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      Falling in love is an uphill battle.

      

      Day-to-day life has grown stale for Raven Coleman, who prefers to fly by the seat of her pants than follow any set plan. So when she unexpectedly inherits an outdoor recreation and tour business in a charming small town, it’s exactly the kind of shakeup she has been asking the universe for.

      

      Instead of selling Mountaintop Adventures right away, Raven decides to step in as the boss for the summer to determine if it’s a position she’d like to hold long-term. Unfortunately, her presence is not well received by the staff, particularly Silas Reynolds, the hardheaded archery instructor.

      

      Silas once had big dreams, but life got in the way. Now he’s making the most of his situation. That is until the bubbly Raven thwarts his plan to buy Mountaintop Adventures. She has no industry experience or interest in the great outdoors but insists she can run the business.

      

      The two butt heads immediately, but attraction and rapport soon soften their exchanges. Can Silas and Raven keep professional lines and their opposing goals intact? Or is love a force too strong to ignore?
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      The decision-making part of the human brain is said not to fully develop until a person is twenty-five years old. This may explain why Raven Coleman, at nineteen, bought a one-way ticket to Paris to follow a guy she’d just met and fallen for at a music festival.

      The relationship was a bust, as one can expect of something built on a foundation of booze and vibes. However, she still left the City of Love with pictures that needed cropping but were suitable for her social media feed. She also had the memories of visiting crowded landmarks, eating butter-laden pastries, and being entertained by bronze living statues who, despite provocation from tourists, did not break their poses.

      It was those painted street performers Raven currently imitated, almost eight years later, as she stood stock-still holding a tray of hors d’oeuvres.

      “Gruyère and crab palmiers,” Raven said to the guests reaching for the offerings.

      It was a perfect summer evening for a garden party, but it was undercut by a general strangeness. As if everything was computer generated.

      A jazz band played lively music, but people weren’t dancing. It was also unlikely that anyone would get drunk or laugh louder than the clink of their cocktail glasses. And when she told a lady, “Oh my God, I love your earrings,” she apparently disrupted a simulation that required she be as charming as an insentient hologram. Her tendency to chat and flirt would not be rewarded here.

      Once her tray was bare enough to warrant a refill, Raven crossed the lawn, passing a water fountain to a set of stone steps that led her into a galley kitchen bustling with the people responsible for making the party run smoothly.

      Distinct voices were lost in the chaos, but the chef’s cut through. “If I ask for something sautéed, why in God’s name would you give it to me fried?”

      Raven took a minute to massage a knot in her shoulder and confirm with other servers that the partygoer in burgundy shorts was indeed a creep. After a swig of water, she was ready with a fresh tray of food to serve.

      Tail ends of conversations and harsh perfume followed her about the garden, and when summoned by a guest with a glance, she quickened her steps to deliver. “Grilled oysters with lime and ginger,” she would tell them, and she repeated this routine until another blip in the simulation changed the course of the evening.

      A man tripped.

      Perhaps on a raised stone or the toe of his fancy loafer. Regardless, the result was the same: The man reeled forward with his eyes bugged out and hands searching for leverage. To save the tray and herself from going down, Raven swung her body sharply out of reach. But in doing so, she transferred all that momentum to an unsuspecting woman, bumping her right into the basin of the water fountain.

      Chatter and music came to an off-key halt as everyone turned to gape at the lady splashing in the shallow water.

      Raven knew her fate even before the woman screamed and pointed at her.

      “Off with her head!” the shrill noise seemed to demand, and minutes later, she was standing in front of her boss.

      “I’ve got to let you go for today,” he said.

      He looked sorry about it too. Not likely for her sake, rather, being one waitress down would disrupt the flow of service.

      As she was quickly ushered to gather her belongings, she mouthed, “It’s okay, it’s fine,” to the other servers, who looked on as if she were actually being led to a guillotine. And maybe she’d feel that way too if her weekly horoscope hadn’t forewarned a shake-up in her working relationships.

      A stone-faced security guard was the final checkpoint before Raven could exit the mansion, and while he searched her purse with the finesse of a burrowing mole, she said, “I’d have taken the Chardonnay, but the bottles wouldn’t fit in there.”

      The man slowly raised his head, pinning his eyes on Raven.

      “Oh, not that face,” she said, laughing nervously. “I was kidding.”

      Eventually, she was permitted to leave the home and trek to the front gate. Having arrived as a passenger in a carpool, Raven was left to text the most reliable person on her phone to pick her up.

      By the time she got to the end of the driveway, four meteorological seasons later, her best friend, Gwen, was waiting.

      “Why do rich people like phallic-shaped hedges so much?” her friend asked once Raven entered the car. She was studying the oblong greenery surrounding them.

      “There’s a psychosexual explanation, for sure,” Raven said. “But I want to go my entire life not knowing those details.”

      “So what happened?” Gwen asked as she got them out of the ritzy neighborhood. “I thought this gig was supposed to end much later.”

      “I got fired.”

      “No, stop. Ray,” Gwen said, briefly averting her eyes from the road to Raven.

      She was a schoolteacher by trade, so straitlaced on principle. Getting fired was unimaginable to her.

      “Why?” Gwen asked.

      “I made out with the band’s saxophonist and told the host her party decor was wack,” Raven deadpanned.

      “See, that scenario is plausible, so I have no idea if you’re fucking with me.”

      Raven coyly smiled but detailed the truth, and afterward, her friend asked, “Does this mess with your apartment-hunting plans?”

      “No, the rental market is what’s messing with my plans. And if I’d known it was this bad, I might’ve worked it out with the other guy.”

      Up until a few months ago, she’d lived in a one-bedroom apartment with a view, but with an impending rent increase, Raven had told her landlord, in so many words, to kiss her ass. She’d thought she’d find better. In reality, everything was similarly expensive and competitive, so she’d been forced to temporarily move back in with her mother.

      “Come to the movies with Tony and me tonight. Get your mind off things,” Gwen said.

      “Tempting, but it’s okay, girl,” Raven said, removing the hair tie that held her long braids in a bun.

      The many hours she’d worked that week were starting to settle across her body. Plus, while Gwen wouldn’t mind her tagging along, Raven couldn’t imagine her friend’s boyfriend would be happy with her crashing date night.

      “I’m gonna get home, eat whatever least healthy snack my mom has in the pantry, and call it a day,” Raven said.

      Tomorrow had to be better, certainly.
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        * * *

      

      A tune, one of the standards the jazz band played at the party the night before, was stuck in Raven’s head. She sat cross-legged on her yoga mat with her eyes closed, trying desperately to quiet her mind long enough to meditate. But the silly little notes persisted for a while.

      When her brain finally released them, she was promptly seized by thoughts of the bedroom she currently occupied. How small it was. How most of her earthly possessions sat in boxes surrounding her. It didn’t take long to feel like the walls were closing in, and at that point, she gave up on her morning ritual altogether.

      She threw on her robe and followed the whine of the blender downstairs to the kitchen where her mother, in a short slip dress and flexi-rods in her hair, was blitzing a smoothie.

      Raven and her mom were two peas in a pod. They’d been getting confused for sisters since Raven was a teen. They were both air signs, tall, and lovers of accessories.

      The only immediately obvious difference between them was their body types. Where her mom was slender from a steadfast Pilates regime, Raven had a fuller figure that made wearing the short skirts she preferred an extreme sport.

      “Tell me what you think,” her mother said, handing her a glass of grayish-green sludge.

      Raven took a tentative sip. “Earthy.”

      She traded the drink for an apple and headed to the breakfast nook, scooping up her mother’s cat from the hardwood floor.

      “Morning, GoGo,” she whispered, peppering the feline’s neck with kisses.

      “I didn’t expect to find you home when I got in last night,” her mother said, joining her at the table with her smoothie and a store-bought loaf cake to share.

      “Got fired over some bullshit.”

      “That’s annoying. I’m sorry,” her mother said.

      “At least I don’t have to wear that scratchy uniform again.”

      “Always you with the bright side,” her mom said with some humor.

      “How was your evening? How’s Bob?” Raven asked while cutting into the cake and plopping a slice on each of their plates.

      “Calvin,” her mother corrected.

      “Calvin, sorry.”

      For as long as Raven had been dating, she and her mom called every guy they were seeing but weren’t serious about Bob. If the men turned out to be worth a damn, they’d graduate to being referred to by their actual names in conversation.

      “He’s great. And I’m great because his divorce was finalized yesterday.”

      “Fucking finally,” Raven said, playfully poking her mom’s leg with her foot. “I was starting to worry.”

      “We might’ve celebrated a little too hard last night, though. Poor guy is upstairs with a hangover.”

      “Happy for you,” Raven said. It made her heart full to see her mom glowing and in love; she deserved it after all the frogs she’d kissed.

      “Are you really okay, angel?” her mom asked gently.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. A little antsy. Unsettled.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I feel like everything is happening in grayscale,” Raven said. “I think I need to go on a retreat or something where I can’t touch my phone or access the internet. Gain clarity and reconnect with my intuition.”

      It took losing her apartment for Raven to realize she’d been going through the motions. She valued flexibility and freedom, and she’d sculpted her life in a way that allowed her to embrace that. But that lifestyle was in contention with how she’d been raised.

      As an only child of a single parent, she’d learned to save for rainy days, practice frugality, and budget for everything. So once the riotous chapter of her early twenties ended, she felt the need to seek financial security. She took a secretarial position with benefits at her friend’s middle school and worked side jobs to build up her savings and pay off debt.

      But what now? She was unclear about what she wanted to do in the next chapter of her life.

      “There’s this desert retreat I’ve been looking at,” Raven said. “But you don’t want to know the price.”

      “Why don’t you call your astrologist lady instead?” her mom asked.

      “Because Ida’s booked till the fall.”

      “It’ll be okay,” her mother said. “You’ll land on your feet. You always do.”

      Raven knocked the wooden table to stave off bad luck. “Let’s hope.”

      “Oh, shit. It’s already nine,” her mom said, standing. “We need to get going soon.”

      “We? Where?” Raven asked, reaching for another slice of loaf cake as her mother picked up the plate to store it.

      “Remember that meeting with the lawyer.”

      Raven had forgotten all about that. Her grandfather (in DNA only) had died earlier that year. His aversion to work and a decades-long love of blackjack made any worthwhile inheritance doubtful. So the Coleman women showed up at the lawyer’s office, wedged between a KFC and laundromat, not expecting much.

      A paralegal led them into a room made of dusty surfaces and teetering stacks of paper.

      The lawyer, Mr. McGowan, a man in his late sixties with a distractingly wrinkled dress shirt, entered minutes later.

      “Natalia Wash?” Mr. McGowan asked after shuffling through files on his desk.

      “No, Patricia and Raven Coleman.”

      He chanted their names while thumbing through his unorganized pile before pulling out a certain folder. “Here you are.”

      “So what did the deadbeat leave us?” her mom asked.

      The lawyer, confused, responded, “Deadbeat?”

      “I know, I know. He looked the part, but I promise you my father was no family man,” her mom said.

      “Ma’am,” the lawyer said, coughing uncomfortably, “I’m the estate executor for Charles Hulme, not your father.”

      “Charles?” her mom said, her hands shooting up to cradle her face. “Chuck is gone?”

      “Three months ago, in a hiking accident,” the lawyer explained to them.

      “Oh, God,” her mom said with a small laugh and welling eyes. “I knew it would be those damn woods that would take him.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Raven whispered, dabbing the tears that fell down her mother’s face. She assumed the man was a coworker at the nursing home because she couldn’t immediately place the name.

      But then her mom said, “You remember Chuck, don’t you? I dated him for a few years when you were in middle school,” and a memory surfaced.

      “He got me that iPod Nano for Christmas that one year,” Raven said reflectively.

      Her mom had dated an older white guy with long hair and a mustache whose jeans had always looked dirty. Raven remembered him being kind and having a funny laugh.

      The lawyer excused himself from the room to find his misplaced reading glasses, giving Raven a chance to ask her mother, “Why would he leave you anything? It’s been so long.”

      “I know he put us both in his will while we were dating, so he must’ve forgotten to change it after we broke up.”

      “There’s probably someone out there pissed about that,” Raven said.

      Mr. McGowan returned with glasses on his face, and he proceeded to explain the limits of the will and his role as the executor. Then came the reading of the Last Will and Testament of Charles Hulme.

      “This part is for specific bequests,” the lawyer began. “I leave Patricia Coleman, if they shall survive me, for their own use absolutely, the following: storage unit full of collectibles.”

      Apparently, Chuck had a unit located a couple of hours outside the city full of vintage weapons he’d amassed. Donation and a garage sale were the only recourse for Raven’s mother, who admitted, “I hate those things. I have no use for them.”

      “And I leave to Ray Coleman,” the lawyer continued, “if they shall survive me, for their own use absolutely, the following: Mountaintop Adventures Company, located in the municipal district of Cedar Lake.”

      Raven shifted forward in her seat, unsure she’d heard correctly. “Wait, he left me a company? Like, a currently operating one?”

      “Yes, an outdoor recreation and tour service.”

      “Okay, wow,” Raven said as she looked at her mom, who appeared similarly stunned. “What am I supposed to do with that? I don’t want to run some random business.”

      Again, Mr. McGowan shuffled through his papers and produced a coffee-ring-stained document. “There’s a buyer, a Silas Reynolds. He has shown deep interest in purchasing.”

      Raven scanned the Offer to Purchase. It presented the terms of the sale, disclosed business debts, legal obligations, and finally, a price. The amount of money being offered made Raven’s head spin, and she reached for the citrine crystal on her necklace as she reread everything.

      The figure had more zeros than she’d ever seen at once in her bank account. It was several expensive-desert-retreats type money. A down-payment-on-a-modest-home type money.

      “What are you thinking?” her mom asked her.

      Raven laughed, then picked up a pen. “Tell me where to sign.”

      “That will have to be done in person or through another lawyer you hire,” Mr. McGowan said.

      Not interested in wasting any time, Raven said, “Then I guess I’m heading to Cedar Lake.”
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      The drive to Cedar Lake was a journey through the prairies to the Rockies. Trees and mountains jutted high from the earth, a sight worthy of the poems they’d inspired.

      All Raven knew about the small town, however, was that it produced a portion of the country’s lumber and didn’t have a reputation for fun like Whistler or Banff.

      As she neared her destination, hotels of varied sizes and ratings started to appear on either side of the small freeway. Not long after she passed the town’s welcome sign, she arrived at the motel she’d booked mainly for its low price point. Inside the small reception area, she found a woman with silver hair thrown roughly into a ponytail, poring over a crossword puzzle.

      “A nine-letter word for an ancient symbol of wholeness or completion,” the lady said without looking up.

      With no one but the two of them in the lobby, Raven assumed the older woman was asking for help, so she said, “Infinity?”

      “Tried it already. Only has eight letters.”

      Raven dropped her bags, approached the desk, and studied the crossword for a minute.

      “Oh, what’s that image of a snake eating its tail called?” Raven asked, tapping her temple to help the word emerge. “It starts with an o.”

      She’d seen it once on a tarot box.

      The lady, Linda—as she later introduced herself—stared off into the distance for a while before her face grew wide with a smile, and she scribbled down the letters that made up the word “ouroboros.”

      “Thank you,” Linda said, grinning. “And welcome to Cedar Lake.”

      Once Raven had been checked in, she left the office for her room with extra pillows and complimentary cookies. She found a clean space and a massive bed, so sleep came easily.

      In the morning, with GPS as her guide, she left the motel and drove through the town’s still-quiet main street until she hit a narrow road that took her up a mountain. Pine trees stood on either side, forming a canopy above where only some sunlight managed to peek through the gaps in the branches and needles.

      “Where the hell…” She pressed close to the steering wheel, trying to spot civilization.

      Before she could worry, a sign appeared: “Mountaintop Adventures, 8 Kilometers Ahead.” And minutes later, after turning onto an unpaved path, a cabin in a grass field bracketed by an imposing forest materialized.

      Raven approached the cabin and parked her car next to a shuttle bus and four pickup trucks differing only in color. The butterflies went into full effect when she cut the engine; she was still wrapping her head around the idea of coming into a lot of money.

      As she made her way to the steps of the main office, the confident stride she’d intended had a tipsy-off-mimosas wobble to it because of the gravel under her heels. So when Raven reached the entrance, she took a few seconds to recenter.

      “Embrace it. Claim it,” she said, touching the citrine pendant on her necklace.

      When she opened the door, however, the mayhem within stopped her cold.

      Three people, a middle-aged blonde woman wielding a broom and two younger men, were running around the disarrayed cabin.

      They were chasing something. A squirrel, Raven quickly realized.

      “Close the door!” the woman shouted, and Raven scrambled inside, slamming the door behind her and making herself as small as possible against a wall.

      The tiny rodent continued to evade capture, leaving his pursuers breathless in its wake.

      “Bodie! Get to the other side! We’ll corner him there,” the woman said, and the jacked white guy among them darted to follow instructions.

      Once in position, Bodie turned to the lanky man wearing a band T-shirt and asked, “Where did you put the nuts?”

      The only response was a Ziploc bag traversing the air in an arch from the band T-shirt guy’s hand to Bodie’s, who dumped the nuts into a small pile on the floor.

      The squirrel, now calmer, was coaxed by the woman and her broom toward the food. It eventually took the bait.

      What now? Raven thought just before a thickset man with skin the color of rich coffee grounds entered the room carrying a blanket.

      He stood tall and sturdy like the mountain they were on but moved with the poise of an ice skater as he leaped over a table and overturned chairs to reach the cornered squirrel.

      “Careful now, people,” the man said, his voice low and singsongy as he inched closer to the squirrel.

      Raven braced for another chase, but the man gently swept the rodent into the blanket folds, eliminating that possibility.

      “Oh, thank God,” one said as the group surrounded the cradled squirrel.

      “Did he break the splint?”

      “Yeah, we gotta redo it.”

      Raven stood there for a few minutes, watching them coo over the animal. She was unsure they remembered she was there, so she politely cleared her throat.

      “Hi, sorry to interrupt,” Raven said when four heads turned in her direction.

      The big man with dark skin handed off the squirrel and stepped forward to meet her with a striking smile. He had a full beard that she thought functioned well as a frame to hail others to take notice of his perfect smile and teeth. “Welcome to Mountaintop Adventures. What can I do for you, ma’am?”

      His voice was robust and complex. It filled the space his body didn’t and reminded Raven of the aural bliss of a sound bath meditation.

      “I’m looking for Silas Reynolds,” she said, pushing all other thoughts aside for business.

      “That’s me,” the man before her said.

      “Great,” she replied. “I’m Raven. The new owner.”
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        * * *

      

      Silas Reynolds had loved blueberries ever since he was a child. But he’d found that blueberry-flavored snacks never accurately captured the essence of the fruit. So his brain always needed a moment to accept the gap between what he knew blueberries tasted like and the medicinal extract food companies used.

      That was the type of experience he was currently having looking at the woman in front of him.

      Raven.

      The new owner?

      He’d been expecting the beneficiary of Mountaintop today, yes, but he assumed it was someone around Chuck’s age, maybe a buddy from his time in the army.

      This woman was none of that. She looked like she’d run through a Party City store with all the colors and sparkle that made up her outfit.

      There had to be some mistake.

      “Sorry, you’re Ray Coleman?” he asked.

      She laughed lightly like he’d told a joke. “Yes, I’m Ray—Raven Coleman.”

      “And Chuck left this place to you?” Halo, the bluntest among the Mountaintop team, asked.

      “He did,” Raven said as she pulled a document from her purse and presented it to Silas.

      It was Chuck’s will. The group crowded around him to look at the papers that had become almost mythical to them. For months, Silas had been in contact with Chuck’s lawyer, Mr. McGowan, trying to understand the succession of the business. This mysterious will had been cited as the reason he could not own Mountaintop Adventures.

      But it still begged the question, why did his former boss leave the business to someone no one had ever heard of?

      “How did you know Chuck?” Silas asked the woman.

      “He and my mom dated when I was young,” she replied. “But he must’ve forgotten to take me off his will when their relationship ended.”

      Silas nodded. It was an understandable oversight, and since they’d be sorting it out momentarily, there was no harm.

      “Let’s get this paperwork over and done with then, shall we?” he said, and as he led her out of the central area of the cabin, he received encouraging thumbs-up from the others.

      In the break room, Silas retrieved a file from the top shelf in the kitchen cabinet before turning to face Raven. She was assessing the space, and he took a moment to do the same with her.

      He noted details he’d easily missed when taking her in all at once. Everything about her popped, not just her clothes. It was also the shiny lipstick on her lips, her long red nails, and the dark hue of her skin.

      She was also tall. Very tall. She didn’t need to so much as tilt her head upward to meet his eye. The heels she wore definitely helped, but it was still a feat not many people in this town could manage.

      “Thanks for coming all this way,” he said.

      “Of course,” she replied. “Also, this place has a really cool aura.”

      Silas took a sweeping look around the worn kitchen they used as a break room, office, and occasional first aid station. “The bad lighting is doing a lot of work.”

      “No, I mean, there’s good energy in here.”

      Silas didn’t know how to respond to that, so he just said, “Thanks,” and gestured for her to take a seat.

      “You’re an outdoorsy tourism business, correct?”

      “Yeah, we provide outdoor experiences from basic survival skill classes to forest-walking tours, and as of last year, we offer hotel pickups in our shuttle.”

      “And what do you do or teach?” she asked.

      “I’m the archery instructor.”

      “Oh, very cool,” she said.

      For several minutes, Raven casually flipped through the Offer to Purchase documents Silas had given her, and he tempered his impatience and desire to hurry her along by occupying himself with his phone.

      “This keeps you busy?” Raven asked, finally breaking the silence. “Like, do you have enough business to sustain yourselves?”

      “Summer is our peak, but we operate year-round. And we’ve been going for fifteen years, so something’s working.”

      “Would it be weird for me to ask how much you earn?”

      Silas stilled. “Personally? Yeah, a little.”

      “Forget it then,” she said with a wave of her hand.

      What was with all the questions? Was she trying to get him to pay more for this place? He’d made a fair offer that had been corroborated in an official business valuation. It was also the offer he’d made Chuck, and the older man would’ve accepted it too, if it hadn’t been for his untimely passing.

      “Everything okay?” he asked as she continued to study the contract.

      “I’ve never really owned anything,” she said. “The most expensive thing I have is my car. And I still have eight months of payments left on it.”

      Silas straightened, now on full alert.

      “I might like owning a place like this. I don’t know,” she said with a shrug, and a gust of air that escaped him morphed into a hearty laugh. She could not be serious.

      “Why are you laughing?” she asked.

      “You can’t do that,” he said bluntly.

      “Why not?”

      “You have no idea how to run this business.”

      “I’m a fast learner, and I have a lot of experience that I think will be helpful.”

      The humor of the situation evaporated all at once. “No.”

      “No?” she asked, her sculpted brows rising high.

      Admittedly, it was not the best thing to say at the moment.

      “Ma’am, just sign the papers,” he said as measuredly as possible. “You’ll get your money, then you can pay off your Toyota Camry or whatever.”

      “No,” she said, echoing his earlier tone.

      The situation was quickly turning sour. This woman could not be what lies between him and his goal of owning the business.

      “I’m open to negotiating the price,” he said, preparing himself for an absurd counteroffer.

      “What you’re offering seems fair to me,” she said.

      It made no sense then. Maybe she thought owning the business would be an easy stream of passive income.

      “This isn’t some hands-off job, okay?” Silas said. “Being the boss means being responsible for expenses. Dealing with town ordinances. It means making sure that everyone out there has a check to take back to their families. Keeping Chuck’s legacy alive.”

      With every responsibility he added, he saw the assuredness in her face slip a little more.

      Good.

      He needed her to smell the pine forest and wake the hell up.

      “Okay, I hear you,” she said. “And I’m not committing to selling or staying. I’m only asking for some time to weigh my options and make an informed decision.”

      Silas rubbed his neck roughly, trying not to get frustrated with a dead man for all this confusion. “How much time do you need?”

      “Let’s say… the summer.”

      “The summer?” he bellowed, almost tipping himself backward off the chair. “You want to take the whole summer to make a decision?”

      “Yeah, I can spend it observing and learning how things work around here. Get a sense if this is a business I want to run.”

      “You don’t have a life somewhere else? A job to get back to?” he asked.

      “No, actually. My schedule’s free until September.”

      He blinked as his mind raced in search of a solution, but his efforts proved futile. There was no convincing someone this impulsive of anything right now.

      “All right, you’ll stay the summer,” he said.

      “Perfect,” she said, rising to her feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and I hope we can work well together.”

      Silas ignored the part of him that wanted to roll his eyes in response to her words and offered a simple nod of acknowledgment instead.

      “Also, do you have any places you’d recommend I get breakfast?” she asked as he walked her to the front.

      “Try the Yodeling Loon,” he said flatly.

      After she left the cabin, Silas turned to see the Mountaintop team pop up from behind the reception desk with a sheet cake and big smiles. As they opened their mouths to sing or shout something, Silas cut them off by saying, “She didn’t sign the papers.”

      “What?” Halo asked, casting a look at the door Raven had left through. “Is she coming back?”

      “Yup, tomorrow,” Silas said, moving to straighten a chair that had been upturned. “And the next. And the next. For the entire summer.”

      He explained what had gone down, their faces falling before settling into expressions Silas thought likely reflected his own.

      “Chuck wanted you to own this place. Literally everyone in town knows that,” Doc, the baby of the group, said. His youthful face belied the fact that he was the smartest person Silas knew.

      “Not according to his Last Will and Testament,” Silas said.

      “This is bullshit,” Halo said. “What can we do?”

      “Absolutely nothing. We’ll have to wait till the end of summer to see what she wants to do.”

      “God,” Halo said, rolling her eyes. “A woman like that, in a town like this? She’ll get bored in a month.”

      “More like a week,” Silas said, but he wasn’t so sure that was true; he’d seen the stubborn glint in Raven’s eye. But he was trying to assure them all would work itself out. They didn’t need to worry.

      “You want to make that an official bet, dude?” Halo asked, lifting a brow.

      A petty bet as a bluff of confidence couldn’t hurt, so he said, “Drinks on me at Blue’s for a month if she doesn’t bail by the end of this week.”

      He and Halo sealed the agreement with a handshake.

      Bodie, the resident survival expert at Mountaintop, had been quiet all this time but now asked with genuine seriousness, “So we’re not eating the cake today?”

      There was technically nothing to hurrah about, but Silas said, “No, let’s eat it. It’ll be an early celebration.”
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        * * *

      

      An exhilarating fizzy rush swept over Raven as she left the Mountaintop Adventure’s office.

      She owned a tour company.

      The excitement of that reality clung to her as she drove down the mountain straight to the diner Silas had recommended. It was time for celebratory pancakes.

      The Yodeling Loon was a cozy restaurant with a giant loon sculpture at the front and waitstaff in matching aprons. It smelled like cinnamon buns, and the people inside looked like some version of patrons she’d seen before. There was the table of old men talking loudly to one another behind their newspapers, the folks inhaling their breakfasts before they needed to clock in, and dozing workers who’d just ended their shifts.

      Once inside a booth, Raven placed her order with a waitress then looked out the window at the store façades on the other side of the street. She could picture the glittering snow that would appear come wintertime. If all worked out, she’d be here to see it.

      Raven’s phone buzzed with an incoming call from Gwen. It was as though her heedful best friend sensed, all those miles away, that pragmatism was being evaded.

      “How’d the meeting go?” Gwen asked.

      “It was fine,” Raven began. “Unexpected.”

      “Unexpected? Wait, explain.”

      “I had the bill of sale right in front of me, and all I kept thinking about were the odds of me getting fired the day before I learned about an inheritance. Or the odds of a boyfriend my mom dated almost fifteen years ago forgetting to remove me from his will. It all feels synchronous.”

      The opportunity also surfaced just as Raven had begun to feel the pull of ennui. It was a sign, and Raven paid attention to signs. From the obvious ones that told her how to comport herself on the road to the subtle ones the universe sent her way to take that job, dump that boyfriend, or buy a dress on sale.

      “So you’re just going to own a tour company?” her friend asked. “You’re the least outdoorsy person I know.”

      “No, I’m doing a trial run and will make a final decision at the end of the summer.”

      An old version of Raven would’ve been all in by now, so her current plan felt judicious. There was virtually no risk to it.

      “And the would-be buyer is okay with this?” Gwen asked.

      “That would be a no,” Raven said, laughing.

      She’d been a little sad to see Silas’s charming smile shift into a scowl. But she supposed she couldn’t blame him for being irritated by her change of heart. Nevertheless, she wouldn’t be persuaded to do what he wanted. In fact, the way her personality was set up, she didn’t do well at all with people telling her what to do.

      “All right. What about the practicalities?” Gwen asked. “Did you bring enough clothes for the summer?”

      “No, but I’ll call my mom to send a suitcase on one of the long-distance buses that passes through.”

      “Okay, where will you live?” her friend then lobbed. “I’m assuming you’re going to pay yourself a salary while you’re there, but hotels still aren’t cheap.”

      “I’m staying at a motel right now, and I’ll talk to the owner and work out a deal or something,” Raven said.

      Gwen sighed heavily. “I guess this will be another one of your adventures.”

      “Yes, exactly,” Raven said, smiling at her friend’s familiar refrain.

      Everything would work out fine. She could feel it. Nothing as small as logistics or a territorial man would be insurmountable.
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