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      “You’ve never had sushi?” I give him an incredulous look.

      “Raw fish?” He shakes his head. “That’s a hard no.”

      “But Butterfly in Helena is award winning and the chef comes from Japan. Where they actually eat sushi.”

      “And I give them kudos for it. But I’ll stick to my steak and potatoes.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t know what you’re missing out on. If you ever come into the city, I’d be glad to meet you there.”

      Flint, our hiking guide, slides a crooked smile onto his copper beard-covered face. “Thanks. What was your name again?”

      “Karmalyn Moreno, but people call me Karma.” My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket.

      “Like that.”

      “Thanks.” I hold up a finger and step off of the trail. “Hello.”

      “Karma, it’s Ella at Roger Dahl & Associates. Do you have time to talk?”

      Ella, the headhunter, has the tenacity of a lion five feet from a baby gazelle. I am the gazelle she wants to catch and put in between her teeth—a.k.a. a new position for me and money in her pocket. I contacted her after an extra trying day at my current employer. But right now, nearing the summit of a peak on the Diamond Ridge Mountain, I’m not hating the perks of my job.

      This corporate retreat is giving me new perspective. I could put up with the Good-Ole-Boys-Network, if I got one of these breathers from the bullshit every three months. The partners promised me they had big news to share at this retreat, so I made arrangements to be here. I hope for partner. I put in the five years they’d asked for. It felt like a hundred.

      It wasn’t always my dream to work in corporate law, but the dream of working for a non-profit probably came with other kinds of pains. If I had to listen to a few middle-aged men grumping about how their wives had stopped putting out—when it seemed to me that they could do a hell of a lot more to make their wives much more interested—it wasn’t going to kill me. Suck the soul out of me, maybe, but death was much less likely.

      “Ms. Moreno.” One of the partners stops in front of me. “Did you get my email?” He can clearly see I’m on the phone.

      I motion to the phone.

      “Do I need to talk to them for the answer?” he asks with haughtiness I’ve come to expect from him.

      “Ella, just a minute, please.”

      I tug the phone to my chest and his eyes follow it. Another part of working with sixteen men. I’ve gotten too used to their eyes wandering.

      Apparently, I covered all of the Equal Employment Opportunity categories for Randall, West, and Taggart Law—RWT Law as they want to be known. Female, Hispanic decent—but not enough that I looked overly so was what I’d heard, and highly educated with relevant experience. The trifecta to get the job, although I found out later that it was also because I accepted their offer, when the other woman asked for more money, probably knowing what she’d have to put up with.

      “Yes, Mr. Taggart, I got your email in the middle of the night. I haven’t looked at it. I figured the normal twelve hour return applies, especially when we’re at a company retreat…”

      He huffs. “I’m thinking that we need to lower that to four hours.”

      This whole conversation is bound to be another tick in the “Why I shouldn’t work here anymore” column. But the money. The money keeps me here. I have responsibilities that a majority of people don’t have. And definitely not the guys here. They act like taking care of anyone but themselves is a huge inconvenience. People should never be an inconvenience. Especially the ones we give our DNA to.

      “What did you want to know?” I ask.

      “The Vacanti case…”

      I motion for more information.

      He grumps. “I never have to do this playing game B.S. with Lothrop.”

      “I’m not playing games, sir. I’m asking for specifics.”

      “Did you file the paperwork?”

      “Two weeks ago, like the timeline established.”

      “God dammit, I told West to tell you not to.”

      “And why exactly didn’t you tell me not to?”

      “I don’t have time to tell everyone the plan.”

      “But when I’m the one doing the actual work, it would make sense to tell me and not West who doesn’t have a clue about the Vacanti case.”

      His floppy jowls rock back and forth while he opens and closes his mouth. Flies could collect in there.

      Part of me was worried that he was coming on the hike. I worry about half of these guys having the stamina to make the trek. For as much as they exasperate me, I don’t wish death on anyone.

      He throws up a hand. “Just put in a request for more time and next time consult me on all my case timelines.

      “I’ll do it on Monday when I get back to the office.”

      His lip snarls. “No, you’ll do it today, Ms. Moreno.”

      “Are we finished?” I ask.

      “Not even close, but I’ll let you talk to your friend.” He motions to the phone. “And Ms. Moreno, wear different clothes…you’re…distracting the men.”

      I’ll wear whatever I want you pompous windbag.

      “West! West, I need to talk to you!” he calls out, but I doubt he’ll remember what he wanted to talk about in the twenty steps to get to Mr. West—the only partner that I’m at all fond of. And I bet Mr. West will tell him to find a new hobby, when he feels the need to make people’s lives hell.

      I lift my phone and the call has disconnected. What did I expect? She couldn’t wait forever. A text comes through.

      Ella: Sorry, not sorry…I heard all of that. You’re perfect for a job I have a lead on. Leave the B.S. behind, Karma. You’re worth more than the headaches that place is giving. Emailing you at your private email address.

      I opened my email account and nothing new was in there. Either she would or wouldn’t, but I didn’t need to be looking at my phone all day. I went to turn it off and remembered why I couldn’t.

      With our parents now gone, my brother Marco is my responsibility. He could mostly care for himself but having a shared living arrangement is the best for him. His roommate, Ben, is a nursing student and the time with Marco had told him what he wanted to do with his life—work with people with Down Syndrome. But Ben is done with his degree in two months and it will be time to make some decisions on Marco’s future.

      Marco has mild impairments, mostly higher functioning deficits and some emotional challenges. He loves animals and works a full-time job at a pet shop. He bowls on Tuesday nights. And he went skydiving for his twenty-second birthday. In many ways, Marco lives a better and more exciting life than I do. And I’m happy about that.

      I just sometimes wonder if I need to live a better life. Period.
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      “Hey, Mr. Durham. What a great day!” My assistant long-distance hiking guide Danielle jogs to the front. We take turns being the lead and watching for the stragglers. In this bunch they’re all strugglers.

      All except.

      Her.

      Karma. Now if that isn’t a name to make me believe in kismet, I don’t know what is. But I know better. The past has shown me that there’s no grand plan in the Universe. It’s about making good decisions. Well thought out and with the least risk. And even then, sometimes you end up making a choice that turns all the best laid plans into a nightmare.

      But I almost took Karma up on her offer to eat raw fish. Almost. Anything to see her after this weekend. She’s actually the only reason I’m putting up with the bullshit of these jerks.

      I’ve only got forty-eight hours left with the angel, most of those not even in my presence. I want to make every minute count.

      She runs to catch up. Her bountiful chest does a cheerful bounce with every step. The way her waist tightens in makes me want to see if my hands would fit around it. Just to feel that soft skin under my hands.

      I inhale a deep breath to calm my quickly advancing issue below the belt. It’s been a little while since I explored the female form. And the curves on this woman are go-off-the-beaten-path worthy.

      The military was a big part of my life. After high school, I trained as a SEAL, and then after ten years, I was recruited by the CIA for SOG—Special Operations Group. But that ended… and ended badly. My mission was compromised. I was left for dead in a country where my life was less than appreciated. But three locals took me in, and they got me to a friendly border.

      I’ve never liked goats, but the goats in the back of that delivery truck made me invisible. Over the border I was finally picked up by my team. It wasn’t the best way to end my time with SOG, but sometimes shit goes south and you head north. That’s why I landed in the Diamond Ridge Mountains—not much more north to the U.S. than Montana and not much more secluded, either.

      And now I own Durham Guided Hikes and Tours and the Emerald Lodge. Most of the groups are enjoyable, but this one is sucking the sun out of the sky. Ten monsters and one beautiful goddess.

      “Everything okay?” I asked as she catches up.

      “Just…peachy,” she says with a slight hint of sarcasm.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      She jerks to a stop. “You know, if it was any other man in this group asking me that, I’d know what they really meant. But coming from you…” She swallows and I can see how she uses the movement to keep herself calm and collected.

      But there’s a time to break down, and if she never allows herself to decompress and rebuild, it’s going to be hard to rebuild what she’s let disintegrate into dust. I’ve learned this lesson better than anyone and some days I wonder if I’m walking dust.

      I reach for her elbow. “Seriously, you look a little pale.” Her creamy tan skin sallows in the bright sunlight.

      “Maybe I just need a break.”

      “From these guys or from…life?”

      She shuffles her feet. “You know, the list is long. Maybe a drink tonight to discuss the Cliff Notes version?”

      “I’d really like that.”

      Her deep red lips perk up. “I’d really like it too. Like a vat of red wine.”

      I laugh. “The bar has an excellent sangria.”

      “Perfect.”

      “You want to continue or want to head back?”

      “No, I want to do this. I need to do this.”

      Her need to prove something is familiar to me. It’s a drive inside that I find so incredibly sexy.

      “Then let’s go.”

      She stumbles over the root to a tree that crosses the path and catch her before she falls.

      Her smoky eyes darken and the difference between her pupils and iris’s is almost gone. Long dark lashes flash as she presses a hand into my chest. I’m positive her fingers burn holes in my company labeled T-shirt.

      “Thank you, Flint.”

      My heart beats fast in my chest. “Anytime, Karma. Anytime.”

      “Having a little fun, Ms. Moreno?”

      We both turn our heads and find one of the men staring at us.

      “Mr. Taggart, I…I almost fell, Mr. Durham was helping me.”

      “How original,” he mumbles, but I hear it.

      “What did you say?” I ask him, wrapping an arm around her waist.

      His round jaw tightens. “I said hope you’re okay.”

      I release Karma, my head remembering how she felt in my arms, soft and secure. “That’s what I thought.”

      Mr. Taggart motions with his head, jaw tight. “Mr. Durham, one of the partners needs some medical attention. He scraped his leg on something.”

      I touch her lower back. “You’re okay?”

      “Go. I’m fine.”

      I don’t want to leave her with this man but duty calls.

      Duty always calls. And that’s one of the reasons I’m still single. It wouldn’t have been fair to bring someone into my life when I was gone eleven months out of the year. But now…at thirty-nine, I’m ready to at least have some life. Make my heart break, if necessary, to feel what it’s like to love. To feel…something.

      I make my way to Danielle. She shakes her head with exasperation. The guy on the ground should be on a men’s soccer team the way he’s wailing and going on. I squat to take a look.

      “Can I see, please?”

      “Just fucking call 9-1-1,” he screams in my face.

      “Sir, I promise, I’m a military trained paramedic. I’ve seen limbs blown off before. I can handle whatever you’re experiencing.” Your tiny scrape isn’t close to life endangering.

      “I’m suing if I end up with an infection.”

      I look up and Karma rolls her eyes behind everyone’s back.

      He lifts a finger off, one at a time. “See, it needs stitches.”

      I grab a sterile wipe and clean the wound off. It’s long, but it’s barely past the first layer of skin. “I know how blood can be very unnerving, but it’s not deep, sir.”

      “I want a second opinion.”

      I inhale a slow breath. “Danielle, would you please call for Jack to bring the stretcher for Mr…?” I motion to him to fess up his name.

      “Thomas Randall III.”

      The only thing that numeric addition does is mean that there were two others before him that acted like this prima donna.

      “For Mr. Randall.”

      She walks away and I don’t blame her. She’s no doubt telling Jack to hurry, and to be prepared for the nearing-his-sixties man’s antics.

      “He’s on his way and he’s bringing reinforcements. I can stay back with him, if you want to continue, Flint.”

      “Sounds good. Everyone let’s continue our ascent. Danielle, please keep me informed on what’s happening with Mr. Randall’s injury.”

      Likely four Band-Aids and a glass of bourbon will cure everything that ails him.

      After about half a mile, Karma catches up with me. “This is challenging, but I love it.”

      Part of me doesn’t like all the men being able to watch her as we make our way forward. I look back and catch several eyes dart up from her ass. I tighten my jaw and they glance away.

      “The mountain was my home before I left for the Navy and it’ll be the place I die.”

      “Wow, Navy.”

      “SEAL.”

      “Thank you for your service,” she says quietly, her hand giving my arm a squeeze. “And I don’t mean just then, but also here. I’m sorry for Mr.—”

      “No, don’t apologize for him. He’s the one who should be apologizing to everyone. That was a scrape. My four-year-old niece has had scrapes worse and got up and said ‘ouch’ and walked off. He was looking for anything to get out of the next thirty minutes and then hour back to the lodge.”

      “You’re probably right. Half of these guys aren’t in any shape to be out here, anyway. At least not the amazing shape that you’re in.”

      I decide not to acknowledge her declaration of my training and need to stay fit. “I’m worried about a couple of them making it any higher.”

      She leans close and I can smell the mixture of perfume and salty sweat on her skin. It’s heady and I have to keep my body from responding. “Then tell them this is as far as we can go. Make something up, if you have to. They’re going to go along with it. I heard them talking about never doing this again and one said his taint—whatever that is—was killing him.”

      I chuckle. In some ways, she’s so innocent, and then I look into her eyes and I see a depth that says worldly and brave. I stop and pull a few wild raspberries from a patch to our left.

      “Guys, the plants with the divided individual leaves are raspberries, the other berries are thimbleberry. They’re fine to eat, not poisonous, but not very sweet. Help yourself to nature’s treat, but leave some for the next trekkers and animals, please.”

      I offer a handful over to Karma and plop a couple into my mouth.

      She pops one in her mouth. Those full lips slip against one another, she licks a drip of ruby colored liquid from the corner, and I imagine how soft and flavorful she would feel an taste in a kiss.

      A few tug berries from the bushes and I hear them grumble about the tartness.

      I shake my head. “They picked the wrong berries.”

      Her lips contort. “Won’t make them sick, right?” After how I’ve heard them treat her, she’s still concerned. The woman’s a saint.

      “No, they just aren’t sweet. They don’t listen very well, do they?”

      She shakes her head. “They tend to not hear anything that doesn’t come out of their own mouths.”

      “Well said.”

      I take them around another bend. Right in the middle of the trail, the dirt a little soft from a rain yesterday, is evidence that we aren’t alone. I give the motion for everyone to stop. I need to get a beat on where the bear is, if he’s near.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, her breast rubbing up against my shoulder as she looks around me.

      I inhale a long breath and concentrate. I’ve looked hired killers in the face with a gun pointed at me and didn’t blink, but this woman makes my knees weak. “Bear tracks and scat,” I say slow and low.

      The guys gather around.

      I turn to face them. “Group, I think this is as far as I think we should go on this particular trail.”

      “Why?” one of the youngest calls out.

      “Fresh bear tracks.”

      Half of them have already turned and started back down the trail. They’re the smart ones, but I’m sure this group has a couple of daredevils.

      “I’ve never seen a bear.” A man with a thin mustache stands in the middle of the path.

      I shake my head. “And today’s not going to be the day to change that.”

      “How bad can they be?”

      “Deadly. Turn around, sir.” I motion with a twirl of my fingers.

      He says something to his buddy and they crack up. This fraternity bullshit is getting on my nerves.

      “Guys, keep it moving.” I motion them to turn around. It’s going to be a challenge to keep all of the group together. I pull out a can of bear spray. “Karma, do you think you could lead us out of here? I need to hold up the back because bears are known to see a retreat as weakness and if they’re hungry enough or have cubs on the line, they’ll do what they need to do to eat.”

      She grabs the can and darts in between the hikers. She holds up the red can when she’s at the front. I smile.

      My fight-or-flight instincts are ruined by my past job. No fear. No excitement in the situation. I feel like a living ghost in my own body. I want to feel more, but I’ve taxed my mind to the limit too many times in the recent past. I’ve ignored the signals that I was cracking and when I finally did, I ended up here on the mountain, but even a mountain man needs money, so I started the hiking company to earn a living. I’m up to seven part-time guides and two full-time ones. A company of ten of us. And then a friend wanted to invest in a business for when he moves back to the mountain and he asked me to help with the lodge portion. I couldn’t pass up the equity he offered in return for my help.

      Both are an accomplishment, but I don’t feel pride. Only obligation.

      The past stole things from me that I don’t realize until I want to feel and there’s little and sometimes nothing to feel.

      An hour and twenty-minutes later we reach the lodge. Karma has kept them on a pace that has everyone, including myself, breathing a little faster. Some of the guys look like they’ll need oxygen, but they head to the bar, nonetheless.

      “Thanks for leading,” I tell her, putting my backpack in the cubby behind the front desk. “I really appreciate it.”

      My business partner is silent and wishes to remain that way. As long as he gets his monthly profit check, he’s fine with the arrangement. And so am I. I don’t need someone questioning my ways. I have a manager for the restaurant and the lodging sides. I really only meet with them once a week to handle signing off on any major purchases. I’d really like to hand those duties over to someone else, but I’m not interested in taking on another financial partner.

      “I’m gonna…go shower.” She motions her head. I almost feel like it’s an invite, but I’m sure it’s not.

      I can imagine that voluptuous body under the stream of water. Beads of water trailing down her chest, stomach… and lower.

      “Enjoy,” I choke out.

      She walks backwards toward the hallway. “Still on for that drink?”

      “Definitely. I’ll have to finish up some paperwork for the week, but I’ll be around. Just ask a team member to come find me.”

      “Will do. Thanks for today, Flint. Great hike. I know I’m going to be sore tomorrow.”

      Until today, I questioned my choice of occupation after being a SEAL, feeling like this was a step down, but now…

      Maybe it has potential.

      I make my way to the restaurant and bar. Mr. Randall is sitting at the bar, as expected, but I was wrong, vodka is his pain killer.

      I consider my options, but being the business owner, and not wanted to be sued by a lawyer who’s probably not afraid to do so, I walk over. “Mr. Randall, how are you doing?”

      “I’m considering going back to Helena. I’d hate to end up with a scar, might need my plastic surgeon to give it a once over.”

      “We’d hate to see you go, but I understand.” I know the words don’t sound sincere, but I tried.

      “My partners have my permission to do as they see fit for the rest of the retreat.”

      “Very good.” That right there means all the hikes will be cancelled and they’ll be sitting on these bar stools for the remainder of the trip. Enjoying the open bar package that they insisted on, even though a few of the lawyers appear not to drink.

      On one hand, I’m bummed about the situation. I enjoy guiding hikes and giving information about the Diamond Ridge Mountains. Today, I’d done a little less of the latter because the weather was so beautiful. Usually it’s more of a conversation starter than anything. Plus, my attention was taken by one thing. Karma.

      “I hope that we can meet any needed changes.”

      One of the guys grumbles. “I’m gonna need a massage tomorrow after Karma’s pace back to the lodge.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that the hike wasn’t to your liking. I’d be glad to send Jack over to take your request and set something up, if the traveling massage therapists still have some openings.”

      “This place doesn’t have a spa?” he seems to be looking around, but his gaze just randomly wanders.

      “It’s definitely something I’ve thought about.” It wasn’t. People shouldn’t be coming here to be inside. They should be outside. Taking in the fresh air, communing with nature, and absorbing the clarity and openness that the mountain has to offer. Don’t fix what isn’t broken, my grandfather always said.

      I give a nod and hope that I can convince Karma to take that drink back to my cabin on the back side of the property. Away from seeing any of these men again for the night. “Have a good night gentlemen.”

      I back away, but not far before I run into Jack.

      “How’d the hike back go?” I keep my voice quieted.

      Jack stays silent and that’s all I need to know. My employees do not need to be treated like that. Mr. Randall has indicated his intent to leave tonight, but in the event he chooses to stay, I will be asking him to leave.

      I start to walk away when I hear the spa dude chuckling. “I might be heading back into Helena then. I’m not going back out there, especially if Ms. Moreno’s leading us back. I had a goddamn boner the whole time I was behind her. I’d like to…” He makes a vile noise.

      “But remember, karma’s a bitch,” another man says. “You’d probably end up with a disease.”

      “Not if we use that goddamn condom in her backpocket.”

      “I saw that, too. I love a prepared—” The word he finishes with doesn’t need to be used for any woman.

      I stop, closing my eyes. My hands fists and my heart kicks into a pace I haven’t felt in a long time. My body prepares without even knowing it.

      Don’t go back. They’re not worth it.

      But she is.
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      I take a long hot shower. Probably should’ve been a cold one to calm my body. That moment when he pulled me close in the forest, the only think I could hear was the sound of my heart beating. Plus, I didn’t know if it was the lack of oxygen from the altitude or the gravity of the moment, but I couldn’t breathe.

      Plus, Flint didn’t blink once in asking me to lead the group back. He trusted me to do it and that ratcheted my attraction to him even higher. Sure, I was scared, but I was positive he wouldn’t let anything happen to us. He had this confidence and authority about him. And he thanked me. Thanked. Me.

      I haven’t been thanked for anything at the law firm for months. I try to think back, and nothing comes into mind. And if that’s the case, shouldn’t I think hard about why that is?

      I tug the jersey-knit, sleeveless, little black dress over my head. I threw it into my suitcase because it’s a standard travel accessory, but I never thought I’d be wearing it. The slinky dress might be a little out of character for the rustic place, but I rarely get a chance to go out, I’m making the most of it.

      I blow-dry my hair and add a few curls into the lower third that brushes under my shoulder bones. Today I wore a ponytail, but I normally wear it tidied into a low structured bun, mostly for convenience. Tonight, I’m ready to let my hair down. Literally. Some bright red lipstick, a little mascara, and I’m good to go. I think.

      Not that I’m thinking it will happen, but I’ve never had a one-night stand. Actually, I’ve never had “a stand” of any kind. Taking care of Marco for the last eleven years, while getting my degree and focusing on my career has kept me out of anyone’s bed and sometimes with long-long days I don’t get to sleep in mine and end up on the cold leather couch in my office. Opening Marco up to another human in his life is always a worry of mine. Sure, he adjusted to Ben, but Ben understood what Marco needed from some of the “Diversity and Inclusion in Treatment” classes his degree required. They taught successful interaction and common misperceptions that obstructed and prevented effective medical care.

      I open my door and when I look up, a smile explodes on my face. “Hello.”

      “Good evening.” Flint’s wearing a pair of dark gray chinos and a royal blue polo that complements his eyes. The copper hair and beard make those blue irises seem like they’re an ultra-hot flame burning. I wonder if they’re burning for me.

      Flint steps forward, places a soft, lingering kiss on my cheek, and draws a bouquet of wildflowers from behind his back. “I hope I’m not making assumptions, but I was hoping this is a date, Ms. Moreno.”

      I kiss his cheek and whisper in his ear, “Your assumptions are well founded, Mr. Durham. Let me put these into some water in my room.”

      He points down and there’s a water filled Mason jar vase next to my door. Lifting it, he assists me as I slip the eclectic stems into the water and I set the collection inside on the nightstand.

      He doesn’t come into the room and I appreciate that. I need some time to get to know him. The real him.

      “You okay with having dinner and drinks in my cabin?” he asks, with his easygoing way.

      I bite the inside of my lip with my back to him. I turn and nod. “Sounds great.”

      Really it sounds intimidating, but I grab my phone and decide to let the night play out the way it does.

      I slip past him and his cologne sinks into my senses. It’s deep with hints of soft spruce, dried leaves, and a little bit of sweet berry. I let out a little whimper at the combination, but I don’t care. My nipples tighten under my dress and I wonder how far into dinner we’ll actually get before I can’t stand it anymore.

      We walk next to each other, my kitten heels clicking on the slate tile flooring. The whole lodge is shades of gray and whites. It’s a little harsh and sterile for me, but I can imagine a little more color making it a little warmer.

      “Did you pick out the wall color?” I ask.

      “No, Emerald Lodge came like this.”

      “Can I make a suggestion?”

      He slips his hand into mine. “Suggest away, Karma.”

      I glance down at the connection. He doesn’t crush my hand, we’re holding each other. Embracing. The warmth overwhelms me.

      “A light sage green would really warm these walls.”

      He slides to a stop and my stomach plummets. I’ve intervened in his business. You’d think working with the men at RWT would have taught me to keep my mouth shut.

      “That’s a fantastic idea. I’ve always wondered why I feel so cold in these hallways. It’s the wall color. Not the heated floors.”

      I squat down and feel. They’re ambient temperature, which is a smart way to heat and even in June in Montana it can get into the forties at night.

      “Super smart.” I look up at him.

      “It was an idea from my partner.”

      I still as I stand. “Partner?”

      Flint’s eyes widen, the white showing. “No! No…business partner.”

      My relief is visible in my slumping shoulders. “Thank God. Thought I was going to have an affair with a married man.”

      He smirks. “Just an affair?” His body moves so close that if I move a hair…

      Yes.

      I press my body into his and he slips his arms around me.

      My phone buzzes in my dress pocket.

      His eyebrows shoot up. “That’s a strong vibration.”

      I laugh. “Never noticed, but when it’s pressed between us…” I gulp. “It’s quite invigorating.”

      It buzzes again. It’s a call. I pull it out.

      “Sorry, I have to take this.” I step away. “Hey, Marco, how’s your day been?”

      “Ben’s being mean.”

      We do go through this once a week. What Ben’s being is direct, usually for Marco’s safety.

      “What’s going on?”

      Flint takes a few steps away, leaning back against the wall, his long thin legs crossed at the ankles and his arms crossed coolly on his chest. His eyes skim my body and I react in places that I never thought possible. My belly almost feels like it has champagne popping inside and a slickness starts between my legs. I’m positive the hallway has become a hundred degrees.

      “Marco, I bet Ben’s not being mean. What’s going on?”

      “I want to take the bus to the mall to meet my friend Dustin. Ben said no. I’m old enough. I’m smart enough. I can do it.”

      “Ben knows those things. And so do, I, Marco. He wants you to be safe. Did he give you options?”

      “He said he can go with me later, but I want to go now!”

      I can understand my brother’s spontaneity. At this moment, there are lots of things I want…right now.

      “Can you put Ben on the phone?”

      “Yes,” he mumbles the word.

      “Hey, Karma. Sorry—"

      “Nope, remember, never apologize. It’s all good.”

      “I know, but I wanted you to have a weekend away.” He sighs. “I promise, if I could go with him, I would. I have a huge test on Monday. I just need a few hours of solid studying.”

      “How about inviting Dustin over to the apartment?”

      “Marco, how about you invite Dustin over here?” Ben sighs as Marco yells out “Yes!”

      “How do you always come up with the right option?” he asks me.

      “Twenty-two years, Ben.”

      “Understood. You having a good time?”

      “It’s been very eye opening.”

      “Interesting. I’ll look forward to hearing how. Okay, I need to get off of his phone so he can call Dustin.”

      “Tell Marco I’ll see him for dinner on Sunday.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I try to make dinner with Marco at least twice a week. It’s been less the last two months, and I’ll be changing that.

      I hang up.

      Flint tips his head. “Kids?”

      I look at the crinkles around his eyes. He’s wise. He’s seen the world and probably has seen it all. But do how honest do I have to be with a man I might drive away from in less than two days?

      “My brother, Marco. He has Down Syndrome and sometimes he just needs a little perspective and coaching.”

      He reaches out. “Don’t we all?”

      I slide in front of him. “Flint, I can’t go further than this weekend.”

      He nods. “Figures. The first woman in almost forty years who makes my heart flutter would be the one I’ll have to say goodbye to.”

      His honesty wipes every thought from my head. I’ve waited for him, too.

      I swallow down those growing feelings. They’ll only complicate what should be two adults enjoying a moment.

      “But I’d still like to get to know you, Flint.” And you can come have sushi with me in Helena.

      It was only a ninety minute drive. But ninety minutes was ninety minutes. It wasn’t the time; it was the effort that might be the big issue.

      “Sweetheart, I’ll take a night with you, if I can’t have more.”

      I run a hand up his stomach, over those hard planes, up over his chest, around his neck. His head lowers and I raise to my tiptoes to press my lips to his. The soft lips caress mine in a delicate and slow dance. He allows me to take the lead for just a moment, before his hand slips behind my head and he’s adjusting me to his will. Stealing a piece of me. Take hold inside of me.

      He flicks the split of my lips and I open. The first time I’ve let a man into my body. I want this man. He’s the one I can trust to treat my body with respect and make me feel appreciated.

      Our tongues tangle and the rush of lust burns in my belly. He slows the roll of his tongue to a delicate twirl and then he draws away, coming back for a simple brush of his lips.

      “That was a surprise.”

      The warmth of a blush sears my chest and cheeks. “I think tonight will be full of surprises for both of us, Flint.”

      His fingers tangle with mine and he kisses my forehead before he guides me along the hallway. “I didn’t expect there to be so much steam inside of that cool exterior.”

      “Oh, I have the fire of a generations of Hispanic women inside of here. And a temper to match. My grandmother used to say that the only thing predictable about Moreno women is that they are unpredictable.”

      He stifles a laugh.

      “You can laugh. I thought it was funny, but it’s true.”

      We walk along a charming slate sidewalk that leads to his log cabin, hidden by a buildup of earth from the prying eyes of the lodge inhabitants. Idyllic with a cedar shake roof and stone exterior. The inside glows through the bay window.

      “It’s not fancy, but it’s home.” He pushes on the door handle and when it opens, I’m transported to comfort and calm. All browns and blues create a palate that’s masculine and yet warm, colors that hide a myriad of spills and stains, especially for a man who works outside.

      “Duke!” The sound of padded feet with claws clacks on the wood floor.

      “Oh my…” My mouth drops open and my heart clops faster in my chest. That’s not a dog, it’s a horse.

      The massive dog walks like he has all the time in the world. If he were galloping toward me, I’d be just an outline in the wood front door, something from a cartoon, but in real life.

      I step behind Flint. “Um…I don’t…” My words staccato out of my mouth.

      “He’s a gentle giant, I promise.” He motions the dog to speed up and Duke stops to give a long shake of his body that starts at his head and then trails through his chest and final out of his tail. “Duke, sit.”

      He seems to roll his eyes at his owner and I giggle. “I think your teenager is giving you the ‘really dad’ attitude.”

      “He’s actually still only a child. He’ll be eight months old… actually today.”

      “Then happy eight-month birthday, Duke. But will he get bigger than this?” I step out from behind him and the dog’s eyes follow me.

      “Probably not too much. He’ll get broader shoulders and fill out.”

      “Wow.” I reach out and he sniffs my hand. He slides closer on his butt, while still maintaining his sitting stance.

      “Duke!” Flint shakes his head. “He’s supposed to sit still and not move, he knows it, but I think he likes you.”

      “Never had a dog before.” I give him a scratch on top of his head.

      “He’s lazy inside of the cabin but get him outside and he’s a wild man.”

      I wonder how much of a wild man his owner can be.

      “I had the chef make us some…” He lifts the lid. “Carbonara pasta with salad and fresh bread.”

      “Oh, god yes…” I move and Duke gives a grumble.

      “Release,” Flint directs, and Duke moves around the room.

      I look around the cabin. There are two doors toward the back. I’m assuming one’s the bedroom and one’s the bathroom. The kitchen is galley-style behind a wall, which I appreciate because I’m a messy cook. And the kitchen table is in the bay window, giving a great view of the mountains.

      “Can I help you with anything?”

      A friendly smile settles onto his face. “Nope, just relax.”

      Relax? What’s that?

      I take a seat and Flint pours me a glass of wine and I take a sip.

      “Delicious.”

      “Argentinian. I had it when I was…” He shakes his head. His pause and body hiccup seem to almost be a brain reset.

      I look out the window. The mountain so majestic and calming.

      “You like the wine?” he asks setting the salad bowl on the table.

      I pause. “I thought we already covered this.”

      He stops while tossing the salad. The blue in his eyes darkens. “We did. I…I’m sorry. I have a past with Argentina and sometimes it floods my memories in a weird way and I can’t think.”

      “A woman?”

      He smirks. “No, my second employer and what I went through with them.”

      I can empathize with that. A bad employer can take the pleasure out of any job and honestly, I think cause trauma like symptoms.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask.

      His fingers slide under my chin. “Not tonight, beautiful.”

      I love how he says ‘beautiful.’ It’s easy and flows from him. No rehearsal, just honesty.

      “I’m not sure there’ll be more nights, Flint.”

      He slips onto a wood chair. “Let’s just say I’ve had to save my own life too many times and the last time I really thought I was a goner.”

      “Oh.”

      I could imagine that facing mortality changed a person. Some would learn to live life to the fullest and others…others would run from civilization to live a simple life…and others would just give up.

      I place the napkin my lap. “Obviously my employer isn’t fantastic either.”

      A hard huff of air comes from his nose. “Yes, and your coworkers leave a lot to desire.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Your coworkers leave a lot to desire.”

      I shake my head and laugh. “It was better the first time, but thanks.”

      “So why stay there?”

      I serve myself bread and salad. He can tell I eat, there’s no reason to stay hungry.

      “Pay. Stability. Perks. Potential.”

      “But not the people.”

      “There are a couple of law students and a few of the clerical staff who I really enjoy, but…most I could definitely do without.”

      “I know how hard it is to leave a job, so I’m not judging.”

      “Thanks, Flint.”

      “Enough of the heavy stuff. What do you like to do in your downtime?”

      “Also a rough subject.”

      He offers the bowl of pasta to me and I fill the rest of my plate with a good serving. Pasta is my favorite.

      I take another drink of wine. “I work sixty hours a week so that doesn’t leave time for much else. I work out every morning at the gym in the law firm. I’d love to do something like movies or concerts, but then I feel guilty for not seeing my brother. I usually just sit at home and explore Pinterest.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A delightful time-suck of all things food, travel, decorating, and crafting.”

      “Is that how you knew the green color?”

      “A little, and I have a green on the walls in my house in Helena and I think it would look nice here with the nature and the color of the gray slate. Paint a swatch and see what you think. Don’t like it, paint the white back over it.”

      “Good plan. I bet you have a lot of those.”

      I wind up a forkful of the carbonara. The salty smell of bacon and parmesan make my mouth water. “I have a few. Unfortunately, not everyone wants to hear them.”

      “I’d be glad to listen to any and all of your ideas and your problems, Karma.” He gazes into my eyes and I feel like I’m drowning in a sea of possibilities. Is it possible that I could’ve met the man of my dreams in the mountains?

      Someone who is as complicated as I am.

      Someone who has a past that hurts like mine.

      Someone who can understand how it feels to be trapped.

      My someone?
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      Dinner’s over and we’re on our second bottle of wine. Conversation stays light after a few of the earlier heavy topics. I have to remember that talking about Argentina is my kryptonite. I avoid it at all costs to not have to talk about it. And normally it doesn’t come up, but I’d requested that winery’s wine and the restaurant manager did what she could to get it in.

      We move to the couch.

      “You want dessert?” I ask.

      “I don’t think so. I ate too much. I’ll need that hike in the morning.”

      “Need some water?”

      “Wine’s like eighty-five percent water, right?” She holds up her dwindling glass.

      I give her another generous pour.

      “Can I ask you a question?” she says quietly.

      “Sure.”

      “How was your time in the military before that other employer?”

      I blow out a long breath. “A lot of things happened, but none worth repeating.”

      “I think you and I have a problem.”

      Problem?

      She sets her wine glass on the coffee table. “We’re both burying pain. Mine stems from my job and not feeling appreciated and you…yours is much deeper. I don’t know what it is, but…” Karma slides closer and her hands slip into my hair. “Flint, I want to know, and I want to do whatever I can to help you.”

      “Two days, Karma. That’s not enough time to fix me. It would take a miracle.”

      “Maybe I’m your miracle to help you get over your past.” Her eyes widen after she says it. “I…I didn’t mean, yours as in yours. I meant as in…”

      I claim her mouth and drown her worries in the kiss. She is mine. She will forever be the woman who found me in the mountains. Behind my closed eyes I can see her beautiful creamy tan skin in a white dress, walking toward me, a bouquet of wildflowers, just like the one I gave to her. I picked them myself from our gardens. I see a ring. I see a future.

      Her hands trail over my chest and down my stomach, cupping over my cock as it tents my pants. I groan into her mouth. She skims the outline and the mass grows until he’s pulsing with every brush of her palm. I drop a hand down that graceful neck, grazing over her décolletage, feminine and sexy as fuck.

      My hand cups her full breast. I suck in realizing she doesn’t have a bra on. The hard nub of her nipple protrudes, and I round my thumb to ignite the swollen peak.

      She draws her lips from mine and throws her head back, eyes closed. I lean forward and through the layer of dress, I lightly torment the tantalizing summit with my teeth.

      “Yes. Flint.” When her eyes connect to mine they caramel centers burst with hunger. Her chest heaves in my hand. “I’m a…virgin.”

      I open my mouth to say something, but she doesn’t let me, she covers my mouth with hers. Her tongue frantically tortures mine. Quick rolls and frantic thrusts. We’re not kissing, we’re fucking with our mouths. I slide my hand up her bare leg, under the hem of her dress.

      “Fuck.” Her panties are dripping.

      “I’ve never been like this. I’m on fire everywhere, Flint.”

      “What do you want to happen, Karma?”

      She stares into my eyes. “I want you. I’ve never wanted anyone like this. I’ll understand if you’re not in for leading a twenty-eight-year-old woman through her—”

      “I would be honored and it’ll be something I’ll always remember.”

      Her head tips and she smiles lightly. “Me, too.”

      I slowly brush my fingers over her panties. She shivers.

      “Tell me if something doesn’t feel good.”

      She nods frenziedly. “That feels good, but I wonder…how it would feel if you…”

      I slip a finger under the edge of her panties and in between those drenched pussy lips. I don’t enter her. I want her to be ready for anything and everything.

      I use my other hand to grab the waistband slip the unwanted fabric down her legs. My middle finger presses into the dewy center of her body, not entering, just resting.

      “Please…I want to feel you touch me…inside.”

      In a way, Karma’s already inside of me. I’m sure of this. She could be the spice of my life. She could be the heat in my nights. She might be the one to save my future from my past.

      I decide to just forget everything and be here. She deserves that. What has happened can’t be a part of this. This is too important to let it into our time together.

      I slowly penetrate those untouched tissues. Damn. I growl as her pussy clenches around my finger. “You okay?”

      “Dios mío!” She mumbles other words in Spanish, each one ratcheting my heart rate. “Mierda!” She screams out as I pass my thumb over her stiff clit. It’s not a tiny pearl. It’s a marble-sized treasure, and I’ve never felt one as reactive.

      I slip off of sofa and adjust her body, kneeling between her legs. I lower my head toward her pussy.

      “Flint!”

      I still, bringing only my eyes to hers. “What?”

      “I’m…scared.”

      I reach up and cup her jaw. “Sweetheart, I’m here for you. I won’t hurt you and I promise, as much as you don’t want to know this…I know what I’m doing when it comes to making love.”

      She licks her lips. Her voice comes out all husky and warm, “I trust you…”

      I lift her legs onto my shoulders and pull her ass down a little for access. She’s beautiful, everywhere. Her pussy shines red and engorged. The sheen of her pussy juices makes my mouth water.

      I lower my head slowly, not diving in, but only slipping my tongue along the center, not dipping into her body. She’s spicy, like cinnamon. It’s like the sangria we offer in the bar. Essences of berries and sweet cabernet float saturate my mouth.

      “Fuck, Karma, you taste like heaven.”

      “Don’t stop. No detengas, por favor!” Her head rocks in the couch cushion.

      I can tell she’s not hurting. Her fingers clutch my head and she directs me to her clit. I lathe my tongue over the stiff mass of nerves.

      “Yes…fuck, yes!”

      I wrap my mouth around her clit and suck.

      Her body shakes. “Ya…Ya voy!” She moans and I wonder if people in the lodge can hear her. I don’t really want those assholes in there to hear her. “I’m coming, Flint. Yes…Yes!”

      I slip a finger inside of her and brush along the front of her walls, finding that spongy spot that can blow her mind. I continue sucking on her clit, slowly trusting my hand.

      “Oh, my God, again. I’m there again! Mierda!”

      I lower my mouth to catch the flood of her juices on my tongue. Her pussy vibrates around my finger, tight. My cock pulses, hard as granite. He wants to take this woman, but I won’t, if she’s not ready.

      I reach down and release my cock from my pants, stroking while her body comes down.

      “Flint, I need you.”

      “You’re sure?”

      She nods. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

      I stand and step out of my pants. I grasp her hands and guide her to stand. “Bedroom, sweetheart.”

      Karma follows and when we’re in the room, she lifts my shirt and her mouth is everywhere on my chest. Sucking a nipple into her mouth, my cock seems to grow twice as hard. I groan as every inch of my body awakens.

      I feel invigorated when I’m with her. I was a ghost in my own life before. But with Karma, I’m renewed. I’m alive.

      Her long fingers wrap my cock in heat and I thrust the hardness into the clenching softness.

      I lift her dress and she releases my cock to let the fabric slip over her head. I step back to take a look at the beauty in front of me.

      Her whisky eyes sweep my body and the side of her mouth lifts. “You are a gorgeous man, Flint Durham.”

      “And you are a goddess, Karma Moreno.”

      I lead her to the bed. Throwing back the covers, she crawls under, her shapely ass making my cock weep with pre-cum. I shiver as my balls rise in my sack. I have to keep control. I feel like I’m a teenager again.

      I chuckle.

      “What?” she asks her eyes curious.

      “It’s been…a while…for me. We’ll go slow, but I’m asking for some understanding.”

      She reaches out. “Mi ángel, te tengo.” My angel, I have you.

      I slip my hand into hers and give a squeeze. “I have you, too.”

      “Come make love to me, Flint.”

      I open the nightstand and pull out a condom.

      “I’m covered and clean,” Karma offers.

      I stare at that foil packet. “And I’m clean. If you’re sure, I’d love to show you how skin-to-skin to feels.” I stroke my cock and her eyes widen.
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      “Yes…I want that.” If this is our only time together. I want to feel him. I want to bond our bodies without anything between us.

      I reach between my legs and rub my clit, priming my body again. My neck arches on a burst of pleasure as he climbs in next to me.

      His hand replaces mine and his mouth lowers to my ear. Teeth nip at the lobe. “I want to hear you scream my name, Karma, while I’m sliding into that perfect, dripping pussy of yours.” A finger dips into my body. The tissues still tingly from my last orgasm…orgasms. I don’t know which because it seemed like one never ended when the second took me over.

      I clench my legs around his hand as my pussy quakes. His lips land on mine and we tango our tongues. I slide my hand over the mushroom head of his cock and then down.

      I can’t take it anymore. My body was a dormant volcano, but I can feel the eruption building. “Now, mi amor…”

      He moves over me and the warm head of his cock seats outside of the entrance to my body. I look into his eyes and nod when he presses his forehead to mine. I gasp at the pressure as his cock forges through the uncharted territory. He stills when he’s broken through.

      “You okay?”

      “Dios Mio! Fuck yes.” I pant. “More, please. More…”

      He slides inside of me further and my body rocks with the first tremors of what’s to come. And further.

      “Wow.”

      “You okay, sweetheart?”

      “I want all of you, my mountain man.”

      He nuzzles my cheek. “Karma, you can have all of me, now and always.”

      I feel like I’m being torn apart, but it’s not anything he’s doing to me, it’s in my chest. I’ll never see this man after this weekend, and I don’t think I can imagine how much it will hurt then, if it feels like I’m being crushed right now.

      He plants deep inside of me. “All eight inches in that warm, tight pussy.”

      His hips rock and I moan through the long thrusts. My thighs burn and my belly tightens, a ball of energy ready to detonate.

      I wrap my arms around him tight as he lowers his body to mine, propped up on his elbows along my sides. His hands tangle in my hair.

      His lips meet mine and he thrusts faster. I tangle my legs around his ass. He drives a millimeter deeper. A match has been struck inside of me and the bomb sizzles.

      “I’m gonna come…” I whisper against his lips.

      He looks me in the eyes. “Siempre te amaré, Karma.”

      I will always love you, Karma.

      I liberate the past. I’m his and I’ll never not be. I let nature take over and my body pulses around his cock.

      He plants deep. “Forever.”

      Hot bursts of cum coat my walls and I savor how he’s claiming me and yet setting me free in so many ways.

      I already miss you.
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      I wake to his slow snores. I glance at the nightstand. 4:57am.

      Only people who have to be up this early are. And that includes me.

      I slip from the bed and stare at him. Lying on his stomach, a muscular arm kinked above his head, his face twitched with a grimace.

      He loves me and I’m sure I love him, too. But love can’t change that we live in different places and have very different lives. I can’t leave Marco. Flint can’t leave his business. It isn’t anything I can litigate my way out of. It is simply the way it is.

      Plus, as much as he wants me, there is something not right inside of him. Not broken, but marred, grooved deep. I want to figure out how to help him. And I will.

      I walk back to the lodge, my heels swinging in my hand. I listen to the birds. I stop to watch the sun creeping over the eastern ridge, layers of purple and pink, with a sear of orange around the sun. I can imagine waking up to that view every morning.

      I take a shower and get ready for the morning hike. I head to breakfast, grabbing a yogurt and a bowl of fresh berries. I sit by myself, as usual. My heart taps faster in my chest seeing him step into the room.

      His gaze catches me and he smiles softly. He mouths, “Good morning, beautiful,” to me.

      “A very, very good morning,” I mouth back, and his smile widens and mine does the same.

      “Someone had a good night.”

      The voice isn’t one I needed to hear today. I straighten my back and for some reason make sure my hair is pulled into a bun. My stomach rolls with the thought of the lack of control I feel.

      “Good morning Mr. Taggart. I thought maybe you would head back into Helena like Mr. West?”

      He slips into a chair across from me. A cloud of liquor and cigars falling over me. “Then I remembered my wife is in town since I’m out of it. I’ll just be waiting out my time here until she goes back to Denver.”

      I ignore the fact that he believes that is a relationship because it’s none of my business and I know what a relationship should be like. My parents were married for thirty-nine years. They thought they couldn’t have kids and then I was a surprise and Marco six years later. They’d lived long but hard lives to make sure we had what we needed in life. Both died suddenly from diseases we couldn’t prepare for, and I had to recover quickly to take care of Marco. But I could imagine them in heaven now, holding hands and smiling when they see Marco achieving a new goal and when I… keep doing what I’m doing. Which brings me back to the man across the table from me.

      “How’s Mr. Randall’s… injury?” I want to say “boo-boo” but I refrain.

      “He’ll have a doctor look at it, but we’re not going to sue.”

      I mix my berries and yogurt. The red raspberries bleeding red into the white yogurt and the image much too fitting.

      He tips a glass of alcohol up. It’s eight in the morning. “You got that project fixed, right?”

      My heart races. I’d been so set on getting ready for the date with Flint. I shake my head. “No, I’m sorry, I forgot.”

      He takes a long puff of a cigar, when clearly there’s a “No Smoking” sign. “I told West that he was wrong. You’re not ready to be a partner.”

      I stand and lift the bowl. “I’ll go take care of it now.” I turn away from him to put my bowl on a rack for the bus person.

      “Looks like you had a really good night. Might want to replace your emergency protection, Ms. Moreno.”

      I spin to him. “What?”

      He leans forward. “The condom you had in your back pocket yesterday…all the guys saw it. Quite the talk of happy hour.”

      My chest starts to heat as I think what the hell he could be talking about. Then it hits me. And it hits me hard. These people honestly thought I had a condom in the back of my hiking pants. And obviously they’d spent enough time looking at my ass and discussing that circle.

      The heavy-duty hair tie circle in my back pocket.

      This is what these men think about when they think of me. The Good-‘Ole-Boys network no longer needs its dose of XX chromosome in their XY.

      I lean forward resting my knuckles on the table. “I fucking quit.”

      My eyes meet Flint’s as he’s talking to an employee and they still.

      Mr. Taggart doesn’t flinch. “Okay, your resignation has been accepted. I told West that you’d do this, too. No woman has ever made it at RWT. Didn’t figure a spicy little number would be the first. You did last long enough that we considered making you a partner, but I was right. Not worth the paper your contract was written on.”

      “You’re wrong there. I’m worth it. And I’ll find a place that will respect me and promote me because I do a great job, not because they believe I’ve paid some debt and it’s owed.”

      “Whatever. You can leave now.”

      My eyes burn, but I won’t let him see me break. I turn and I push against the glass door to the outside. I’m not upset with what I did. I’m upset that it took me so long to do it. How much I’d put up with. How much pain and anguish I’d forced myself to accept in the name of the carrot they dangled.

      I start down a path. I move faster, and faster, until I’m jogging through the forest. The path winding higher and higher. My blood pumping strong. The oxygen flowing through me. A clarity coming over me.

      The stress rolls off of me. The mountain absorbs the pain, the past, the wrongs. I feel better than I have in years. I think about Marco. Ben. Friends I haven’t seen in months…years. I daydream about blue eyes and exploring each other’s bodies.

      I inhale deeply and exhale everything that isn’t good and happy.

      I round a corner. My feet taking me faster. I’ve jogged, but this is running. I bring myself back to the here and now and realize how dark it’s gotten. I was lighting my own path. It’s not like I’ve been running all day, but it’s a fast-moving storm.

      The wind before the rain slaps me in the face, leaves of trees falling from the skies as my ponytail whips in a whirlwind. I see the sheet of rain, and I can’t see anything past it.

      I turn and start running back. I won’t outrun the squall line, but I’ll try. I realize I’ve taken a wrong turn when I hit a grove of pine trees that I didn’t pass on the way out. Dime sized drops of rain smack my skin. I chose a tank top and a pair of yoga pants this morning, to be comfortable, but now the air temperature is plummeting. My skin pebbles into goosebumps.

      I think about calling out, but then I remember. Bears.

      Letting them know I’m here, is it smart or just asking to be a human bear gummy treat? I see an overhang and decide it’s better than nothing. I near the ledge and there’s a dark area under it.

      And the dark area moves.

      I freeze. Everything from the last twenty-four hours flashes through my mind. Leading the group back, how I felt empowered. Helping my brother and his caretaker through a rough spell. Learning that my body had such passion, such energy, such love inside of it. Standing up for myself. And running. Running in the forest. Learning I could move on.

      And it will all end here.

      I start to back away and I hit something.

      A second bear? Standing?

      A hand clasps over my mouth and another pulls my body back to his. I try to shake from the hold, until he whispers, “Siempre te amaré, Karma.”

      I will always love you, Karma.

      I relax, but the bear moves.

      Flint’s lips brush my ear and I feel faint. It’s weird how I can be petrified by the situation and so turned on by this man.

      “Sweetheart, we can’t run from it, but…there’s a ranger station just over that hill. If we can make it up there, it’s twenty feet from the edge. You think you can climb the incline?”

      I look up. It’s steep. It appears almost straight up from here, but I know that it’s not.

      I nod once as rain runs down my body in freezing rivulets.

      “Okay, on the count of three.”

      The bear stands.

      “Three.” He yells and we both turn. My shoes slip and I wonder if I should tell him to go without me, but he grabs my hand and pulls me along with him. I start to get my footing and I’m making my way up the pitch. The rain pelts our bodies.

      “Don’t look back,” he yells through the beating rain.

      I don’t. I trust that nothing good is behind me now. Everything is in front of me.

      His nimble body crawls over the top ledge and he turns around for me, I reach out, but my foot slips and I slide about six feet down the hill.

      “Karma…please, get to my hand. You can do it, sweetheart. I believe in you.”

      I look into those blue eyes and I know I’ll never be right without them. They calm and excite me. They are my world.

      I force myself to my knees and crawl the last six feet. His eyes widen, but I don’t look behind me. I reach his hand and his massive arm lifts me almost into the air and over the top rim of the hill. I see the cabin. We take off hand-in-hand.

      I push through the door first and he slams it behind us.

      “Do I want to know?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Ten feet below you.”

      I clench my head in my hands and lean over as the thought of being in that bear’s mouth overcomes me. “Thank you. I can’t… thank…”

      Flint’s warm arms wrap around me. “I swear I could smell your perfume on the wind. There’s no other reason that I found you. You took an obscure trail.”

      I look up into his eyes. “It was karma. It was always karma.”

      He lets out a long cleansing breath. “You’re right, Karma. It was always meant to be you.”

      His mouth claims mine, our wet bodies molding.

      This mountain man is mine and the mountain is now my home, because he is my destiny, too.
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      Flint

      “Marco, you ready for this?”

      “Yes, but are you ready for this?”

      I smile. “I love your sister, Marco, and I love you, too.”

      Marco rolls his eyes and pushes his glasses back onto his nose. “I love you, Flint.” He wraps his arms around me. “But if you hurt my sister, I’ll put a mouse in your bed.” He snickers after he says it.

      He realized that my Achille’s heel is mice and he still finds it hilarious. I do not.

      “Understood, Marco.” I straighten his bowtie. “Okay, let’s go. Duke!” He comes running, a bowtie around his neck, too.

      We step out of the cabin and down to a newly erected gazebo where all the staff are seated on a platform created for weddings. Her idea and today, I can see how it was a great addition.

      I remember back to the day that we cemented we’d be one heart from two. After we celebrated escaping the bear with me taking her up against the solid wood door and her screaming my name…four times. My buddy Mack, Diamond Ridge Mountain man Ranger, knocked on the door with a gun in his hand.

      I’d called him to help me go after her and find her. Even the best tour guide doesn’t go out unprepared. I knew it was a recipe for disaster. Mack told us that the coast was clear now with a smirk on his face. Obviously, he’d heard what was happening.

      A day later, I laid out everything that had happened to me in a letter. Then I buried it in Diamond Ridge Mountain right near where we’d seen the bear. I figured he’d keep it safe. Diamond Ridge mountain now bore the weight of everything of my past, not me. This was my new life. The new me sealed the cracks in the former me and only looked forward.

      We made our way back and Ella collected her phone, a new message stared at her. She opened it and opened her emails and then started crying.

      A job working remotely for a non-profit sat right there for her. More money than she was earning at RWT Law, more flexibility, less stress. She’d missed the email in everything that weekend.

      The opportunity gave her the ability to also work with the lodge business. She’d offered up some ideas for changes—about a hundred—and we were slowly working through them. Each one is a homerun and the lodge is more profitable and packed with families and laughter every weekend.

      Marco moved up here, and so did Ben. He works the mountain with Ranger Cormack, Mack to his friends. Ben and Jack hit it off and they moved into a cabin on the mountain. Marco still hangs out with Ben and now Jack when he’s tired of me and Karma. He works the gift shop and leads the children’s story time on the weekends. He memorized forty-six children’s books to read. He’s now my brother and I can’t wait for his sister to be my wife.

      And now, here we stand a year later, Duke and Marco by my side, and Karma’s walking down the aisle toward me, just like I imagined that first night we were together. Her skin glows in the cream-colored flowing dress, wildflowers in her shiny dark hair, and massive bouquet…and bare feet? That’s weird.

      She walks the slate path, music leading her toward me.

      My business partner, Judd Cormack, Mack’s brother, opens his Bible. “Welcome everyone. We are gathered here today to join two souls into one.” Twenty minutes later, he slaps it closed. “What destiny brought together, let no man pull apart. I now pronounce your love as strong as the Diamond Ridge Mountains. You may kiss your bride, Flint.” He leans forward. “Make it a good one.”

      I dip my wife, she giggles. I kiss her like it’s the last kiss we’ll ever have, every time. She deserves it.

      The thirty guests stand and toss birdseed on us as we walk the aisle.

      She stops at the end. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Karma.” I peck her lips and see her painted toes sticking out from the hem of the long dress. “What’s up with the bare feet?”

      “Well, I figured if I was getting married when I’m pregnant, I should be in bare feet.”

      The blood drains from my extremities. “Really?”

      “You okay?”

      The world spun for just a moment, but then I remembered that I was standing on solid ground.

      “I’m wonderful. This is the best news. A baby to grow up here with us.” I touch her stomach and it growls. “I guess you might need to eat for two.”

      “Oh, and I changed the dinner menu for the reception since I can’t have sushi now.”

      “Darn,” I say with little real disappointment. “Congratulations, Mommy.”

      She laughs. “Congratulations, Daddy.”

      Karma is her name. And I’ll never be the same.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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