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        “Graham Daniels.”

      

      

      Graham adjusted his mortarboard, sweeping the tassel off his cheek, and took his turn to walk across the formal stage. His professors and classmates were all here along with several hundred strangers.

      The graduation ceremony was a rite of passage for most.

      For Graham, it was something more.

      “Let’s step up here for a moment, Graham,” Dr. Quinn, the president of the little Pittsburg college instructed.

      A bit baffled, he followed Dr. Quinn to the podium. “I just wanted to let everyone know that Graham was voted by his classmates… and professors, too, I might add, as the one most likely to succeed.”

      Graham flinched. This wasn’t something he wanted. He wanted to just blend in with everyone else. If he’d known this was going to happen, he would have skipped graduation and went straight to his new job. Could have had his diploma mailed.

      But, of course, he smiled, shook Dr. Quinn’s hand, and took his diploma.

      He did not need the extra attention drawn to himself.

      Everyone already knew that by all rights, he wasn’t supposed to be here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            GRAHAM DANIELS

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped outside onto the front porch of my little log cabin and surveyed my land.

      Today was a beautiful springtime day. Nice and cool this morning with a promise of showers in the afternoon, like every afternoon. A warm afternoon followed by a chilly night.

      A burbling river ran behind the cabin, making its way over huge boulders creating a rush of water that lulled me to sleep at night. Fragrant spruce and fir trees scattered around the house was home to chipmunks and birds.

      I lived side by side in perfect harmony with all animals. Elk. Bears. Big horn sheep.

      A two-lane blacktop road ran about twenty yards from my front porch. From about seven o’clock in the morning to about eight o’clock at night, it was alive with cars and buses carrying hikers and tourists and photographers out to get an up close look at the splendor of the Rocky Mountain National Park.

      Across the road, across the meadow, stood the mountains. From here I could see Long’s Peak. Always identifiable by the way the rocks resembled a giant beaver climbing up the side of the peak.

      Okay. Not technically my land, but it was my job to oversee it.

      One of five other full-time National Park rangers, I was the only one who wanted to actually live inside the park. Besides, Maggie, but she didn’t count. She’d been here forever. When my predecessor retired, this cabin came up for grabs.

      I considered myself most fortunate that no one higher in seniority than me wanted it.

      It was perfect. I could live without nosy neighbors. No television. No cell phone service. Just me and nature.

      Of course, I had work. That meant I had to routinely lead nature walks. Hikes. Campfire programs. Those didn’t bother me. I didn’t mind getting out and doing things. I wasn’t a recluse. I just preferred to spend my time off alone.

      But today was going to be an easy day. Today I had no assignments. On days like this I was allowed to just walk whatever trail I wanted to walk. Explore. Make sure there were no problems. Wear my uniform and answer questions.

      Since it was only my third day on the job, I decided I would hike up to Bierstadt Lake. Check out the trail. See if any maintenance was needed. Since it was one of the trails assigned to me, it seemed like a good one to start off with. Well-traveled. Well loved. An easy hike.

      I made myself a latte. A graduation present from myself to myself. It would take a while to get the city out of me. In the meantime, I gave myself a few small pleasures and lattes happened to be one of them.

      Took my latte out on the back porch and sat on the one big wooden chair that had come with the place.

      I watched the river racing over the rocks. It didn’t know it was racing ahead to a waterfall about a mile from here.

      Sort of like life, I mused. We raced headlong forward, not having a clue what we were racing toward. Can’t wait for the weekend to get here. Be so glad when this semester is over. So many people never even lived to see that weekend or the end of that semester. If they knew, perhaps they would slow down, enjoy the day they were in. But instead, we all just raced blindly along toward our waterfalls.

      I filled my backpack with bottles of water, granola bars, my park issued satellite phone.

      I packed three extra small bottles of water in case I happened across a dehydrated tourist or two.

      Added in a notepad and a camera. This was work and I took it seriously.

      Just because I happened to love what I did, didn’t make me any less responsible. On the contrary.

      I took my park ranger truck to the Bear Lake trailhead and parked at the far end of the parking lot. Didn’t want to take up a spot someone else might need. If it hadn’t been so far from my cabin, I would have just walked.

      I took the trail around Bear Lake first. The most popular hike in the park, it was well maintained with little wooden bridges that made perfect photo backgrounds. Everything seemed to be in order. It was early yet, so not too many tourists. The ranger manning the information booth wasn’t even here yet.

      After the quick hike around Bear Lake, I veered off onto the Bierstadt Lake trail. The first part of the trail was straight up. I was in good shape, but my breath coming in a bit labored reminded me to take it easy since I hadn’t had time to adapt to the elevation yet.

      I kept my jacket zipped as I headed up the trail. Even with the change in elevation, it was cooler the higher I went.

      I moved quickly over the rocky trail, enjoying the aloneness.

      I was in a unique position that I tried not to think about.

      It was coming up on the one-year anniversary.

      Reaching an area where the park engineers had put bridges on the trail for people to walk on, it looked like I was walking over mist.

      I stopped. Grabbed my camera out of the side pocket of my backpack and took a couple of photos. It was beautiful here. There was always a new way to see things and the weather had so much to do with those changes.

      The trail leveled off as I neared the lake. I took a couple of notes. Things that could be better. A loose handrail on one of the bridges. A broken step.

      When I reached the banks of the lake, I sat on a boulder at the edge of the water and ate a granola bar.

      I was the only person here, but I was certain that would change before long.

      Mist hovered over the lake, giving it a magical look.

      I remembered this lake from when I was a teen. This was one of the good memories. It was odd how the bad memories made the good memories sad. It was like a misery loves company thing.

      But I fought it. I fought against those bad memories, doing my best to keep the bad from tainting the good.

      It was hard. I readily admitted that to myself.

      The light shifted and the mist vanished from the lake.

      Sunlight glinted off the water, blinding me for a second.

      Deciding to take a walk around the lake, I stashed my water bottle and wrapper in my backpack and left my boulder. But I decided to take a photo first. As a park ranger, I never knew when I might need pictures. My favorite professor had been old-school. He had taught me that.

      I hiked toward the right, quickly reaching an open area on the west side of the lake.

      My feet froze to the ground.

      I saw a beautiful young lady with long brunette hair falling loosely around her shoulders, barely held back by a loosely tied bow.

      She wore a long light blue dress with long sleeves and a high neck. A long dress. As in it billowed out around her where she sat on the ground.

      She didn’t see me. Her focus was intent on the canvas in front of her. The paint canvas was propped on a little stand and she held a palette of colors in her right hand while she splashed paint onto the canvas with her left.

      I looked away. Across the lake. Squeezed my eyes tightly closed.

      This was… unexpected. I thought the visions had stopped. It had been a long time since it had happened. And not like this.

      I looked back. The girl was still there. I could see her profile now. She was quite lovely. Beautiful actually.

      I stared at her longer than I should have. Longer than would have been polite if she was a real person. Longer than I should entertain a vision.

      My therapist had taught me better.

      Not wanting to look away, but dutifully doing it anyway, I turned around this time. Counted to ten. Then counted to ten again.

      The girl should be gone now.

      I turned back. Looked in the direction where the girl had been.

      Had been.

      She was gone now.

      But I did not want her to be gone.

      I did not want her to be one of my visions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            BAILEY AUCLAIR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1867

      

      

      I’d had to slip off in the early morning to get some time alone.

      Not that I particularly wanted to be alone. I just needed alone time to get any painting done.

      It made me a bit cross to have to literally get up with the chickens in order to get that alone time.

      But Charlie Jackson followed me around like a puppy. Then there was Drake Lafleur. Drake was a bit older and didn’t like me going off without a chaperone. Somehow he seemed to think he was exempt and it was okay for me to go off with him. Like he was my chaperone.

      And there was Thomas Beaumont.

      I put all three of them out of my mind and focused on getting the hues of the water just right. The reflection of the sun was magical right now. But in just a few minutes, the angle of the sun would change and the hues would be completely different.

      Something behind me caught my attention.

      I hadn’t told anyone I was coming up here, but everyone knew it was my favorite place to come and paint when the weather was right.

      It was only a fifteen-minute walk from my back door, so it wasn’t far. I didn’t see any danger in it. Besides, I knew how to protect myself.

      I saw the silhouette of a man off to my left.

      “What is it Charlie?” I asked, turning to look over my shoulder.

      There was no one there.

      Great. Now I was imagining things.

      And I was missing the shades of sunlight on the water.

      Feeling cross, I dipped my brush into a darker blue and blended it onto the paint already on my canvas.

      Deciding that the shade I had just created worked better for the sky, I moved my attention there. The morning sunlight on the misty clouds were pretty, but I quickly did what I did. I changed up what I saw to make it look better on the canvas. Put my own spin on what I was seeing.

      And pretty soon I was mixing all sorts of blues together.

      I decided I would call this one Lavender Blue.

      I saw the man out of the corner of my eyes again. I sat very still. He was a tall, lean man. Wearing some sort of uniform with an odd round hat. His hair was short and he was clean-shaven.

      He wasn’t Charlie or Drake or Thomas. He wasn’t my brother either.

      I set my paint brush down very slowly and turned quickly.

      But the second I turned, the man vanished.

      What the—?

      Deciding I had done enough painting for one day—perhaps too many paint fumes—I gathered everything up. Packed in my shoulder bag. I didn’t like it that my hands were trembling.

      My sister, Andrea, was married to a man who had appeared out of nowhere, then vanished before coming back to stay. She never talked about it, but she didn’t have to. I knew.

      I knew more than people gave me credit for. I’d learned a long time ago that a smile and a carefully timed blink of the eyes could get me pretty much anything I wanted.

      For example, Thomas had agreed to ride into Boulder City to pick up a bolt of material I had ordered for a new dress. I could have it sent here, but that would add on an additional week and I wanted to get it to the seamstress so she could have it ready before the dance next weekend.

      There were definitely perks to knowing how to use a smile and a gaze. It wasn’t my fault that all girls didn’t know how to do that.

      I was trying to teach my little sister, Elise, but she was kind of goofy and just ended up giggling. She didn’t care about boys. At least not yet. She was still young.

      I walked quickly as I followed the little dirt trail home.

      I felt unsettled. I’d felt like I was being watched which in itself didn’t bother me so much, but having that feeling when there was no one there was the definition of insanity.

      I might be a free-spirited artist and all that, but I did not consider myself to be insane.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Dakota asked when I came in through the back door and went into the parlor.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      Dakota narrowed her eyes at me. “Doesn’t look like nothing,” she said.

      Dakota was the complete opposite of my younger sister Elise. Dakota was suspicious of everyone and nothing got past her.

      If something was going on, Dakota would know it.

      “The sunlight was wrong,” I lied. It had actually been a beautiful morning.

      Dakota glanced out the window. “Looks like a perfect day for painting.”

      I huffed out a breath.

      “I got spooked. Okay?”

      “Animal?”

      “I don’t know.” I dropped onto the sofa, setting my bag down at my feet and propping my still slightly wet painting next to it. “Where’s everybody?” I asked, decided that distraction was my best defense.

      “Elise is upstairs napping and Colton is out doing whatever Colton does.”

      “Right. Any letters?”

      She knew I was asking if we had gotten a letter from our oldest sister Andrea who lived in Denver.

      “No letters,” she said. “Maybe you’ll tell me later what happened out there.” She picked up her book and opened it.

      “Good.” I crossed my arms and sat back.

      Hector, our small, older Chinese butler brought me tray with a pitcher of water and some little cubes of fresh cheese.

      I thanked him and filled a glass with water. Glanced over at Dakota.

      I hadn’t wanted to talk about what I had seen out there, but now that I was home and settled, I kind of did. I’d never been one to keep things to myself for very long.

      Dakota caught me staring at her and set her book aside. “I thought Thomas was going with you,” she said.

      “I told him I changed my mind about going. I wanted some alone time to actually paint.” Besides, Thomas was handsy. I had no trouble deflecting him. But it took all my attention, making painting next to impossible.

      “Can I see it?” she asked.

      Dakota and I had never been particularly close. Dakota and Andrea had always been the close ones, but now that Andrea lived in Denver, Dakota was more affable toward her other siblings.

      “Of course.” I lifted the painting and held it up by the edges. “I’m calling it Lavender Blue,” I said.

      “When did you start naming your paintings?” she asked.

      “All the great artists name their paintings. It’s a thing.”

      “I’ve never heard of a great artist who paints a new one every day.”

      “Well. Now you have,” I said, feigning offense. Actually, I was pleased that she noticed I finished a painting at least every other day. “I can’t help it if I’m prolific.”

      “I think they’re great because they aren’t prolific. If everyone had an original, how could they be valuable?”

      I just stared at Dakota. She had surely lost her mind. Maybe she just didn’t understand.

      “Besides, won’t you run out of names?” she asked.

      “That’s silly. I’ll never run out of names.” I popped a cube of cheese into my mouth. But now she had me thinking. What if I was painting too much? Maybe I’d switch to charcoals for awhile.

      “I don’t see anything that looks spooky about your painting,” she said, circling back around to why I had looked startled when I got home.

      “It’s nothing you can see, Silly,” I said.

      Maybe I wouldn’t talk about it after all.
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            GRAHAM

          

        

      

    

    
      I tossed a frozen pizza into the oven, then sat down at my computer and transferred the photos I had taken from my camera onto the bigger computer screen.

      After scrolling impatiently through the first pictures I had taken, I slowed down when I got to the ones of the lake itself.

      I tried zooming in, but the angle was wrong. I couldn’t see the clearing where I had seen the girl.

      I zoomed in anyway. There. I could just see a shadow.

      The timer dinged for my pizza so I pushed back in my chair and stood up.

      A few minutes later, I brought the plate with pizza back to my desk and studied the photo.

      The shadow could be anything.

      It could belong to the girl. I refused to own the vision.

      My therapist had called the visions daymares.

      And the daymares were unpleasant to say the least. The girl I had seen was beautiful. Good. Positive.

      Sitting back, absently eating my cheese pizza, I considered calling my therapist. I could call him anytime. He would know—might know—how to explain what I had seen.

      He’d probably say something like you’re feeling more like yourself. Seeing a positive future. This is a good thing.

      I didn’t want to hear that. I didn’t want her to be a sign that I was moving forward. I mean, I wanted to move forward, I just didn’t her to be a sign of it.

      I
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