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Chapter 1

 


 


Samantha Sweet put the final touch on the
flourless truffle cakes on her worktable. Twenty-five perfect
little triangles of rich-enough-to-die-for chocolate, topped with a
fresh Melba sauce and each with a dollop of whipped cream. Now that
the weather had cooled a bit and the wedding season was nearly
over, Sam found herself gravitating toward richer recipes and the
heavier fare that autumn dictated.

“Does Ivan need all of those for the
meeting?” her daughter asked, barely keeping the whimper out of her
voice.

“Well, Kelly, no he does not. In fact, the
mystery book club is down to eight or ten members, and I’d planned
on sending enough for each to take two …”

“So, maybe there would be one or two for me
to take home?”

“Maybe.” Sam gave her daughter a wink and set
three of the pastries into a box. “There’s no way I’m leaving
either Scott or Anastasia out of the deal.”

“I give a five-year-old one of those and
she’ll be bouncing off the walls at midnight. She gets half, or
maybe two bites.”

Sam laughed at the description of her very
energetic and precocious granddaughter. “No kidding. Just because
they’re flourless doesn’t mean they’re sugarless. A couple bites
should be good.”

Kelly took one of the pastries out of the box
and placed it in a separate, fresh one. “I owe Emily a peace
offering. I cancelled our get-together this afternoon.”

“What happened?” Sam set the sticky saucepan
into the sink, dodging Julio, her head baker.

“She’d asked me to help sort through another
box of documents in her grandfather’s collection. I mean, I love
reading about the history of Taos, and her granddad really did find
some amazing things. It’s just that Scott hasn’t taken a day off
from his writing schedule all month, and he goes on tour in a few
days with the new book … I just felt like we needed family time
more than Em needed a fellow paper-sorter. I bailed on her.”

“I get that. It wasn’t the wrong call.”

“I don’t think so either. But I also feel
guilty as anything. So, I’m going to take her one of these. And the
minute Scott locks himself away in his writing room, I’ll pop by
the library and offer it to her along with my services for a few
hours of delving into the past. What do you think?”

“Perfect.” Sam boxed the rest of the
chocolate cakes, knowing Ivan Petrenko would be over within the
hour to pick them up. He’d mentioned having a visiting author this
month for the meeting of mystery book discussion and indulgence.
The group called themselves Chocoholics Unanimous for a reason.

“Okay, then. I’m off. We’re taking Ana to the
new Pixar movie and then it’s pizza and wings for Scott’s portion
of the program.”

“And your part? What’s Kelly’s special
treat?”

Her daughter held up the box with the cakes,
waggling it with an almost-seductive smile.

“You’d better get home so you can begin the
day’s festivities,” Sam teased.

The bells at the front door tinkled in the
background, and Sam heard Ivan’s voice as he greeted Jen at the
front counter. Kelly ducked out the back with her bounty, and Sam
carried the boxed truffle cakes out front.

“Ah, Miss Sam, is being good to see you!”
greeted the enthusiastic Russian immigrant. Sam had never quite
pieced together his history and doubted she ever would. Mainly, she
knew he loved books, and his shop next door to hers was one of the
most successful in town.

She held up the box, with the lid open, so he
could inspect her latest creation. The Chocoholics didn’t much care
what she made for their monthly meeting, only that it be decadent
and chocolate. Occasionally, Ivan would give her a hint and she
would design something to fit the theme of the book they were
reading, but this time he’d given no clues.

“Who’s the visiting author you mentioned?”
she asked as she accepted the check he handed over.

“Susan Slater. Amazing writer. She lives in
Albuquerque. Started career as protégée of Tony Hillerman.” His
eyes were wide.

“So, she writes similar? Mysteries with
Indian themes?”

“And more. Of course, we focus on her newest
Ben Pecos book for the group this month. But she also writes a
Florida mystery series, and a few standing-alone books. My
customers, they love them all. You should come.”

“What time?”

“Meeting at three. Cake at four,” he said as
she held the door for him.

“I’ll see if I can break away.”

Two wedding cakes later, Sam breathed a sigh.
The four-tier ivory buttercream one needed a few small touches, and
Becky could handle those. The two-tier with pale pink fondant and
deep dusty-rose flowers was ready and would be picked up by the
customer later this afternoon. She looked at the clock above the
bake ovens. The book club event at Ivan’s was well underway, but
she could manage to tiptoe in and get the chance to meet the
bestselling author. She hung up her baker’s jacket, washed her
hands, and headed next door.

When she walked into the familiar bookshop,
it was to a riot of raucous laughter, and she paused half a second
in the doorway. But the book club members, seated in their neat
semi-circle facing the author’s table weren’t looking in Sam’s
direction at all. Every eye was tuned to the woman with the dark
pixie-cut hair and glasses with red frames who’d apparently just
finished reading a passage from her book. A fairly bawdy passage,
if Sam judged the blush on Ivan’s face correctly.

“That comes from my newest work in progress,”
the author announced. “And from your reaction, I’d say it
works.”

“You said the new one is somewhat
biographical?” one of the ladies in the audience asked.

“More than somewhat. It’s … shall we say …
pretty much no-holds-barred.”

“So it isn’t one of your Ben Pecos
mysteries?”

Slater shook her head. “No, I try to keep
those pretty much PG-rated.” She looked around at her audience,
inviting questions, and there were many.

Sam listened with interest as the author
easily jumped between subjects as diverse as her experiences while
working with the residents of Jemez Pueblo, to her upbringing in
small-town Kansas, and then somewhat wild years in the heyday of
San Francisco’s hippie era. Sam could tell that her heart truly did
resonate with the time she’d spent on her writing craft and how to
sensitively portray Indian culture, which she’d studied with New
Mexico’s most famous writer, Tony Hillerman. Giving credit where
credit was due, Susan praised Hillerman’s knowledge and advice.

When a pause came in the Q&A session,
Ivan piped up. “Do not forget the fabulous chocolate and signature
coffee blend from Sweet’s Sweets. Help yourselves and continue to
enjoy book discussing.”

As the members swarmed the dessert table,
Ivan stepped over to Sam. “Miss Samantha, I must introduce you.” He
signaled to Susan Slater and beckoned the author over.

The actual introduction was superfluous. Sam
knew the work of the author well, and it seemed Ms. Slater had
already been briefed that Sam was the one who’d supplied the
truffle cakes.

“These are completely, completely amazing!”
she told Sam. “I’ll be in Taos for a few days and I will get
over to your place to see what else you have.”

“Absolutely. My crew would love to meet you.
Jen and Becky are both big readers. Julio … well, he’s more into
Harleys and tattoos.”

Slater sent a big smile toward her, along
with a side-eye wink. “Sounds like my kind of guy.”

Sam briefly wondered whether the fact that
Julio was surely at least thirty years younger would matter. The
topic veered when the author told Sam she was considering moving to
Taos, was actually here looking at properties. Her enthusiasm for a
seemingly endless number of topics—from Southwest literature, to
specialty dog breeds, to raising orchids, to coffees and
pastries—drew Sam in, and she felt an instant connection.

Before the gathering broke up, they had
exchanged contact information and promised to keep in touch.


Chapter 2

 


 


The Morton Library was quiet as Emily
Plankhurst set aside one box of her grandfather’s papers and picked
up another. She’d drawn her honey-blonde hair up into a messy bun
to keep it out of her eyes, and now she sat with her long legs
crossed and pulled out a packet of letters to look through.

Elegant, old-fashioned handwriting crossed
the envelope, showing that the sender was someone named Violet
Black and the recipient was a Margaret Monroe. Emily reached for
the handwritten log her grandfather had started well before she was
born, and definitely prior to the digital age.

Before David Plankhurst’s mind was decimated
by Alzheimer’s, he’d begun the practice of logging the names he
encountered in his research, whether the person was known in
history or not. Most were not. Still, he found interesting
connections all the time, and his ultimate goal had been to
catalogue the various historical materials and cross-reference
names and places to make the Morton Library an authoritative place
to go for New Mexico historians.

But David was unable to work now, and Grandma
Valerie had predeceased him. It was Valerie who left the collection
to Emily because this was the granddaughter, among any in the
family, with an avid curiosity along the same lines. When Emily
learned that the library could support her—largely through
donations of generous patrons to keep the doors open—it took no
convincing at all for her to abandon Albuquerque and move to Taos,
where she could live in her grandparents’ old adobe home and make
the adjacent library her life’s work.

She scanned the letter in her hands, adding a
couple more names to the log, then refolded it and picked up the
next one. Originally, she’d invited Kelly to join her for homemade
stir-fry and an afternoon of the research, and she’d been somewhat
disappointed when Kel cancelled. But, truthfully, the two of them
would have ended up chatting away the evening and drinking a glass
or two of wine, and the actual research would not have moved along
as quickly with her assistance.

An hour later, the bundle of letters was
logged and she filed them in the archive cabinet she’d started,
trying to make better sense of the so-called system Grandfather
had, which was to say, piling everything in boxes with cryptically
marked labels on them. One day, she would get all the references on
computer and the materials neatly catalogued. She stretched her
aching back and stiff limbs and peered into the box. A couple of
really old, leatherbound books—journals, most likely—were all that
remained.

“Yay, almost finished a whole box,” she said
to the empty room.

With longing thoughts of a cup of tea and
cozy pajamas, she picked up the two journals and carried them with
her, locking the library before crossing the patio space to her
residence. Twenty minutes later, she’d curled up in bed. She took a
sip of chamomile and opened to the flyleaf of the first book.

Property of William P. Plankhurst

Emily set her mug on her nightstand and
peered more closely. She was familiar with the name. William
Plankhurst was her great-grandfather, Grandpa David’s father. She
supposed, when she thought about it, his time would have fit with
the other letters from the same box. “Interesting …” she murmured
as she settled into her pillows to read.

I undertake to write this account because
certain unsettling events have occurred and if not for setting them
to paper, I feel they may begin to dim from memory. Or I may
possibly lose my mind.

Emily’s heartbeat picked up a little.
Seriously? What could possibly have made a no-nonsense man—as all
the Plankhursts tended to be—question his own sanity?

A story has come to my attention, a tale
familiar to longtime Taoseños, but one that is new to me. The tale
is told of a young man who died near the very home where I live,
murdered at the hand of another, by a killer who has never been
caught. Most certainly, such tales exist in every town and
especially during the somewhat wild days of recent years. The Old
West is not quite tame, not yet, in this part of the nation, and
the newer laws of Prohibition have spurred further lawlessness,
with the increase in gambling halls, speakeasies, and general
disregard for rules and conventions.

And why do I mention these events, although
in passing? Because a scant few blocks from here is Bent Street. So
named because of the home of former territorial Governor Charles
Bent, whose domicile was the scene of a murderous Indian attack
during the uprising. Bent Street is well known as a place
frequented by ghosts—although I have not witnessed this myself, the
tales are told. And not merely human ghosts. The ghostly figures of
horses and soldiers are often seen there in the nighttime
hours.

Ghosts and ghost horses? Emily snuggled
further into the bedcovers. She actually could believe the part
about ghosts. She’d had contact with the spirit of her own
grandmother, Valerie, right here in this house. But ghost horses?
This was the first she’d heard of that, and right on Bent Street,
no more than a five or six minute walk from here. She read on.

Back to the death of the young man and his
unsolved murder. I have heard the voice of someone speaking to me
at times when I have worked in the library at night, and I swear to
God Almighty that I believe the voice to be that of this man. He
wants to tell me something important. He wants the murderer brought
to justice. How can I do that? It is the question that haunts my
sleep.

Emily’s eyes fluttered, closing.

“I should check this out myself,” she
murmured.

Minutes later she was on Bent Street, the
September air chilly against her skin, and she realized she’d
stepped outside wearing only her pajamas and slippers.


Chapter 3

 


 


An uncharacteristic mist swirled over the
sidewalk. A part of Emily’s brain told her that in September the
weather would be clear and crisp. Looking up, she saw stars,
billions of them, and realized there were no electric lights to
interfere with the beauty of the night sky. Feeling her way
carefully, to avoid stepping off the curb, she puzzled over
this.

Behind her would be the parking lot for the
Plaza shops, but when she turned, she couldn’t see it in the dark.
Ahead was Bent Street, narrower by night, somehow, than in the
daytime. In the distance, a church bell chimed: Two bells. A gas
streetlamp illuminated the corner where Bent joined Paseo del
Pueblo Norte.

“Okay, I must have dozed off longer than I
thought,” she murmured. Could I have sleepwalked to get
here?

She walked toward the Governor Bent Museum,
the home where New Mexico’s territorial governor had been murdered
during the Pueblo uprising. She’d read the stories but had not yet
taken the time to tour the tiny museum since moving to town. Logic
told her it wouldn’t be open in the middle of the night, but the
entry in her great-grandfather’s diary felt fresh in her mind.

Footsteps and voices intruded, coming from
behind her. She spun around.

A prickle of goosebumps rose on her arms.

Two horses, ridden by soldiers, clopped down
the narrow street, hazy images. None of them turned a head in her
direction, as they trotted on by. She caught only two words:
Garrison Commander. Before she could form the thought that there
was no garrison, no soldiers, in modern-day Taos, a human form
stepped out in front of her.

She gasped and felt her heart race. Every
hair rose.

“Miss?”

Emily took two steps backward.

“Don’t be afraid, ma’am. I won’t hurt you.”
The speaker’s image became clearer. It was a young man, early
twenties she would guess, wearing a long duster over a cotton shirt
that was open at the neck, denim pants, and sturdy boots with
spurs. His longish brown hair touched the shirt collar, and his
beard seemed to have been recently trimmed.

“Who are you?” she asked, ready to bolt if he
advanced on her.

“My name was Gabriel, Gabriel Graystone.”

Wait—what? “Was?”

“Please don’t be scared. Gabriel—I mean,
I am—searching …” His voice trailed off.

Emily realized that either the mist was
swirling around him more intensely than everywhere else, or … his
body seemed somewhat transparent. She remembered her
great-grandfather’s words.

“Are you really a ghost?” Seriously? Was she
actually talking to some guy from the spirit world?

“I suppose so,” he said, a sad tinge to his
voice. “I’ve wandered this street, this little part of town, for
more than a hundred years, and you’re the second person who has
spoken to me.”

“Really?”

“I have experienced a few encounters, but the
moment I make a sound the others have run away from me.”

Emily suppressed a giggle. “Okay … Your name
is Gabriel and you have nothing better to do than wander the
streets at night, and you’re surprised when people run away. This
is just, like, too much.”

His expression relaxed, and she realized he
was quite handsome, with warm brown eyes and straight teeth. “When
you phrase it that way,” he said, “I suppose I cannot be surprised
at their reactions. Too much of what?”

“It’s an expression. I guess it means too
much to comprehend.” She glanced around and saw no one else nearby.
“So, you said you were searching. Searching for what?”

His eyes grew sad. “My killer.”

“Okay, whoa, wait a minute. I’m still
struggling with the idea that you’re a ghost … now you tell me you
were murdered.” The pieces clicked into place. The voice from the
diary! He was still talking and she had to focus.

“That’s correct. Right here on Bent
Street.”

“And when—”

“I believe it’s been about a hundred years
now, in 1920.”

“Don’t you think your killer is probably long
gone by now?”

“Most likely, yes. But I would like to have
that person identified and the historical record corrected.”

Emily experienced a quick flash of the piles
of boxes and drawers full of old documents in the library. Her
interest quickened. Had Gabriel somehow singled out the Plankhurst
family, among all the Taos residents of the past hundred years? Had
he somehow known that she might be the one to answer his
questions?

“Do you know who I am?” she asked,
hesitating.

He shook his head. “I’ve not had the pleasure
of an introduction.”

“Um, yeah, sorry. Emily Plankhurst,
librarian.” She held out her hand, but he appeared not to
notice.

“Emily Plankhurst.” He gave a slight, very
old-fashioned bow. “My pleasure.”

She became aware that she was standing in
front of a strange man, on a public street, in her pajamas. Now
what? Gabriel’s eyes were firmly fixed on hers, his expression
forthright.

“So, Miss Emily Plankhurst, I apologize for
being presumptuous, but I feel somewhat desperate, as you are the
first person to converse with me in a very long—yes, well—may I
just state it outright? Can you help me?”

“Help you find a killer who committed a
murder a hundred years ago.” She felt the giggles start to rise
again and tamped back the urge. “Sure, yeah. Historians run in my
family, and you wouldn’t believe the tons of material I have. I’ll
give it a shot.”

“A shot?”

“Bad choice of word. I mean … were you? Shot?
Like, with a gun?”

He actually smiled, and it was as warm an
expression as she’d imagined. “No. A knife wound. I never saw the
attacker—or at least I don’t remember anything of the experience.
That isn’t much information, is it? But thank you, Miss Emily.”

“So, how do we do this? I look up information
and if I find something … How will I let you know?”

“I can find you,” he said. Two seconds later,
he vanished into the mist.

 



Chapter 4

 


 


The scent of freshly baked cinnamon rolls
filled the air as Sam handed off a tray to Jen, who carefully
placed them in the display case. Kelly sipped on her morning coffee
at one of the bistro tables, the steam rising from the cup and
mingling with the sweet smell of pastries. The bell above the
bakery door jingled, and Emily Plankhurst stepped inside.

“Hey, Em,” Kelly said, standing to give her
friend a hug. “I was planning to stop by your place in a little
while.”

“Morning, everyone,” Emily said, her
honey-blonde hair pulled back into a neat ponytail, her blue eyes
wide. She had a rolled-up parchment in one hand and an old,
leather-bound journal in the other. “Sam, Kelly, I had the weirdest
experience last night.”

“Emily, what’s up?” Sam asked, her face
concerned, as she wiped her hands on a flour-covered apron.

“Please, come sit down,” Kelly offered,
gesturing to an empty chair where the sunlight streamed through,
casting a warm glow on the old floor. As they settled around the
table, Emily took a deep breath.

“Have you ever had a lucid dream? I mean one
so real you would swear you actually lived the experience?”

Kelly waggled her hand back and forth a
little. “I guess.”

Sam said yes, definitely.

“So, last night I fell asleep reading one of
my great-grandfather’s old journals in which he mentioned an
unsolved murder case, here in Taos.”

“And you fell asleep and dreamed about it,”
Sam guessed.

“Kinda more than that. I met the ghost of the
dead guy, and he begged me to find the killer and bring them to
justice. Only thing is, it happened a hundred years ago.”

“So, there would be no witnesses and no
killer still around today,” Kelly said.

“I know, right? And I said that to
Gabriel.”

“Okay, wait. You had an actual conversation
with this ghost?”

“Um, yeah. I know. It sounds bizarre in the
light of day, doesn’t it? I woke up this morning and just laughed
at myself for even coming up with such a fantasy dream. But then …”
she said, opening the journal to a page marked with a ribbon, “…
this is my grandfather’s account of the unsolved murder case.”

Kelly’s green eyes widened, curiosity piqued,
as she leaned in closer to examine the old book.

“This is the guy—the one I met. His name was
Gabriel Graystone,” Emily continued, her fingers tracing the faded
ink on the journal page. “The journal agrees with everything he
told me. He was killed a hundred years ago, and his murderer was
never caught. But that’s not the strangest part,” she hesitated for
a moment, unsure if she should share her next revelation.

“There’s more?” Sam encouraged gently.

“In the dream, I was walking along Bent
Street, just as it was back then,” Emily held up the rolled
parchment, which was a map. “This shows how everything was at the
time.” Her voice grew more animated as she described the scene,
including the ghostly horses and soldiers.

“Emily, are you sure about this?”
Kelly asked, exchanging a glance with her mother. “I mean, it was
just a dream, right?”

“Normally, I’d agree with you, but this felt
different,” Emily insisted, her blue eyes pleading for
understanding. “It was so real, and when I woke up, I knew I had to
do something.”

Sam’s brow knit. “I’ve heard the tales of
ghost horses and soldiers on Bent Street. That’s a Taos legend that
goes way back, supposedly to the time of the Pueblo Revolt when the
Indians attacked in an attempt to run out the Spanish territorial
government. You aren’t the first to say they’ve witnessed
that.”

“So maybe I don’t sound like quite such a
nutcase,” Emily said. “I’d love it if you two could help me put the
story together.”

“Sure. Let’s take a look at the evidence
you’ve gathered so far,” Sam suggested. “We’ll see what we can
find.”

“Thank you,” Emily whispered, relief washing
over her face as she passed the journal across the table.

Emily’s fingers tapped nervously on the
tabletop, her gaze shifting between Sam and Kelly. “I know it
sounds crazy,” she admitted, taking a deep breath before
continuing. “But I feel so certain that Gabriel’s ghost is reaching
out to me for help. He specifically asked for that. I … I think he
wants closure.”

Sam processed Emily’s words. Kelly’s eyes
narrowed with skepticism. Behind the sales counter, Jen seemed
suddenly busy rearranging the muffins. The ticking of the bakery’s
wall clock seemed to grow louder in the silence that followed.

“Emily,” Sam began slowly, her voice tinged
with concern, “it’s not that we don’t believe you, but … even if
Gabriel’s ghost is real, this is old history. Everyone he knew is
surely dead now.”

“Besides,” Kelly chimed in, her tone
cautious, “we’re not really detectives. What can we discover now
that the law couldn’t do back then?”

Emily bit her lip, searching for the right
words. “I know your doubts are reasonable, but something is telling
me to see this through. You’ve solved mysteries before. Maybe …
maybe together we could find the truth.”

Sam and Kelly exchanged glances, amazed by
Emily’s determination. They did have their special artifacts, which
had assisted them in solving crimes before, but this case felt
different--older, more enigmatic.

“Please? Justice shouldn’t have an expiration
date,” Emily continued. “We can’t change the past, but we can bring
closure to Gabriel and maybe to his family.”

Sam sighed, unable to ignore the sincerity in
Emily’s eyes. “All right,” she relented, placing a reassuring hand
on Emily’s shoulder. “We’ll help you look into the case, but no
promises. This is a long shot, Emily.”

“Thank you,” Emily breathed, her shoulders
relaxing. “I know this won’t be easy, but I believe we can find the
answers Gabriel’s been waiting for.”

“So … first …” Kelly interjected, interest
sparking in her eyes. “We need to figure out where to start.”


Chapter 5

 


 


Sam drove the five miles home to the ranch,
pleased that the days were still long enough to enjoy the fall
foliage after a long day’s work. The cottonwoods in town were just
beginning to turn, while up on the mountainside she could see
patches of aspen already in their full golden glory. She steered
through the stone entry to their driveway and pulled in beside
Beau’s pickup truck. Both dogs raced to greet her.

“Ranger! Nellie!” Beau called out.

But the black Lab and border collie were too
wound up to listen. Sam reminded herself she should dig out the
recipe for her homemade dog treats and bake up a batch.

“Hey, you” Beau said, walking over to see if
she needed anything carried from her truck. “Long day?”

“Mainly, I’ve been going over my fall
recipes. Time to start putting fresh green chile into the savories
and more pumpkin into the sweets.” She picked up her bag and recipe
box, and they walked into the log ranch house. “I did have an
interesting visit from Emily, the young librarian. You’ve met
her.”

“Yeah. Anything new in her life?”

Where to start? Beau wasn’t exactly a
believer in phantoms and such. “A question came up that you might
know,” she said. “Any unsolved murder is considered an open case,
right?”

“Generally, yes. I mean, within reason.”

“Hm, yeah. This one would be about a hundred
years ago.”

He took her jacket and hung it on the rack
near the front door. “A hundred years—not likely. There does come a
point when there are no more witnesses, evidence gets misplaced or
damaged, and it’s just not practical to call a case active
anymore.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

“You could check with Evan. It’s been a few
years since I was there. I wouldn’t even know where to start
looking for the files on anything that old.”

“I may do that. It could be helpful to know
if the records even exist.” Sam went into the kitchen and he
followed. “I was thinking of warming up the green chile stew I made
yesterday. Sound good?”

Beau okayed the suggestion by opening the
fridge and pulling out the container while Sam located her favorite
saucepan. She opened a fresh package of flour tortillas and wrapped
them in foil to warm in the oven.

Fifteen minutes later they were at the dining
table, and Beau brought up the subject of crime records again.
“Back in my day, old documents got sent to the county building. The
basement there was either a detective’s dream or his worst
nightmare, depending on how much he liked digging through
history.”

“Well, I can say for sure that Emily loves
digging through old letters and documents. Could be she’d be in
heaven there.”

“Just run it past Evan first. You’ll need
authorization and contacts to go poking around.” He ripped a
tortilla in half and spread butter on it. “So, you said this is a
murder case—any familiar names?”

“The victim was a Gabriel Graystone. Emily
found an entry in her great-grandfather’s diary and it sounded as
if he really felt there was some kind of cover-up.”

“Could have been. The 1920s were still a
fairly wild time, and New Mexico was kind of at the edge of it.
Statehood happened less than a decade before, and the switch from
territorial government to what we have today happened in fits and
starts.”

“From things Emily has told me in the past,
there were plenty who still treated this area as the untamed, wild
west, while others were making power plays and land grabs to see
who would come out on top.”

He spooned up the last of his chile stew.
“Wouldn’t surprise me. Could turn out that your murder case was
anything from a shootout on the street to an accident that got
misclassified in the records.”

Sam didn’t mention Emily’s vivid dream and
how the conversation with the ghost went directly along the same
lines as the diary entry from William Plankhurst. Beau’s interest
in the supernatural went about as far as you’d expect from a
no-nonsense retired lawman and rancher. She and the girls would be
on their own to dig into this particular case.

“How about mint chip ice cream for dessert?”
she asked, giving him a wink as she cleared the dishes.


Chapter 6

 


 


Emily woke the following morning before dawn,
thankful for a dreamless night. She’d finished skimming through the
two journals but found no other references to the Graystone family
name. The old map of Taos had some strange markings, like trails of
some kind, and she planned to study that a bit further today.
Meanwhile, she padded to the kitchen in search of her first cup of
coffee of the day.

Her reflection stared back at her as the
coffee maker sputtered to life. Her hair was in tangles. She pulled
it up into a high ponytail and rubbed her hands over her face to
bring a little life to her complexion. She couldn’t stop thinking
about Gabriel and the vividness of the encounter. Of all the
historical figures she’d read about in her studies, not one had
come to life for her in the same way. She shook her head.

“There are no ghosts.” No, scratch that. She
knew of one, her own grandmother, Valerie. “Okay, there are no
strange ghost men who chance to encounter a girl on the
street.”

At least Kelly and Sam hadn’t laughed her out
of the bakery yesterday. She must have come across as slightly
unhinged.

Shaking her head at her own silliness, she
reached for her favorite mug and poured the strong Ruta Maya
coffee. After adding a generous dollop of cream, she carried the
mug and meandered the rooms of her comfortable adobe home, hoping
her friends hadn’t changed their minds about helping her.

She loved this home—had loved it her whole
life, when she came here to stay the summers with her grandparents.
Worn leather couches with hand-woven blankets made by Grandma
Valerie, Oriental rugs worn soft with time, shelves and niches
filled with the memorabilia of a lifetime, including a couple of
Maria Martinez pots. And the library. So much material yet to go
through. Would she find answers about Gabriel’s situation, and
would she ever see him and be able to convey what she found?

By seven o’clock she was fully awake and no
closer to answers. She showered quickly and dressed in soft sweats
and a favorite black pullover, hair in a ponytail again, and
minimal makeup, giving the day over to research and nothing
else.

She was brewing a cup of tea when she heard a
tap at the kitchen window.

“Kelly! I didn’t realize you were stopping
by.”

“Neither did I. Scott insisted on taking Ana
for the day. He’s such a great dad, wanting all the time he can get
with her before he heads out on his book tour. So—yay me! I get a
day away to do anything I want. He’s thinking I’ll go for a
mani-pedi and then take in a movie, but I couldn’t resist following
through on what we were talking about yesterday. Um, if you want me
to?”

“Of course! Yes, come in. Tea?”
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