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      Scenes depicted in this fictional work all involve consenting, non-blood-related adults over the age of thirty.
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      Abagail Milstrop – ‘Abbs', to her closest friends – is surprised when she learns that an extended relative she never knew about has left her a motel in the literal middle of nowhere.

      The catch? Restore it to its former glory and reopen it for business within six months – or forfeit the rest of her great-great-uncle's multimillion-dollar estate.

      Meanwhile, Drake Everett is a broody loner with a chip on his shoulder the size of Texas. When an unexpected run-in with Colorado wildlife on the outskirts of Lone Ridge totals his motorcycle he curses his continued streak of bad luck – until he gets a glimpse of the petite, fiery woman hell-bent on reviving what looks to be an absolute lost cause of a motel…
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        Abagail

      

      

      It was toward the end of an uncharacteristically slow Thursday afternoon when I heard a stranger's voice say my name.

      "Miss Abagail Milstrop?"

      I glanced up and frowned slightly. I didn't recognize the nondescript man standing in front of my desk.

      "Who's asking?"

      "Apologies. My name is Theodore Munsen. I'm looking for Abagail Milstrop."

      "That's me. How may I help you?" I answered coolly, noting that my boss, Claire Fillemon, had stepped out of her office and now stood beside me.

      "Is everything all right here?" Claire asked, clearly wary.

      "Everything's fine, ma'am," the man said kindly.

      He turned his attention back to me and raised his arm to offer me a manila envelope.

      "I was asked to find you and give you this," he said simply. I hesitated, then took it from him. "Please review its contents thoroughly. My card is included in the packet. Should you have any questions, please don't hesitate to reach out."

      Then, as suddenly and as quietly as he'd appeared, Theodore Munsen turned around and walked away, leaving two confused women in his wake.

      "What the hell?" I muttered under my breath and opened the packet. It contained a thin stack of papers, a debit card with my name on it, Theodore Munsen's card proclaiming him to be an estate attorney, and a thumb drive.

      I glanced up at Claire, who shrugged. "You got me. I have no idea. Maybe see what's on it?"

      Curious, I inserted the drive into my desktop's USB port, then opened the video file titled "watch first."

      An old, grizzled, grouchy-looking man's face immediately filled the screen.

      "You don't know me, Abagail," he rasped. "Probably never even heard of me, but I'm Seamus Grey, your great-great-uncle. And if you're watching this, I'm as dead as Julius Caesar. I have a little proposition for you, girly, and I think you're the only one in the whole damn family that's up to the task. Here's the deal. I own a motel up in Lone Ridge that used to be my pride and joy. Get it up and running again within six months of the day you watch this video, and my entire estate is yours."

      He paused to take a long drag on a very thick cigar.

      "Couple of catches, though. First, you can't let anyone else in the family—and I mean not even one of those money-grubbing assholes—know that I'm dead or what I've tasked you with. Second, you've got a budget of four hundred thousand dollars to get that motel back into shape, not one single penny more, and only that money can be used to do this."

      Another drag, then he went on.

      "Now, I had Theodore scan in some pictures of what the motel looked like in its heyday. That's your goal, to make it look precisely like that again. They should all be on the same little doohickey that this video is on."

      I couldn't help but chuckle at the thumb drive being called a ‘doohickey.'

      "Good luck, girly. Theodore will be monitoring your progress. The timer starts now," he announced with a flourish before the video ended.

      Claire broke the baffled silence.

      "Interesting," she murmured, eyebrows raised. "So, when are you going to start?"

      "Start what?" I asked, genuinely confused.

      "To work on the motel in Lone Ridge."

      "Well, I mean… I'm not really…".

      My voice trailed off as I tried to process what had just happened.

      "Abbs," Claire said gently. "How long have we known each other?"

      "Eight years, give or take."

      "And haven't you always said you long for adventure?"

      "Well, yes, but you need me here."

      Claire smiled.

      "I do value you, Abbs, I hope you know that. You stopped being just my secretary a long time ago; you've become one of my best friends. But you have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity here, and I have zero intentions of letting you pass it by, especially because of me."

      She leaned down and slung her arm around my shoulders.

      "So, bestie, I'll ask you again. When are you going to start?"
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        * * *

      

      Claire's words echoed in my head the entire commute home, up the elevator to the tenth floor, through my apartment door and into my living room.

      I set down my purse and the packet the lawyer had left with me, then cast a glance around the space and sighed when my gaze landed on the latest stack of fiction books I'd bought. I'd always lived vicariously through the characters in the books I read. Now I had a chance to finally have my very own big adventure, and I was honestly scared to death.

      "It's a no-brainer, of course," I muttered to myself as I moved toward my tiny kitchen to figure out something for dinner. "I mean, it's a really cool opportunity, so why not go for it, right?"

      A soft trilling sound followed by something rubbing against my pant leg made me smile.

      "Hey, Oscar," I crooned and picked up my three-year-old short-haired Scottish Fold for some much needed snuggle time. "How was your day, buddy?"

      As he purred in contentment, I leaned my head forward to rest on his soft fur and closed my eyes, letting the sound soothe my soul.

      "Oscar," I murmured. "I have a chance to do something big. Like, straight out of a book big. But it means leaving my comfort zone."

      His purr continued as I talked it out.

      "I guess I just need to decide whether or not I want to take a chance on something new."

      That's what it came down to, really. Did my desire to have my very own real-life adventure outweigh the comfort of the familiar?

      Then I remembered what Granny Eleanor used to say, and something clicked in my soul.

      You miss one hundred percent of the shots you don't take, baby girl.

      "I guess I'm renovating a motel in Lone Ridge," I announced to my empty living room.

      I set Oscar down and moved to the kitchen to fill his food bowl. Once he was happily occupied, I opened my laptop and ordered Chinese takeout, then turned back to the packet that Theodore Munsen had given me.

      Among the papers I found bank documents regarding the four-hundred-thousand-dollar budget Seamus' video had mentioned. On one page, there was a sticky note that read:

      Attached is your debit card for the renovation account that was opened for you. PIN is 9652 –T. Munsen

      I absently tucked the debit card into my wallet, then turned my attention to the thumb drive. Plugging it into the USB port on the left edge of my laptop, I began scrolling through all the old pictures of the motel.

      I was so entranced by the images of a bygone era that the food delivery worker had to knock three times on my apartment door to get my attention.
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      The next morning, I rapped lightly at the open doorway of Claire's office.

      "Got a minute?" I asked.

      "Always. Did you think about things?"

      "I did," I confirmed as I took a seat in the visitor's chair. "And I think I wanna do this, crazy as it sounds."

      Claire beamed. "That's terrific, Abbs! How can I help?"

      "I'm not sure," I admitted, brow furrowed and hands twisting in my lap. "My only hesitation is that I have no idea how long this is going to take, Claire. I might get up there and find that it just needs new paint and retro curtains and it'll be good to go in a few days, or I might get there and find out it's just a big pile of rubble that must be completely rebuilt."

      "Why don't we do this. Get with HR and fill out a personal leave of absence form. That way you can take as long as you need, and you'll still be drawing a salary."

      "Claire, no. I can't let you do that. I'll just use up my vacation, and then…"

      "And then, nothing," Claire interrupted, an eyebrow arched. "I don't want you worrying about bills and stuff while you're up there. Let me do this for you, as your friend, not just your boss. Please?"

      I knew that look; I'd seen it more than once on Claire's face when she was negotiating tense mega-deals.

      "Yes, ma'am," I said with a sigh and a mock pout that made Claire laugh.

      "Good, that part is settled then," Claire said with a grin and leaned forward to rest her chin on her hands. "Now, when are you heading to Lone Ridge?"

      I tilted my head. "Well, technically my six-month deadline started yesterday afternoon, so, it probably ought to be as soon as possible, don't you think?"

      "I agree," Claire said as she picked up her phone's handset and dialed. "Janet, can you please come see me for a minute?"

      Now it was my turn to raise a brow.

      "I was thinking you could get her up to speed today," she said calmly. "That way you'll worry less as you're packing this evening."

      I smiled. "You know me way too well."

      "One more thing," Claire said. "You remember my friend Maribel?"

      "Of course I do. She's awesome. But what about her?"

      "She and her husband have a cabin about twenty minutes from Lone Ridge. I know you need a place to stay up there, and I am sure that they wouldn't mind your using it for as long as you need, but I didn't want to say anything to them before I talked to you first. Are you all right with me calling Maribel and asking?"
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