They didn’t seem to be working class either. Not by a long ways.

      It really bothered her that she couldn’t get a read on these four. It was her job to observe details in both people and environments. She had a master’s degree in interior design and before that had finished a doctorate in psychology. She seldom used the psychology training except when working to find out what a client really wanted. Her passion had become historical design and she had written two books on the subject and became one of the top authorities in the country on historical interior renovation and construction.

      Finally, as the group got a little closer, on the edge of the parlor, April pretended to study a museum brochure on the desk in front of her as she tried to listen. The big old house held the city sounds of San Francisco away.

      What she heard startled her.

      The woman said, “The lighting fixture in the front area is very different from the one I had. Mine was a six-post white-china glass with flowers hand-painted on the china. It was designed by Fillan Glass, a small glass shop out of Italy. The room doesn’t feel right without it, to be honest.”

      The man with her and the other two nodded.

      April looked up and caught the eye of the woman talking, who smiled at her, knowing full-well she had been overheard.

      “How do you know about the old light fixture?” April asked, smiling and moving out from behind the big old desk. “It hasn’t existed since 1937. It was taken down and supposedly stored and no one knows exactly where. There are no real pictures of it.”

      The woman laughed and said, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      That got nods from the other three.

      “You’ve done a fantastic job with this place, Doctor Buckley,” the woman said, stepping forward and extending her hand. “I’m Bonnie Kendal.”

      April was too stunned to say anything except “Nice to meet you.” No one knew her name or background in here. She didn’t even have on a nametag since she didn’t officially work as a guide for the museum. She just wanted to see how her hard work in detailing out the museum to 1880’s furnishings went over with visitors, so she had decided to hang out for a week or so before heading home to Denver.

      The interior design firm she worked for in Denver could go on just fine without her. The three other historical renovation projects they had taken on, one in Denver, two in Kansas City, didn’t interest her. It was this project that had really held and challenged her and she was sorry to see it end. She really had no desire to go back into the grind just yet.

      Bonnie Kendal turned and indicated the big guy in the cowboy hat. “This is my husband, Duster.”

      Duster had moved off a few steps to look at the edging on a mirror and just nodded, smiled, and tipped his hat to April as a gentleman would have done a hundred years before.

      Bonnie went on, indicating the couple that stood beside her. “These are my two close friends, Professor Dawn Edwards and Professor Madison Rogers.”

      Now April was really stunned. Two of the greatest western historical writers and researchers of the time had just walked into her museum. They were normally in Idaho. Not down here in San Francisco.

      “Wonderful meeting you both,” she said, trying to calm her stomach as she shook their hands. “I’ve read all of your books.”

      April turned to Professor Edwards and smiled at her. “Your book, Thunder Mountain: The Brutal Magic of America’s Last Gold Rush is my all-time favorite historical book. Just stunning work.”

      Professor Edwards smiled in return and seemed actually embarrassed. “Thank you. That’s high praise coming from you, Doctor Buckley. I’ve read and loved your books on interior design as well.”

      Now it was her turn to be slightly embarrassed. “April. Just call me April.”

      “I go by Dawn,” Professor Edwards said. Then she turned to Professor Rogers. “Is this going to be the kind of comfort and elegance we are looking for?”

      “It’s wonderful,” he said, nodding and looking around the museum.

      “It is wonderful,” Bonnie Kendal said, nodding. “I honestly am stunned.”

      Her husband, Duster, came over as she said that and put his arm around her and hugged her. “Miss it?”

      She nodded. “I do. After seeing this, I really do.”

      April had no idea what Bonnie was talking about. This home had almost been torn down and for decades had been used as a halfway house and before that it had been divided into apartments. She had been the one to restore it to this look now, as close as she could come to how it looked in 1880.

      “Would you be interested in a very large job?” Dawn asked before April could ask what Bonnie was talking about.

      “Depends on the job, of course,” April said.

      “A large resort lodge,” Dawn said, her dark-brown eyes almost twinkling as she smiled at April. “Built on a high ridge on the edge of the Idaho Wilderness. And furnished completely to the year 1900 standards.”

      April stared at Dawn for a moment, then glanced at the other three. All seemed to be waiting for her answer.

      “How big?” April asked.

      “At least twenty guest rooms, a number of them suites, large dining, living, card room, and other areas,” Dawn said. “But you will have to spend some time in the Idaho Central Mountains on the project.”

      “I love hiking,” April said, smiling.

      And she did. With a passion that few others could understand. In the six months she had been out here, almost every spare moment had been up around Lake Tahoe. And when home in Denver, she spent a lot of time up on the trails along the Front Range.

      In fact, her love of hiking always seemed to get between her and any man she met. They all pretended to like it for a short time, then they would try to get her to stay in the city when all she wanted to do was escape to the beautiful trails and primitive nature of the mountains.

      She had no doubt she had been born just about a hundred years too late for what she really loved.

      “We had heard that you loved the mountains,” Duster said.

      Again April felt surprised. These four clearly knew a lot about her when the walked in the door.

      “You like the idea of this monster-sized project?” Dawn asked. “We could really, really use your help.”

      “It would all be authentic?” April asked, working to keep her business side in control.

      “Every detail,” Dawn said.

      The other three nodded.

      “A project of that size will cost a fortune,” April said, now worried about these four having the money.

      “Not an issue,” Duster said with a shrug.

      April took a deep breath to try to calm the excitement building inside her. “A large resort to historical 1900 standards in the Idaho Mountains?”

      Dawn nodded.

      “It sounds like my dream job,” April said, doing her best to not get too excited at the idea.

      “It will seem like a dream at times,” Dawn said. “I can promise you that.”

      “And you’ll have time to write as well,” Professor Rogers said, smiling and hitting her in one detail she always worried about.

      Dawn nodded.

      “I’ll need to clear it with my boss,” she said. “But it sounds like a perfect challenge for me.”

      “No need to clear it with your boss,” Duster said and Bonnie laughed.

      “I don’t understand?” April said, suddenly very worried that this was all some sort of stupid joke.

      Duster stepped forward and shook her hand. “You just got a very large raise, Doctor Buckley. I bought the design firm that you work for two days ago. I figured we’d need all hands in your firm for this project. Glad you want to be on board because you’re the reason I bought it.”

      April shook Duster’s hand, her mouth opening and closing.

      She had no idea what to say.
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        May 21, 2015

      

      

      RYAN KNOTT SAT in the passenger seat of the big, white Cadillac SUV as Duster Kendal took it through a small streambed that cut the hairpin turn down the middle. Ryan liked the car because it was more than big enough for his six-foot frame and long legs. And even on rough roads, it seemed to have a really smooth ride.

      The entire back of the car was full of gear. Ryan had been told to only bring a backpack with his clothes and personal items. Duster would furnish the rest.

      They were headed up to a place called Monumental Summit on a road that didn’t seem much more than a wagon track. So far Duster had been forced to back the big SUV up twice to make a corner as they worked their way up the hillside in the deep forest. This corner might turn out to be another one from what Ryan could tell.

      It was the middle of May and snow still remained in piles along the road and under the trees. And the small streams running over the road were still running pretty good with snow melt. There was little doubt the season up here was very short.

      They had left Boise, Idaho, five hours ago, stopping in Cascade for a late breakfast after just over an hour, then stopping in a small town in a remote mountain valley called Yellow Pine for lunch in an old bar that looked like it had been in existence since the gold rush days in the region.

      As they left the old bar, Ryan had asked Duster about that and Duster had said the bar had been there from the time of the Roosevelt gold rush in 1902.

      “Doesn’t look much different at all, actually,” Duster said.

      Ryan just assumed that Duster had seen old pictures of the place. He had learned quickly how good at research and preparation Duster and Bonnie and the two professors were.

      From Yellow Pine, the roads had turned just flat ugly and had remained that way as they wound their way through an old mining ghost town called Stibnite and then up the hill. Even the Cadillac’s smooth ride couldn’t smooth most of the road bumps out.

      Their destination, Monumental Summit, was on the border of the Idaho Primitive Area that contained The River of No Return.

      Duster again had to back up the big SUV to make it around the sharp turn, then managed to get up to almost twenty miles per hour before coming up on another turn.

      Ryan desperately wanted to ask how much farther they had to go, but he didn’t want to sound like he wasn’t enjoying the trip. Actually, he was.

      He loved this area of his home state and had read all the books studying the area’s history and geological formations. He had taken raft trips down both the Middle Fork of the Salmon and the Main Salmon River, called The River of No Return.

      And twice, with two different girlfriends, he had tried to hike into parts of this area. Both times his girlfriend of the moment had freaked out at the isolation and left him a short time after returning to civilization.

      So now, being paid to take a trip to the edge of the big primitive area was a joy for him. If he didn’t have to make a living, he would be up here in these mountains all summer.

      But since he was an architect, his main building season was in the summer in Idaho. So that limited his trips in here.

      But now Duster, who had been a friend back in college down at Stanford, had come to him to design a huge lodge out of natural materials on the top of an 8,000 foot ridgeline on the edge of the Idaho Primitive Area.

      It sounded like a challenge and Ryan loved challenges.

      Duster now seemed different than he was back in college. Older, sure, but more than the ten years that had passed. And he seemed calmer and far more mature than the math geek that Ryan had known. Duster had always been the smartest person Ryan had ever met, but now Duster seemed to also be the calmest.

      And the richest.

      Ryan had no idea where Duster got all his money and hadn’t asked.

      Duster had offered Ryan more money than Ryan could ever imagine to design the lodge. And to spend the summer with Duster and the rest working on the lodge to get it started.

      Ryan had done some research on the site Duster was talking about and he knew, without a doubt, that this entire project was a fool’s errand. The government owned the land and no amount of money or influence was going to get it into private hands.

      Or allow any kind of construction on it.

      But Duster had assured him that the project was very real.

      And Duster’s money had been real. So that was enough for Ryan for take on the fun project, even if it never got beyond the planning stages. That wasn’t unusual in his business.

      He had also gotten to meet Duster’s wonderful wife, Bonnie, and the two professor friends who would be working on the project as well. He knew both of the professors by reputation and from their many books on the history of the west.

      He had been honored to meet them both and they seemed very nice and were happy to meet him as well.

      They would be coming up tomorrow with an interior designer from Denver they had hired. An April Buckley. He also knew her by reputation as one of the top historical designers in the country. He knew nothing else besides that about her and until now hadn’t had the privilege to work on a project with her.

      Clearly Duster was hiring some top talent on this crazy lodge idea. Even if the lodge never got built, it would be fun designing it. Especially with the challenge Duster had given him of only using the natural stone and trees from the area.

      Ryan liked challenges.

      And he liked working with good people like Duster and Bonnie and the two professors.

      Duster got the big Cadillac up to almost thirty along the single-lane dirt road. The trees seemed to flash past the window.

      Ahead Ryan could see some light through the trees and clearly it seemed they were almost to their destination.

      A few more corners and the road came out onto a flat, forested area between two high ridges on either side. It was called a “saddle” because it was the low area between two higher mountain areas.

      This one didn’t seem to be much more than a hundred paces across.

      Duster pulled off the road and shut off the engine.

      “We’re here.”

      With that, Duster put on his cowboy hat and slid into his oilcloth duster as he climbed out of the car.

      Ryan climbed out on the other side and was instantly struck by the fantastic fresh air, slightly crisp from the coolness of the May day, with a fresh smell of new grass and pine trees.

      The engine of the big car pinged a little, but otherwise there was no sound except for a faint breeze through the pines.

      Ryan was wearing only a light dress shirt with rolled-up sleeves and jeans and tennis shoes. He reached back inside the car for his light cloth jacket and slipped it on against the chill of the crisp air.

      “Take a look at this,” Duster said, heading toward one side of the ridgeline.

      As Ryan followed Duster through widely-spaced pines, the view of what seemed like a thousand miles of mountains and valleys sudden spread out below him. To his right was a high peak and another to his left, but the view in front of him and to all sides of the peaks caught him by surprise.

      Duster stopped on the edge where it seemed the ridge just dove straight down a thousand feet.

      Ryan had seen a lot of mountain vistas, but never one like this.

      He just kept staring at it, shaking his head.

      Duster pointed to the peak to their right that climbed about a thousand feet higher than they were. “That’s Thunder Mountain, the peak that this entire area is named after.”

      Ryan just nodded.

      “Monumental Creek drainage,” Duster said, pointing down.

      “The town that’s under water is down there, right?” Ryan asked.

      “Roosevelt,” Duster said, nodding. “Now called Lake Roosevelt. About a thousand feet downhill and five miles in that direction is the lake. We can take a trip down there in a day or so if you are interested.”

      “I am,” Ryan said. “I read Professor Edward’s book about it, would love to see it.”

      The two stood there for a moment in silence, just staring out over the mountains.

      Ryan knew exactly where he was at now.

      Monumental Creek drained into Big Creek, which drained into the Salmon River. He could follow the line of the valley down to the big river where he had rafted.

      He could almost visualize a map over what he was seeing. It was all so clear.

      “How about this for a view from a lodge?” Duster asked.

      “It would be stunning,” Ryan said. He stepped back from the edge and looked around the fairly flat ridgeline. Through the thin pines he could see about a hundred yards to his right, but to his left on the other side of the road, the ridge just cut up dramatically toward the peak of Thunder Mountain.

      “Is this the site?”

      Duster laughed. “This is it. Come on, I’ll walk you around it.”

      They went through the trees to the right, away from the road and along the edge of the cliff dropping down into the valley below.

      Suddenly the ridgeline climbed, with some scrub trees, but almost all rock.

      At that point the ridgeline itself was not more than thirty paces wide.

      They moved through the trees, avoiding snowdrifts that were still remaining from the winter to the other side of the ridge.

      Ryan could see that the view of that side was just as spectacular looking out over a different part of the Idaho Central Mountains. The hill didn’t drop off as fast, but fast enough to not make anything beyond the edge worthwhile except secondary buildings.

      They then worked their way back toward the road.

      From what Ryan could figure, his task was to design a huge rugged lodge made out of stone and large logs on what felt like basically the top of the world, on an area about as big as three quarters of a football field.

      “Well, what do you think?” Duster asked as they got back to the big SUV.

      “It can be done,” Ryan said. “A real challenge.”

      Duster laughed and started unloading camping gear. “I expected you to tell me it would be impossible.”

      Almost impossible, he started to say, then didn’t. He really wanted the challenge of the design. “Nope, not completely impossible, but almost.”

      Ryan knew that the design of this lodge would be his biggest challenge ever. And he would make the lodge the most spectacular place to match the spectacular views.

      Too bad it would never be built.
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        May 22, 2015

      

      

      BY THE TIME BONNIE pulled the big van up on the ridge beside a Cadillac SUV and shut off the engine, April was more excited than she had ever remembered being.

      She had hiked a lot of mountains in Colorado and Nevada, but she had never seen anything as rugged and beautiful as these Central Idaho Mountains. And the road up the side of this mountain had taken them almost an hour with numbers of places where Bonnie had been forced to stop and back up to make a tight corner.

      April had been in the passenger seat from the time Bonnie and Dawn and Madison had picked her up at her hotel near the Boise airport just after six in the morning. She had flown in the night before and gotten a good night’s sleep as Bonnie had told her to do.

      She was rested and excited to see an area of the country she knew little about beyond books.

      For the first hour or so of the drive, Bonnie and April just sat, not really talking. In the back seats, Dawn and Madison were sound asleep, sort of leaning against each other as much as their seat belts would allow.

      They were clearly a very cute couple and loved each other dearly. April admired that and hoped that some day she would find someone who could share her likes and dislikes as well.

      So far, her three major relationships had led to nothing but relief when they were finally over.

      On both sides.

      She remained friends with all three men, and all three were now happily married to very nice women.

      April had never been up the road out of Boise into Central Idaho and she was surprised it was only two lanes. At one point, where the pavement got so narrow between a river on one side and a rock cliff on the other, she couldn’t imagine meeting a truck coming at her on that stretch.

      She said something about that to Bonnie who laughed. “This is the only major north-south highway in the state. This is as good as it gets.”

      “Oh, joy,” was all April said, which made Bonnie laugh.

      At a small town called Cascade, they stopped for breakfast and Dawn and Madison began to wake up, with the help of some greasy bacon and eggs and two cups of coffee each.

      April just felt excited about the entire adventure.

      And she flat loved the mountains around them.

      For the rest of the trip they talked about the history of Idaho and the west. They had a lunch at an old bar in a tiny town called Yellow Pine where history just kept staring at April from every direction.

      At one point, April asked Bonnie how she had known about that light fixture in the museum. Again Bonnie had only laughed and said, “Right now you wouldn’t believe me. But we’ll show you. Honest.”

      There were other offhanded comments that the three of them made at times about something from history that made April just frown. But she was so amazed at the beauty she was seeing around her on the mountain roads, she just let it all go by, filed in her mind as questions to be asked about and answered later.

      “We’re here,” Bonnie said after almost a two-hour drive from the lunch in Yellow Pine, up some of the roughest single-lane roads April had ever been on. Bonnie turned off the big van and stretched. “Just about five hours from Boise. Not bad.”

      “Not bad at all,” Madison said from the back as he slid his door open.

      April climbed out into the brisk afternoon air, stretching as she went. She had enjoyed the ride up here, but it had still been tense and rough.

      The sun was almost directly overhead, but there was snow all around under the trees. The air smelled of pine trees and not much else.

      In a wide area on the ridge, there were four tents set up, scattered around a campfire ring and a stove set up beside the ring. All four tents looked very modern and large, like small bedrooms.

      When April hiked on her own or with friends, she either slept out under the stars or in a very small lightweight tent barely big enough for her to crawl into.

      Those four tents you could stand upright in. The value of car camping, of that there was no doubt. She wouldn’t mind.

      It seemed that nothing Bonnie and Duster did was second class.

      April stretched again, looking around at the incredible forest and just letting the crisp, clean mountain air fill her lungs and clear her head.

      “Take a look at this,” Bonnie said to April as Madison and Dawn went around to the back of the van to unload supplies.

      She led April through some of the trees and to the edge of a cliff.

      Spread out in front of her was the most spectacular view April had ever seen, and she had seen some amazing views in her years of hiking mountains on the Rockies front line.

      On this clear May day, she felt like she could see hundreds of miles. And more than likely could.

      “The town that Dawn wrote about in her book is down in this valley below us,” Bonnie said.

      “Can we go down to it after we’re done here?”

      She couldn’t believe how excited she was at the idea, even though she knew she would only see a small lake and some ruins. It was the idea that the town had been destroyed and then forgotten by history. She wanted to be one of the few to actually see the site.

      “I can’t imagine how we won’t,” Bonnie said, smiling.

      “So where is the lodge site from here?” April asked.

      “You are standing on it,” Bonnie said.

      “Oh,” was all April could manage.

      Stunned didn’t begin to describe how she felt. She had been involved with a lot of building projects, but never one on such a fantastic location.

      “Come on,” Bonnie said, turning away from the spectacular view. “Let’s get your stuff in your tent and a fire started. I imagine Duster and Ryan are exploring along the ridge looking for materials to use to build the place.”

      With one more look over the vista of mountains and valleys, April turned and followed Bonnie back to the van to help unload her stuff and the supplies.

      The tent Bonnie said was hers was amazing. It really was the size of a small bedroom, with a small heater beside the raised bed. And sheets and two quilts on the bed. Plus a few bottles of water near the top of the bed.

      Stunning, just stunning comfort for being so far into the middle of nowhere. In fact, they hadn’t seen another person since leaving Yellow Pine.

      When she came out of the tent, Bonnie pointed her toward a group of trees about fifty feet away. “Duster dug a latrine over there. Shovel and paper are beside it.”

      April used the latrine, then came back to see what she could do to help. But Dawn and Madison and Bonnie were so good at everything and moved so efficiently, there was nothing she could help with at all as they got the fire going and started some water boiling and set up two tables to work on to prepare dinner.

      “You three have certainly done your time camping,” April said at one point after standing and watching them for a few minutes.

      “It becomes a way of life,” Dawn said to her, smiling.

      “That it does,” Madison said.

      After a short time, April went back into her tent to dig out a sweater and light jacket from her pack. Even though it still was early afternoon, the air had a bite to it.

      As she slipped into the jacket, she heard Duster’s voice outside, along with another man’s deep voice. That had to be Ryan, the architect’s voice, since he was the only other one on this trip today.

      She stepped out of the tent and looked up at Duster and another man dropping a few rocks beside the campfire.

      She thought the view of the valleys had taken her breath away. No one had warned her that the architect on this project was the best-looking man she could remember seeing.

      Ever.

      She stopped cold and tried to just breathe the crisp mountain air as she watched him talk with Duster and Madison, laughing about something, his back slightly to her.

      He was about six feet tall, with a thin runner’s body and short brown hair. He looked to be about her age, in his middle thirties. He had on a light jacket and jeans and tennis shoes.

      And he seemed perfectly at home with the mountains, like he belonged in them.

      “Ah, April,” Bonnie said, seeing her standing just outside her tent. “Come and meet Ryan.”

      April noticed that both Dawn and Madison stopped their work on dinner to look up.

      Bonnie was smiling.

      April managed to get her feet moving and not stumble over the rough forest floor, moving toward the fire.

      Ryan, at that moment, turned around and looked into her eyes.

      Damn.

      Once again her breath was gone.

      How could one man be so damned good-looking?

      She hadn’t felt like this about meeting someone since high school. What the heck was going on?

      Ryan was just staring at her, a slightly shocked expression on his face, his deep hazel eyes wide.

      Looking at him directly, she could see how perfectly his face was shaped and his strong chin.

      She managed to take the last few steps and extend her hand. “Nice meeting you, Ryan.”

      He took her hand and the feeling felt wonderful to her.

      She really, really needed to get it together or she was going to make a complete fool of herself very shortly.

      “Nice meeting you as well,” he said.

      His voice was deep and slightly husky.

      Oh, crap, she was in trouble. A perfect body, a solid chin, a deep voice. She was in deep trouble.

      They stood like that for clearly a moment too long, but she didn’t care. She didn’t want to look away from him.

      And she sure didn’t want to let go of his hand.

      At least not for a long time.

      “Okay,” Bonnie said, “tell us what you found, guys.”

      Ryan let go of her hand with a slight nod and slight smile and turned away.

      April moved over beside where Bonnie stood working at a table chopping some carrots.

      “A real looker, isn’t he?” Bonnie whispered to April.

      “Just looking isn’t half of what I was thinking,” April whispered back to Bonnie.

      And Bonnie burst out laughing.

      April worked to help Bonnie where she could and watch Ryan and Duster explain about the rocks up the ridge to the left that could be used for the foundation and fireplaces. And how down the hill on the side they came up there was enough lumber that could be hauled back up the hill to build the lodge.

      Then suddenly, as they talked about construction, one obvious fact dawned on April that she hadn’t put together on the way up here on that rough, long road.

      Every bit of furniture and fixtures and carpet and wall coverings were going to have to be hauled up that road or flown in.

      An entire lodge’s worth.
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