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			Lyon’s Den


			When cynical journalist Joni James gets assigned to cover The Lyon’s Den—a women’s wilderness retreat in the Colorado mountains—she’s armed with sarcasm and ready to write the takedown her boss expects. No phone. No wine. No chance she’ll enjoy a single minute of this nature-loving nightmare.


			 


			But as obstacle courses turn to opportunities and scavenger hunts spark unexpected joy, Joni finds herself drawn to the very things she planned to ridicule—especially the retreat’s enigmatic and infuriatingly captivating owner, Kendall Lyon.


			 


			With each yoga session and mountain hike, the walls around Joni’s heart begin to crumble. Now she faces an impossible choice—deliver the scathing exposé that could advance her career or follow her heart into uncharted territory with the woman who helped her rediscover herself.


			









Praise for the works of Gerri Hill


			Jones


			This gripping romantic thriller is another stand out for Hill. Her compelling characters and well-scripted plot offer readers an immersive reading experience, one filled with tension, emotion, and unexpected twists. This is a must-read for anyone who loves romantic thrillers threaded with captivating mystery. It’s sure to linger long after the last page.


			-Women Using Words


			Jones is an intriguing, well-crafted mystery novel with its clues methodically revealed right up to a satisfying ending.


			-Sue M., NetGalley


			The Apple Diary


			Hill has always been known for captivating storylines and well-developed characters, so it should surprise no one that The Apple Diary is an enchanting, heartwarming story that will leave one wanting more. Readers will appreciate her intriguing storyline and immersive story world. 


			-Women Using Words


			Hunter’s Revenge


			Hill brings it all together for Tori in book five of this series in ways only a skilled storyteller can. Readers will no doubt appreciate the depth she brings to Hunter’s story. Hunter’s Revenge is a first-rate piece of storytelling and I guarantee Hunter fans will not be disappointed.


			-Women Using Words


			As always, Hill does a fantastic job of weaving the reader through a multi-layered path into a beautiful meadow of a perfectly told story.


			-Denise J., NetGalley


			Such a great ending to one of this genre’s most beloved series.


			-Patricia B., NetGalley


			I could wax on and on about this novel, but I won’t. If you’ve yet to read this series, crack on with it now. It is brilliant.


			-Natalie T., NetGalley


			Timber Falls


			Gerri Hill is the only lesfic writer I can think of who can write absolutely any genre, and consistently produce top-quality work. Romance, mystery, paranormal…Timber Falls is no exception.


			-Karen C., NetGalley


			I would say this is a typical Hill novel but only if you understand ‘typical’ to mean an outstanding story, intriguing characters, beautiful settings, and unparalleled writing.


			-Della B., NetGalley


			This book may well be the best book Gerri Hill has written in years. It has everything needed to keep her readers reading into the wee hours of the morning…


			-Abbott F., NetGalley


			The Great Charade


			One of the big loves I had for this book, among other things, was it is so full of rich dialogue.


			-Carol C., NetGalley


			The Great Charade really is a heartwarming, romantic holiday book that I’m really glad I was able to read this season.


			-Betty H., NetGalley


			…this was a perfect Christmas book. Not only does it nail the Christmas theme, but the premise is also engaging from the very first page… I absolutely adored this Christmas novel and it’s definitely one of my favourites from Gerri Hill.


			-Natalie T., NetGalley


			Red Tide at Heron Bay


			Ms. Hill has certainly done it again. I was hooked from the beginning to the end. This is a murder, mystery, romance with loveable main characters who are fully developed and has great chemistry… You can actually picture yourself in the setting watching the story unfold. This is now one of my favorite books.


			-Bonnie A., NetGalley


			This is exactly why Gerri Hill is a master in suspense and crime and romance books! Sooo good! This book was a brilliant slow burn in both ways, the romance and the crime.


			-Stephanie D., NetGalley


			Another brilliant gripping crime thriller from Gerri Hill, couldn’t put it down and read in one sitting!


			-Claire E., NetGalley


			Gerri Hill writes wonderful mysteries, and this is no exception. I know I’m reading something special when I can’t put a book down.


			-The Lesbian Review


			The Stars at Night


			The Stars at Night is a beautiful mountain romance that will transport you to a paradise. It’s a story of self-discovery, family, and rural living. This romance was a budding romance that snuck-up and on two unsuspecting women who found themselves falling in love under the stars…It’s a feel-good slow-burn romance that will make your heart melt.


			-Les Rêveur


			Hill is such a strong writer. She’s able to move the plot along through the characters’ dialogue and actions like a true boss. It’s a masterclass in showing, not telling. The story unfolds at a languid pace which mirrors life in a small, mountain town, and her descriptions of the environment bring the world of the book alive.


			-The Lesbian Review


			Gillette Park


			…is a phenomenal book! I wish I could give this more than five stars. Yes, there is a paranormal element, and a love story, and conflict, and danger. And it’s all worth it. Thank you, Gerri Hill, for writing a brilliant masterpiece!


			-Carolyn M., NetGalley


			This book was just what I was hoping for and wickedly entertaining… If you are a Hill fan, grab this.


			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads


			Gerri Hill has written another action-packed thriller. The writing is excellent and the characters engaging. Wow!


			-Jenna F., NetGalley
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Chapter One


			Joni James stared at her boss, her perfectly plucked eyebrows drawn together in a sharp V. “Excuse me? What?”


			Mr. Turnbull sat down and gave a fake smile. “What part didn’t you understand?”


			“Well, I actually stopped listening when I heard ‘wilderness.’”


			“It’s an assignment, Joni. Like many before.” He pointed at her and waved his hand in a circle. “What? I don’t understand this look you have on your face.”


			She stood up quickly, pacing. A retreat? In the woods? For a freakin’ month? Was he out of his mind?


			“Look, not to be disrespectful, but…no. Absolutely not going. As you know, I was born and raised in Manhattan. I don’t do woods. I certainly don’t do wilderness. I prefer concrete under my feet.” She pointed to herself. “I know I’m gay, but I’m not that kind of gay. I wear suits, I wear makeup. I wear lipstick.” She smiled and shook her head. “I don’t do the woods,” she said again louder than before. “I’m sure you can find someone who loves the outdoors who would jump at this assignment.”


			“Of course I could. It’s because you hate the woods that I want you to do it. You’re perfect for this.”


			She looked past him to the view of downtown Denver. She brought her eyes higher, seeing the mountains in the distance. Mountains she had never ventured into. Mountains she had no desire to venture into. Why had she ever left Manhattan? Why had she moved out here? 


			Don’t you remember? Her name was Elana, and you thought you were in love. Why in the hell hadn’t she moved back east already?


			She blew out her breath, then sat down again. “Okay. Explain it once more.”


			“It’s a retreat for women. It’s in Tin Cup, which is south in the Gunnison National Forest.”


			Forest. For god’s sake, a fucking forest. She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead but said nothing.


			“I would like you to write an in-depth article on the place.”


			She raised an eyebrow. “Why me?”


			“Because you’ll hate it. And because my wife went there in September and came back a completely different person. I don’t even know her anymore.”  


			“Charlotte? The woman who does champagne brunch every single day went to the woods?” The woman was dripping in diamonds and furs. Why in the world would she go to a place like that?


			“Yes. She used to do champagne brunch every day. She no longer drinks alcohol. She’s cut her hair short and has taken up yoga. She’s eating tofu now, if you can believe that.”


			She frowned, then her eyes widened as she had a brilliant idea. “But that’s great! There you go! You already have your insight. You don’t need me. You can write the article yourself based on your wife’s experience,” she said enthusiastically. 


			He stared at her for a long, quiet moment before he spoke. “She’s filed for divorce.”


			“What? Charlotte?” She finally understood. “Oh my god. You want me to do a hit piece. And because I don’t like the woods…”


			“You’re perfect for it. Yes, a hit piece. I want to ruin this place.”


			“Why do you think this place—”


			“The Lyon’s Den.” He smirked. “What a silly name.”


			“Right. Why do you think this place—Lyon’s Den—is the reason she wants a divorce?”


			“Because it’s a man-bashing place, I’m sure. Charlotte is like a stranger now.” His eyes narrowed. “She lost nearly twenty pounds while she was there. She changed the way she dresses, the way she eats. She’s got these new friends that she met there. She donated money to the Colorado Wilderness Conservancy of all places. And she’s joined a hiking club! But she, like you, hates the woods! Or she used to. She’s been brainwashed, I’m certain of it.”


			She was at a loss for words. Surely he didn’t seriously expect her to spend a month out there just to write a hit piece. She could do that from her desk in her comfortable office chair.


			“You’re booked for the month of July. You might want to research it before you go. I’ll email you all the correspondence I have from them.” He tapped some papers on his desk. “I’ll forward the info they sent me, but there’s a waiver for you to sign. And from what I’ve learned, the owner doesn’t give interviews. They know you’re a journalist and know who you work for, but I don’t think they’re interested in publicity, so I don’t know how much cooperation you’ll get.”


			She again rubbed her forehead. She wondered how long it would take to find a new job if she simply quit and walked out. Or she could simply refuse the assignment. Would he fire her? If so, it could be her excuse to move back east. She sighed. I wonder how much wine I have at home. 


			









Chapter Two


			“Are you serious? Why you? You hate the great outdoors!”


			Joni opened up her laptop and plopped down on the sofa. “Because he’s fucking insane, that’s why.”


			Kimberly sat down beside her. “Does he not know you?”


			Joni fake smiled at that. “That’s why he picked me. He wants me to hate it there—which I will—and he wants me to write a hit piece on them.”


			She pulled up the website, going immediately to “About” and clicking there. “Ah. Now I know why it’s called Lyon’s Den. It’s owned by Kendall Lyon.”


			Kimberly leaned closer. “Oh wow. She’s cute.”


			Joni stared at the dark-haired woman who was smiling charmingly at the camera. Her short hair appeared to be windblown, and she was surrounded by trees. “You think so?”


			Kimberly laughed. “Oh, that’s right. You go for the more femme type.” She patted her leg. “That’s worked out great for you, hasn’t it.”


			“I just haven’t met the right one,” she said in a clipped tone. She turned her attention back to the screen. “And yes, she’s cute. But her kind—no. Way too woodsy for me.” She clicked out of that and went back to the main page. Her eyes widened. “Oh my god. Look at this! They’re climbing fucking trees!”


			“There’s an obstacle course too. Looks like Ninja Warrior stuff. How fun!”


			“Seriously?” she muttered. “Fun? Can you see me out there?” 


			Kimberly laughed. “No.” She pointed to the top. “Click on the rules.”


			She did. Her eyes widened as she read. “Oh, hell no. No fucking way.”


			Kimberly nearly laughed hysterically as she read out loud. “No cell phone usage except during quiet time in your own room. No alcohol permitted on the premises.” She laughed again. “If they had a rule for no cursing, then they’d hit all your vices,” she teased. 


			Joni slammed the laptop closed. “That’s fucking crazy. What’s the purpose of these stupid rules?” She grabbed her phone and held it lovingly to her chest, then looked at the glass of wine sitting on the coffee table.


			“What are you going to do?”


			“Well, obviously there’s only one thing I can do.” She picked up the wine. “I’m going to have to quit my job.”


			









Chapter Three


			Joni stopped her rental car at the entrance, a large metal gate standing open invitingly. Above the entrance was a large wooden beam, its ominous sign seeming to mock her. 


			LYON’S DEN RETREAT


			“I must be insane.”


			Obviously, no, she had not quit her job at Mountain Life Magazine. And no amount of pleading—begging—had changed Turnbull’s mind. She’d even written a quick article based on a perusal of the Lyon’s Den website. She’d absolutely trashed the place; no one in their right mind would pay money to go there after she’d ripped them so thoroughly. He loved it. In fact, he said it was exactly what he wanted. However, to avoid any potential legal issues, he thought she needed to actually go to the place before trashing it. It was a minor detail, in her opinion, but he didn’t agree. He wanted her “in the trenches” as he’d put it. He’d even ponied up the money to rent a Jeep Wrangler for the trip as the instructions said a “high clearance vehicle recommended.”  


			So here she was, in the middle of freakin’ nowhere, already feeling claustrophobic from the forest surrounding her. Yeah, yeah, the views had been pretty, but she was not used to mountain driving and the trek across Cottonwood Pass had nearly done her in.


			By the grace of god, the Jeep’s navigation had gotten her to the tiny so-called town of Tin Cup over a boulder-laden road that had her bouncing around like a pinball. The directions that she’d printed out—as instructed—to navigate from there had left her clueless. After driving around in circles for nearly an hour, she’d ventured into the general store, seemingly the only business in town. 


			“I keep telling Kenni her directions are all wrong. Can’t imagine anyone could find her place without my help.” The very friendly man had shuffled out to the porch with her. “Go on up yonder there past the old church. Don’t take that first left. That’s not really a road, but that’s where most go wrong and they end up at the old Stanford Mine. Most get lost on their way back down. No, you take that second road there. It’s bumpy as hell, but you’ll make it in that Jeep. Then you’re going to take a right where the road forks. Stay on that for a good mile or two. You’ll come to her place soon enough.”


			And here she was. About to enter the Lyon’s Den. She glanced at the clock on the console. She had eleven minutes to spare. According to the very nice woman named Sky that she’d spoken with two days ago, unofficial check-in was any time after one o’clock but before four o’clock. At four was the official welcome and the meet and greet with the other participants. Then they would have their individual check-in and be assigned rooms. Dinner was at six sharp.


			She gripped the steering wheel tighter, her eyes still glued to the sign. Then, with great effort, she made herself drive through the gates of hell. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, she thought. She had at least gotten a new wardrobe out of the deal. Not that she would ever wear any of these clothes again. Turnbull had handed over his personal credit card and had sent Dana—an avid hiker—out shopping with her. She’d been horrified at the clothes that Dana had picked out, but they were going by the list that was on the website—jeans, hiking shorts, T-shirts, sweats, hiking boots, and the like. The only thing of hers that she packed were the silk pajamas she slept in.


			The road spilled into a clearing and a huge lodge came into view. The parking area was on the left and it was nearly full. She didn’t know if she was more surprised by the number of vehicles or the type of vehicles. There were the giant SUVs—Yukon, Expedition, Wagoneer, and Suburban. Smaller SUVs—Lexus and BMW. Then she spotted a Mercedes. What the hell kind of clients did this place cater to anyway?


			She found a spot on the end and parked. Before she turned the engine off, she had a notion to pull away and leave. But no. How bad could it be? She killed the engine and, with a heavy sigh, opened the door.


			She got out, her new boots crunching on the rocks. She ignored the fact that her feet hurt. The first thing that struck her was the smell. She breathed deeply. Vanilla? Butterscotch? The second thing she noticed was the quiet. She looked around, seeing no one and hearing nothing. She tilted her head. It was eerily quiet. Where was the traffic noise? Where was the familiar hum of the city? The breeze was blowing through the tree that she had parked under. There were birds—tiny little gray things—flitting about and tweeting at her. She looked up, watching them for a moment.


			“Can I help you with your luggage?”


			She jumped and nearly tripped in her haste to turn around. It was her. The Lyon woman. Her hair was as windblown as in the picture on her website, just begging to be tamed. Her eyes were dark and alert. There was a hint of a smile on her face, and Joni thought she was much more attractive in person.


			“I…”


			“You’re the last one. I’m assuming you’re Joni James. The reporter?” The woman flicked her wrist up, glancing at the big sports watch on her wrist. “Running late, I guess. You only have a few minutes to spare.”


			“Journalist,” she corrected. “And yes, I’m late. Sorry. I got lost. The very nice gentleman at the general store got me back on track.”


			The woman nodded. “Jimmy. He says my directions suck.”


			She was about to agree when the woman pointed to the back of the Jeep she’d rented. While it wasn’t the only Jeep there, she was parked next to a huge-ass Expedition that dwarfed it. Perhaps she should have asked Turnbull for something a little more luxurious to rent. Maybe then she wouldn’t have felt like she was on a trampoline while driving.


			“Luggage? I’ll help. I don’t want to get behind schedule. Everyone is already waiting.”


			“Yes. Okay. Thank you.” Damn, but the woman was all business, wasn’t she? She went back inside the vehicle and unlocked the back door.


			“Three bags, huh? Missed that section where you’ll have access to a washer and dryer?”


			She gave a humorless smile. “I’m a heavy packer. Sorry.” She hurried around the back, taking one of the bags. “I can get this one.”


			“Sure. Well, come on. We’re running late.”


			The woman strode off, leaving her standing there holding her most precious bag. She went back to the front seat and grabbed the backpack that Dana had bought for her. It held her laptop and some other things that she would normally keep in her purse—a purse she’d left behind. She slung it over her shoulder, feeling completely out of place.


			“What the hell am I doing here?” she murmured as she hurried to catch up with the Lyon woman.


			









Chapter Four


			Kenni smiled broadly at the twenty women who were gathered in the dining room, which also served as the lecture hall—five round tables with four women sitting at each. She glanced over their faces, most showing excitement. She looked at the latecomer, Joni James. The journalist. She appeared to be more nervous than excited. Cute, though. Hazel eyes with a hint of green in them. Light-brown hair that barely brushed her shoulders. Parted on the side and swept across her forehead—she didn’t seem like their normal clients. She was a bit too young, for one. Of course, she wasn’t a real client. She was here to do a piece for some magazine. Well, it wasn’t the first one, and she doubted it would be the last. 


			Sky cleared her throat beside her, and Kenni drew her gaze away from the lovely Joni James. She addressed the group.


			“Welcome, everyone. I’m Kendall Lyon, your host for the next month. Most everyone calls me Kenni. You’re going to love it here.” She motioned to the women standing behind her. “Let me introduce you to the staff.


			“My right hand, Sky Reynolds. She does a little of everything around here. I’d be lost without her.” 


			Sky stepped forward, her blond hair cut stylishly for summer. She smiled broadly and gave a wave. “I’ve spoken with most of you on the phone. Welcome.” She clapped her hands together enthusiastically. “I can’t wait to get started.”


			“And this is Mindy Furbaugh,” Kenni said, moving down the line. “She will lead our meditation classes and is also our expert yoga instructor.”


			“Hello, everyone.”


			“Next is Wanda. She plans our menus and supervises the kitchen staff.” She paused. “She’s everyone’s honorary mother and tries to keep us all in line. Tough job.”


			“I try, honey.”


			Kenni turned to her right. “This is Karla Timpson. If you can’t tell by looking at her, she’ll be your trainer in the gym.”


			On cue, Karla flexed her biceps, getting applause in the process, as usual. “Can’t wait to get started, ladies.”


			“And this is Jenn Klein. She is our outdoor enthusiast, and she has designed all of the obstacle courses and will lead our daily hikes.”


			“Hello, ladies,” Jenn greeted with a wave. Her dark hair was pulled into its familiar ponytail, and she looked eager to get started.


			Kenni walked closer to the group, going to stand between two tables. “If you’ve read through all the information that Sky has sent you, then you already have an idea of what your days will be like. Those of you who got here early have already had a chance to look around the grounds.” She looked pointedly at Joni James, who had a rather bored expression on her face.


			“Let’s go over some of our rules and the reasons for them. First off, there are no TVs on the property. And cell phone usage is restricted to your room during your evening hours. I urge you to limit phone use. Stay off social media. Disconnect from the world while you’re here. Get rid of the electronics in your life. Get away from all that noise. Free your mind,” she said, repeating the same spiel she used with every new group. “You’ll be surprised at how much clearer your brain will be. How focused you’ll be on the world around you instead of what’s on your screen. You’ll spend most of your time in nature, out in the sunshine. By the end of your stay, I hope that you’ll be much more interested in what is going on outside,” she said, pointing to the windows, “rather than what is happening on your phone. Or what’s in the news. Or what’s happening on the other side of the world. All stressors. I want to teach you how to live a more quiet, slower life without all the unnecessary noise.”


			Someone raised a hand, and she moved closer, reading the name tag. Sharon. 


			“What if there’s an emergency?”


			“Such as?” Kenni asked.


			“I mean, what if one of our family members needs to get in touch with us but we don’t have our phones?”


			“They can call our main line here. It’s never been a problem, Sharon.” She moved into the center of the tables. “Also, no alcohol is allowed here. Whether you’re an occasional drinker, a weekend drinker, or a daily drinker, you will be amazed at how wonderful you’ll feel after a month of abstaining. I hope you’ll continue to abstain when you leave here. Alcohol is a toxin—a poison—and does nothing good for your body.”


			That was met with groans, as it usually was.


			“Breakfast is at six each morning,” she continued. “Lunch times are varied, depending on the plans for the day. And dinner is at six p.m. After dinner, you may want to go outside again and wander the grounds. Or you may want to take advantage of our game room. Cards, board games, and the like. Sounds boring to you now, I’m sure,” she said, getting a few laughs from the ladies. “With all of the electronics in our lives…when’s the last time you’ve played an old-fashioned board game?”


			“Years,” someone answered, and others agreed.


			“Well, now’s your chance,” she said with a grin. “Each morning at breakfast, we’ll go over the day’s planned activities. We usually start the day with yoga. Nothing too intense. Very beginner. Something to loosen us up and get us prepared for the day. I’m a firm believer in circadian rhythms. Early morning sunshine sets your internal clock. I recommend that before breakfast you step outside and let the sun hit your face. You may also want to practice grounding—or earthing as some call it. Let your bare feet touch the ground. Hug a tree,” she said with a smile. “Embrace nature.”


			She glanced at the women, seeing mostly blank stares. Joni James was looking at her as if she’d lost her mind. She was fairly certain not a one of these women had ever heard of grounding.


			“Grounding normalizes your cortisol levels and reduces stress,” she explained. “It has been proven to improve sleep, too. Take ten minutes and try it. I think you’ll be surprised by the sense of calmness and serenity you feel.” Again, more blank stares. She smiled at them. “I know it sounds a little crazy, but trust me, it works. But, if it’s not your thing…” She shrugged. “After morning yoga,” she continued, “Jenn will take us on a group hike. Not long. Usually about an hour to start.”


			That was met with more groans, and Jenn laughed. “After two weeks, you’ll think that’s only a warmup.” She paused. “And it will be!”


			“You will be broken up into five teams,” Kenni continued. “We will have different competitions. Most will be on the obstacle course. There will be a daily scavenger hunt with clues to follow. Those are fun too. And we’ll do a harder one each week. The winning team gets treated with a full-body massage the next day in place of the morning hike.” 


			“Speaking of massages,” Sky said on cue, “we have a mini spa area out behind the gym that has a sauna and a jacuzzi tub. You’ll be able to do red-light therapy if that’s your jam. Even the ice baths that I know some people enjoy.” She laughed. “I’m not one of them!”


			The group of ladies laughed as they usually did. Kenni wondered if they needed to update their routine. Was it getting stale? She waited, knowing that Karla would speak up next.


			“After your gym workout and lifting sessions, you’ll want to take advantage of the sauna and tub. But I do recommend the ice bath. It’s great for you. Only thirty seconds to one minute will do wonders.”


			Kenni moved back to the front of the tables, smiling at the women. “I don’t want to overwhelm you with all the details right now, so we’ll wrap this up. Sky will pass along her famous wooden bowl. Grab a number out. We’ll have five teams, like I said. Four members to a team. Then we will do your check-in and show you to your rooms. You’ll have a little time to relax before dinner.”


			She turned to her staff, who were already going out into the lobby where everyone had stashed their luggage. They each took a team under their wings, except for Wanda, who solely managed the kitchen. Kenni always took Team Five. She turned her gaze back to Sky, who was moving among the women, holding the bowl out to each. The journalist, Joni James, reached into the bowl without much enthusiasm. She wondered why she was here. If she planned to write an article about them, Kenni hoped she didn’t think she could skip out on all the activities. 


			Judging by her demeanor, though, that was exactly what the journalist had in mind. She smiled to herself. This could be fun. Or it could be a pain in the ass.


			









Chapter Five


			Joni looked at the number she’d drawn—5. She crumpled it up, not really caring. This whole thing was so not her. She hated these team-building exercises. She’d interview some of the women who’d signed up for this torture session. Then she’d interview some of the staff, if she could. She’d take a few photos of the place. She’d hang out in her room. And if she was lucky, she’d write the damn article in less than a week and get the hell out of there and back down to civilization.


			“Okay, grab your luggage and find your team leader,” Kendall Lyon said. “She’ll get you checked in and direct you to your rooms. After you get settled, come back out and enjoy a little time to introduce yourself to each other and get to know names. Then we’ll have dinner and let you have some free time the rest of the evening. You can stay and chat more or go to the game room. Or go to your room and get to bed early. It’ll be a full day tomorrow, so get your rest.”


			Joni rolled her eyes. God, the woman was like a drill sergeant. She shuffled out behind the others, wishing she were anywhere but here. 


			“What’s your number?” Sky asked her as she went out into the lobby.


			“Five.”


			“Oh, lucky you. Kenni is your leader.” Sky pointed to the last table where three other women were already waiting. “There’s your team! Go meet them!”


			Joni managed to crack her face into a fake smile. “Great!” The smile disappeared as quickly as she’d forced it. Yeah, how lucky for her. The Lyon woman was her team leader. She sighed as she dragged her bags over with her. That might be good, though. Maybe she could interview her without her knowing that she was interviewing her. She might be able to glean some insight into the operation. So far, however, she thought Turnbull was off base. She didn’t get the impression that it was a man-bashing group. Most, if not all the women appeared to be very upper-middle class or even more uppity than that. Like Charlotte Turnbull, they appeared to be wealthy women who apparently had too much time on their hands. She’d spotted gold and diamond watches, diamond earrings, huge obnoxious diamond rings. Most everyone was dressed in expensive clothes and had their hair professionally done and makeup applied to perfection. She had a hard time envisioning these women out there climbing fucking trees!


			“Joni?”


			She looked up, seeing the last of her team leaving to follow some of the others up the large staircase that was against the far wall. Kendall Lyon—Kenni—was waiting for her. She met her gaze and nodded, finally moving closer. She was surprised when the woman hoisted one of her bags onto the table and opened it.


			“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked sharply.


			“Searching your bags.”


			“Whatever for?”


			Kenni pulled out a bottle of wine. “This, for starters.” She set the nice bottle of red aside, one of the blends she’d brought, next to a bottle of pinot grigio.


			“Look, I’m just here to write a story. I don’t think I need to adhere to all these silly rules you have.”


			The woman stared at her. “Silly? If you think they’re silly and have no merit, perhaps you should request a refund and head back to Denver.”


			She didn’t know what to say to that, other than, yeah, she’d like to head back to Denver. This whole setup here was so over the top, she felt like she was in a 1970s time warp and stuck in a commune of not like-minded women. 


			“No?”


			Joni shook her head. “No. I don’t think my boss would go for that.”


			“Right. Hard to do an article on us if you don’t actually participate in things. So, I guess you’re stuck with my silly rules.”


			To her horror, Kenni next picked up the bag she’d stuffed full of wine. She was surprised that the annoyance on the woman’s face turned to amusement as she searched through the clothes that had been painstakingly wrapped around each bottle.


			“Wow. Eight bottles in this bag alone.” Then she fished inside a shoe. “Ah. And a corkscrew.” The woman actually smiled at her. “You’ve won. Congratulations.”


			“Won?” She smiled too. “Does that mean I get to keep the wine?”


			“No. That means that over the ten years that I’ve run this place, no one has tried to sneak in more than two bottles.”


			“Only two? Amateurs,” she muttered.


			She’d packed ten bottles and, yes, the Lyon woman found them all, as well as the cute little plastic wine glass she’d hidden in a side pocket.


			“You’re on the third floor. Room 33.”


			“I don’t guess there’s an elevator.”


			“No.”


			She blew out her breath. “Bellboy?”


			“Afraid not. Feel free to make two trips.”


			Kenni turned away and left her standing there. All the other women had already gone up the stairs. And all of them had only two bags. In fact, most had one large bag and a smaller backpack. They had all apparently read—and adhered—to the rules. She looked at her three bags—which now weighed much less without wine—and the large backpack. I hate this place. She slung the backpack on her shoulder and picked up one of the bags and headed to the stairs. Yes, she would have to make two trips.


			“I should have quit my job.”


			









Chapter Six


			Kenni walked down the steps of her cabin, her moccasin-clad feet making little noise as she moved over the pine needles that littered the forest floor. The moon was high and bright as it shone through the trees, and she walked among them, her gaze going to the sky time and again.


			For five months out of the year—May through September—she hosted twenty women for a month-long retreat. The program had evolved a lot in the ten years she’d been doing this, and the message had changed some too. Her clientele had certainly changed from those early years, that’s for sure. She still didn’t know why the rich and pampered women flocked to her. Because being pampered was the last thing they were going to be. 


			And maybe that was why they were drawn here. Most of the women were very intelligent and able-bodied, yet living a life where they were coddled and had most of their life decisions made for them, usually by the wealthy, domineering husbands that they’d married. Here, they would learn independence and perseverance. They would challenge their bodies to do things they’d never imagined. In one short month, their eating habits would change, their bodies would change, and their mindset would change.


			She could already picture them in the morning. Six o’clock was much earlier than most were used to having breakfast. In fact, she guessed most would not normally be awake at that hour. But they would show up, all having taken the time to apply their makeup as they usually did. By the third day—or even the second—most would have completely ditched the makeup routine. After the first week, those whose hair was long and flowing would be tying it into ponytails. All of their status symbols—like their gold and diamonds—would be stripped away. Two weeks in, they would be more concerned with their team and winning the daily activities than worrying about how they looked. By the time the month was up, each would have transformed into a very different woman from the one who had arrived today.


			Not all hung on to their new identity, of course. Some went back to their lives and reverted to their earlier selves. Yet some felt so inspired when they left here that they completely changed their lives—for the better she would like to think. Judging by the number of emails and letters she received from them, it was. Some divorced their overbearing husbands and got out of loveless marriages. Some started new careers. And some gave back to the community, volunteering when they’d never entertained the idea before.


			For some reason, the image of Mr. Willet popped into her mind. He’d been the epitome of a domineering husband and father. She imagined he ran his household much as he did his company—with an iron fist. It was a shame his oldest son had slipped out from under his thumb. She sighed and pushed those old memories away. She didn’t want to think about that night and the heartbreaking weeks afterward. No, she rarely thought of that night.


			Instead, she walked on through the trees, seeing the lodge. All was dark and quiet…except for a lone room on the third floor. She smiled slightly and shook her head. Was it the journalist? Most likely. That made her wonder why in the world a magazine—Mountain Life—wanted to write an article about them. Lyon’s Den didn’t do much advertising anymore. They didn’t have to. Through their website and word of mouth, their monthly sessions were always sold out. In fact, next year’s sessions were already booked, with only a couple of spots still available for next September. 


			Well, she didn’t suppose it mattered. She wasn’t going to deviate from their normal routine because a journalist was here doing a story. And she also wasn’t going to cut the woman any slack. She’d signed up for a spot and she was now on a team. It wouldn’t be fair to the others if Joni James got special treatment. That, in turn, made Kenni laugh out loud, remembering the ten bottles of wine she’d confiscated from her. Wine and the contraband that went with it. Yes, there was always someone who tried to sneak in a bottle or two. But ten? She laughed quietly as she made her way back to her cabin.


			When she had bought this place, the lodge had already been there. It had been a summer church camp, built with a generous donation from one of their members. Unfortunately, the wealthy donor had passed away and his children had no interest in supporting the church. Their money dried up quickly, and they were forced to abandon the project. She and her grandmother had snatched up the lodge and the fifty acres it sat on, outbidding another buyer who had wanted to turn it into a fancy resort.


			To be fair, it was her grandmother’s idea to start the retreat. This type of endeavor had not occurred to her. She had simply wanted to take the money and forget all about that tragic night. But after many long discussions, her grandmother had convinced her that she could do something good with the money. She had enough capital to get started but still needed to secure a business loan for all the upgrades she needed. Pitching her idea for the retreat was met with skepticism by most loan officers. She kept trying, finally securing a loan at a higher interest rate in order to get the approval.


			That was ten years ago. And in that time, the price they charged per month had doubled to nearly ten thousand, which was why their clientele had changed too. At first she’d been shocked by all the wealthy women who had started to come. How could she possibly help them? They had plenty of money for therapists to get them through any rough patches they may have. She soon realized that was the very reason they came to her.


			The women with less income, those who saved for months or a year to be able to come there, only benefited as long as they were there. Once back in the real world, they didn’t have the money to make changes in their lives, even if they wanted to. Well, some did, sure. But not most of them. The ladies who came now, though, didn’t have that restriction. Those who came now left empowered and they had the money to redefine their lives if they chose to. And surprisingly, a large number of them did.
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