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      Clouds hovered over the mountain peaks, keeping them hidden.

      It was snowing in the high country and, even though Jon at the BLZV radio station disagreed, there would be snow on the roads by morning.

      Sitting in my car, I turned off the motor. Just before six o’clock on a Saturday morning, there were no other cars on Main Street.

      The only sound after I opened my car door was the wind sweeping through the valley.

      I never would get used to the dry wind, often full of dirt that always had a tendency to get inside my mouth.  But then I was a southern girl from Alabama, after all.

      Colorado had been my home now for five years and I’d known since the day I set foot on the campus in Boulder that it always would be.

      I was happy here. Safe.

      Mr. Mitchell, the local bank president, had promised me overtime for however long it took me to get the Mercantile Time in order.

      So I’d pulled my hair back in a ponytail, put on a pair of jeans, and a green flannel shirt along with my white sneakers and headed in to town for an early start.

      If I got through early enough, I could take an afternoon hike.

      I’d only been inside the little store one time and then only for a few minutes when I’d dropped off some paperwork to one of the girls who’d worked there.

      Anytime I’d asked what kind of store, exactly, it was, I’d only gotten vague answers. Someone said it was a general store, but not really. Someone else said it was some kind of book store. And another said it was a sort of a candy store. A tourist store. Sort of.

      All the answers seemed to come with qualifiers.

      I squared my shoulders and pulled the keys out of my handbag.

      I was about to find out.

      Two Farren girls had come and gone without explanation.

      Arya Farren and Hayden Farren.

      Arya had been here for awhile, but Hayden hadn’t been much more than a day when she’d vanished.

      The odd thing was that no one seemed to find it out.

      People just shrugged and said that the Farren family had their own way of doing things.

      But it had been a couple of weeks now and Mr. Mitchell was starting to get worried.

      I was his personal assistant.

      He’d given me the title of loan assistant because I had a bachelor’s degree in finance.

      But as far as my day to day life went, I was his assistant and he knew it.

      I didn’t mind.

      When I wasn’t working, I was hiking up in the mountains. I didn’t have the urge to go to the tops of the mountains. I was content walking along the trails and sitting next to the streams.

      I didn’t have to stay here and Mr. Mitchell knew it.

      An aunt I’d never even met had left me her mountain cabin. I must have had a kindred spirit with her because I’d been taken with the cabin the minute I’d seen it nestled in the fir and aspen trees.

      Just as I went to put the keys in the door lock, I saw a post-it note taped to the glass.

      Elouise,

      Heading out of town this morning.

      Call my cell if you need anything.

      Mr. Mitchell

      Pulling the note off the glass, I glanced over my shoulder.

      Old habits.

      Mr. Mitchell could have sent me a text message.

      But that’s how he did things.

      Instead of calling me on the phone when he needed something, he’d get up and walk over to my office to tell me.

      For some reason, the man seemed to have an aversion to technology.

      It was kinda funny because his wife handled all the technical aspects of the bank. She was basically customer service for the customers.

      I opened the door and stepped inside the store.

      It had obviously been closed for some time.

      Not only did it smell like a mixture of stale coffee and… peppermint, but there was a stack of mail that I had to step over just inside the door.

      Back where I was from, the mailman put the mail in a box at the end of the driveway. That was even how my mail came to the cabin.

      But here in town, everyone just had their mail dropped in through an opening in the door.

      It seemed like an old-fashioned way of getting email.

      I locked the door and laid my keys on the counter.

      I nearly jumped out of my shoes when a cuckoo clock starting chiming the hour.

      With my heart racing dangerously, I looked around.

      It really was a store that had no particular classification.

      One thing I would add to those vague descriptions was ice cream parlor. Sort of.

      There was only one table with two chairs, but a big bottle of syrup that had been left open behind the counter explained the peppermint scent.

      I went behind the counter and put the lid on the peppermint.

      It was almost like someone had left in a hurry.

      Almost.

      Other than the open peppermint bottle, the counter was tidy.

      It looked like my main job today was going to sorting through the mail. And maybe doing some inventory.

      Didn’t sound like a whole lot of fun, but somebody had to do it.

      There was decent sized leather trunk in the corner behind the counter.

      Curious, I slowly lifted the lid.

      There was nothing inside other than old quilts.

      Just another mystery.

      I didn’t know if they were for sale or just stored there.

      If I had to take a guess I’d say they were just stored.

      They looked pretty old and maybe hand made. Probably some kind of Farren family heirloom.

      Getting down to business, I went back to the front of the store, gathered up all the mail, and took it with me to the back of the store.

      It was going to be a long day.

      And the sun wasn’t even up good.
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      It was four o’clock before I pulled myself out of the pile of mail that had accumulated in the floor.

      Four o’clock in the afternoon.

      I had a dozen stacks of invoices and receipts.

      And one checkbook.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d written so many checks. But I didn’t know any of the online passwords or even if the accounts were set up for electronic payments.

      So after sorting everything out, I’d starting writing checks and putting them into envelopes.

      Just as I was standing up and stretching, I heard someone knocking on the front door.

      It was probably Mr. Mitchell stopping back by to check on my progress.

      For some reason, the Mercantile Time seemed to be a special project of his.

      Any other business and he would just foreclosed on it a long time ago.

      The day’s sunshine had come and gone while I worked.

      Now it was dusk and would be dark soon.

      So much for my hike.

      At any rate, it was time to call it a day and head home.

      After passing through the chocolate aisle, I had a clear view of the front door.

      It was definitely not Mr. Mitchell.

      It was a man who looked to be a few years older than I was, maybe early thirties.

      Though his hand was propped against the glass of the door, he was looking away, giving me a nice view of his profile.

      I hadn’t seen him before and I pretty much knew everyone in town. Not necessarily on a speaking basis, but I could pick them out in a line-up. And I was good at putting names and faces together.

      It was a little game I’d started playing in college while sitting in boring finance classes.

      As the professor called the roll, I’d learned at least one person’s name every class period.

      As I clicked open the lock, he turned and looked right at me.

      Even through the glass, his blue eyes almost glowed.

      Shaking my head at the fanciful notion, I pushed at the door and he opened it up.

      Now that we were face-to-face, I saw that his eyes were just a normal shade of blue. Not glowing at all. A trick of the light.

      “Can I come in?” he asked.

      “We’re not open,” I said, holding my ground.

      Even though it was obviously a store, it obviously wasn’t ready for customers. Besides, this time of day on a Saturday, all the downtown stores would be closed anyway.

      “I know,” he said and stepped inside.

      I’d left my cell phone on the table in the back room, so I couldn’t call for help even if I wanted to.

      The man didn’t look dangerous and I considered myself a good judge of character.

      Still…

      There was no reason for him to be here. at least not as far as I could see.

      “Have you looked inside the trunk?” he asked.

      “The trunk?” I echoed.

      At my blank expression, he just shrugged. “Of course you haven’t.”

      “The only trunk is behind the counter,” I said.

      Something about the way he said it rubbed me the wrong way.

      Like I didn’t have sense enough to look inside the trunk.

      “It’s only got a bunch of old quilts in it,” I told him.

      “Right,” he said, heading to the space behind the counter.

      As a customer, he wasn’t supposed to be behind the counter.

      But he wasn’t a customer.

      At least not any kind of regular customer.

      He seemed to know his way around.

      And he knew about the trunk.

      I followed him behind the counter.

      He was dressed all in black. He had black slacks and a black button-down shirt. Very business-like. He also wore a short black trench coat. As he walked, the coat flowed behind him like a cape.

      He looked from the trunk to his watch and back again.

      “It’s a little bit early,” he said.

      “Early for what?”

      As though on cue, the cuckoo clock went off and I jumped.

      “Close enough,” he said.

      Deciding that he could do no harm with the old trunk, I rested a hand on the smooth wood of the counter and watched him. It wasn’t like he was trying to get into the cash register.

      He knelt down and slowly opened the trunk.

      Unable to resist, I pushed off the counter
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