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      Gray clouds gathered on the horizon. A thunderhead interspersed with lightning.

      And we were headed right into it.

      I stared out the window, watching as we passed over the treetops. A river. A few cottages.

      Normally we wouldn’t fly into a storm like this. It was certainly not in our best interests.

      But we had gotten the call to rescue a squadron of soldiers that had taken enemy fire.

      There was wounded. They needed us. Air Force Pararescue.

      Today it was just me and my buddy. One pilot.

      Six wounded. The number of wounded was always underestimated. Always.

      “Prepare for turbulence,” the pilot said over the speaker.

      Not much we could do to prepare. My buddy, his name was Jeff, glanced over at me. He’d been unusually quiet. Normally he was the chatty one. Jeff could talk about anything anytime.

      “You alright, Jeff?” I asked.

      “I’m good,” he said, but looked away.

      Something was bothering him.

      I had no doubt about that.

      I didn’t know that this would be our last flight together.
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        Present Day

      

      

      

      I stood on the street corner of Main Street and Alexander Avenue in the little mountain town of Whiskey Springs, Colorado and watched tourists crossing the streets like sheep. Families. Young couples. Older couples. A few people walking by themselves.

      They followed the rules. For the most part.

      Waited at the street corners for the green hand signals giving them the go ahead to cross the street.

      The sun was warm on my head, bare except for my short dark brown hair, military haircut, but the breeze coming off the mountains had a chill to it. Even on a hot day in the middle of July, the heat was tempered by a coolness coming off the snowcapped mountains.

      I stood in place, like a statue at attention. I wore dark shades over my eyes. It felt odd to be out in public wearing blue jeans, a polo shirt, and white canvas sneakers. All new.

      My feet glued to the sidewalk, I let people walk around me. It earned me more than a few curious and even more irritated glances.

      The traffic lights turned red and the vehicles took their turn. Bumper to bumper. Tourists driving here and there. Into the national park for the day. Shopping. Some just driving through, out for a drive.

      Then there were the locals. In a hurry to get where they were going. Mostly annoyed with the tourists, but most had sense enough not to show it. Without the tourists, the town would dry up into a ghost town.

      Music blaring from one of the passing cars was followed by the loud beep of a horn.

      It was funny. City people came out here to get away from the city, yet they brought the city with them. The sounds. The crowds. The impatience.

      They didn’t even realize it.

      As the crossing light turned back to green, a couple of teenagers decided to break the rules and take a short cut. Dressed in shorts and brand new bright red Rocky Mountain National Park t-shirts, they headed across the street at a diagonal. Jaywalking.

      The cop’s shrill whistle stopped everyone in their tracks long enough to see that they weren’t the ones in trouble. Everyone except the two teens. They laughed and started running.

      My muscles tensed with instinct to go after the two boys. But it was not my job.

      Retired.

      The word still felt gritty in my mouth.

      Retired at thirty-two.

      Four years of college—ROTC followed by ten years in the Air Force.

      New President. New rules. New orders.

      And just like that the military was done with me.

      Honorable discharge and all that. Full benefits befitting the officer I was. Had been.

      Didn’t matter. My plan had been to be career military.

      Just like my father.

      But my father’s purple heart had come posthumously.

      I’d always known that no matter how hard I tried, I would never match my father’s success. He had been a hero in my eyes.

      But I’d always had a chance. As long as I was active military, there had been a chance. Now I was on the street. A civilian.

      People walked around me through the next round of lights. More dirty looks.

      The policeman stopped the two boys who had the decency to lower their gazes as he handed them a citation.

      Good. Law and order at work.

      I was a firm believer in law and order.

      The boys had to learn early or they would never respect authority.

      My father had taught me early and it had served me well.

      Tired of getting dirty looks, I turned away from the intersection and ambled, hands in my pockets, down the sidewalk. Hands in the pockets seemed like breaking a rule. I did it intentionally. To try and blend in.

      I passed a bookstore displaying the latest bestseller. Not too many people hitting the bookstore today. With all the digital books, I rarely saw anyone holding an actual paper book anymore.

      I guess I was the exception. I liked the feel of a book in my hands. The turning of the page. The special bookmark my sister had given me as a Christmas gift. It was faded and tattered now, but I used it anyway.

      I kept walking. Today I was not in the market for anything to read. I had a science fiction novel in my overnight bag.

      The next shop was a ski shop. Empty. Not much business in the summer for a ski shop. Maybe they sold other things. I didn’t stop in to see.

      But I stopped at the next door. Considered. Then stepped inside.

      Perfect.

      It was half café. Half bar. The owner was smart, serving burgers and fries as well as beer and whiskey.

      Cool. Dark. Quiet. The television over the bar broadcast a baseball game, but the volume was turned down to barely audible.

      There were a dozen tables, half of them booths along the windows. The bar was on the back wall with a full mahogany top worn with age. Lots of dings, but still shiny. A large stone hearth fireplace, tall enough for a man to stand up in, was on the wall to the right.

      Not empty, but not crowded.

      Half a dozen people sitting here and there. A middle-aged couple sitting at a booth having a hamburger. The other customers sitting at the bar.

      “Welcome to Whiskey Springs Saloon,” the man behind the bar said. Slightly overweight, he sported a bushy beard and a full-neck tattoo.

      “Thanks.” I slid onto the nearest bar stool and tucked my shades into my collar. “Can I get a bottle of Mill—?”

      The bartender slid a cold bottle of Miller Lite across the worn mahogany bar.

      “Lite,” I finished my sentence.

      Odd coincidence. Maybe everyone ordered a Miller Lite.

      “No problem,” the bartender said. “Can I get you anything else?”

      The bartender had a flat affect. No smile. No emotion. But he sounded friendly enough.

      “I’ll let you know,” I said, lifting my bottle to him and taking a sip. The beer was icy cold. Just the way I liked it. My men had always ribbed me about my aversion to warm beer.

      A man liked what he liked.

      With a shrug, the bartender slung a white cloth over his shoulder and straightened the already perfectly spaced glasses hanging above the bar. Apparently not all the customers drank beer out of a bottle.

      In fact, there was only one other fellow at the other end of the bar drinking beer. The others had glasses of what looked like whiskey.

      Refusing to add it to my list of worries, I stretched out my legs and made myself comfortable.

      I’d found my way here, presumably to think.

      So think I would do.

      My parents had brought me and my sister here every summer for a month-long vacation. A three-bedroom cabin on the river. As far as I could remember, it was always the same cabin. They must have had a standing reservation. It had only been one month out of the year, but it was the one constant in my life. We’d moved around a lot during the year as my father was stationed at one base, then another.

      But every year we came back to this one little town. Until we didn’t.

      I was sixteen when it happened. My wounded father was flown to Germany and given the best medical care in the world. But he did not come home.

      My mother and her two children stayed in Alabama where Father had left her. And we never returned to Colorado as a family. I had never come back either.

      Until today.

      A vacation spot should never be the one constant place in a child’s life.

      But in some odd way, this was home to me.

      I ran my fingers along the smooth wood of the bar.

      My life could turn now. Go in a completely different direction.

      I’d never married or had children because I did not want to subject them to the military life I had grown up in.

      But now…

      I wasn’t sure I was ready to do anything drastic.

      I needed time to think.

      To just be.

      To get my bearings.

      I did not have to hurry. The military was taking care of me, financially at least. I guess that was some consolation.

      The grandfather clock standing next to the stairs leading to the second floor chimed the hour.
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      I sat at the vanity in my room and fussed with my hair.

      I’d brushed it one hundred strokes just like my mother had taught me as a little girl. I might be twenty-one now, but it was one of those things that was ingrained in my system. Besides, most nights I found it soothing. Not tonight though.

      Tonight I was nervous. I had no reason to be nervous. This was just a business deal. Not worthy of this level of worry. If this didn’t work out, something else would.

      I was just so weary of traveling. I wanted to just be somewhere. To be settled.

      Breaking the silence, a horse and wagon traveled along the dirt road beneath my second-floor window. There was never much traffic in the small town. One of the things I liked about it.

      Somewhere in the distance I heard a blacksmith’s hammer banging against iron. Fashioning a horseshoe perhaps. So strange that horses wore shoes.

      If I listened really hard, I could hear the strains of piano music drifting from the saloon. Someone was always playing the only piano in town.

      A lot of the ladies here in town were from the south where learning to play the piano was a normal part of their upbringing. Just as it had been mine.

      I had been in the saloon one time. Although it was overall what I had expected of a saloon in appearance, it felt more like a café with a bar in it. It had a wall of glass windows with a picturesque view of the Rocky Mountains.

      Sitting here in my room, if I turned to my right, I could see the peaks of the mountains in the distance. It was full on summer and they still had snow on them.

      Since I’d never seen snow, I could not fathom how snow could be there in the middle of summer.

      Just one of the many wonders of this place I hoped to call home.

      I wove a blue ribbon that matched my high-collared dress through my hair and tied it into a bow behind my ear.

      Not exactly the look I was going for, but it would do.

      The cook was downstairs, preparing supper. Even up here, the scent of biscuits and gravy was strong enough to make my mouth water. We had not had much to eat on the long trip from New Orleans to Colorado. A lot of beans and stale biscuits. When there was meat, no one asked what kind it was. If we knew, it was doubtful we would have been able to eat it.

      Twirling around on the bench, my clean muslin skirts rustling with the movement, I looked across the room at the supplies we had carted in the bottom of the wagon all the way from New Orleans. A stack of blank paint canvases tied together with a strand of rope. A box of paints and brushes and a box of charcoals.

      It wasn’t much to anyone else, but to my sister, it was of utmost importance.

      I was certain Bailey was ready to spread them out somewhere and capture the wonderful things we were seeing. To do more than the few charcoal sketches she had done during our travels. But there had been so very much to do for the last few months.

      It had taken all hands on deck. With me being the oldest of five children, each spaced one year apart, I had quickly learned to be even more responsible than I had been before.

      When Father had gone off to fight in the war, he had left Mother in charge of their huge family. That had been five years ago.

      Then mother had succumbed to a bout of yellow fever only a few months ago. I still felt like I was walking around in a fog. Still could not believe that both our parents were gone.

      Next in line after our parents to take care of us was our uncle. Uncle Pete, never married, turned out to be not only a scoundrel, but also a gambler. He had gambled away our home. Fortunately, he had not had access to money in our parents’ bank account, so I had that.

      With my four younger siblings in tow, I had taken the money from the bank and the money our mother had squirreled away herself and essentially vanished into the night.

      West.

      Before the war, my father had often talked of going west. He knew nothing more of the west than what he learned from the dime novels he voraciously read, but it did not matter.

      His dream had been passed on to me.

      Not that it was my dream, necessarily, but maybe he had somehow made it my destiny.

      Destiny was a slippery thing. Hard to hold, bouncing in what looked like a random fashion from place to place.

      But I was certain it was far from random.

      My father had shaped me. There was a reason he had told me stories of the west before I could even read. Planted those images in my head.

      He had made me who I was. And my mother had made me responsible for my siblings.

      Those two things swirled together inside me making me who I was.

      So here we were. In the small town of Whiskey Springs, Colorado Territory.

      With no idea of what would come next.

      Whatever it was, I would handle it. My siblings and I had come this far. I told myself it would be an adventure.

      Patting my cheeks and forcing a smile onto my lips, I prepared to face what surely must be the next chapter in our lives.
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      My thinking wasn’t getting me anywhere, so I left some cash on the bar alongside my half-finished beer and stepped out onto the busy street. I walked a few steps, dodging the packs of tourists.

      I squinted in the bright sunlight and automatically reached for my sunglasses. They weren’t there. I didn’t remember taking them off, but I must have left them on the bar.

      I retraced my steps to the saloon.

      Pushing the door open again, I stepped back inside the darkness.

      Something was different.

      It seemed darker, but that was to be expected with me coming in from the bright sunlight.

      I couldn’t see them, but I heard someone in one of the other rooms playing the piano.

      I stood right there in the middle of the room and slowly looked around.

      I had stepped into someone’s parlor. There were no tables. No booths. There wasn’t even a bar.

      Instead, a roaring fire in the large fireplace provided a background for a sofa and two chairs. A crystal chandelier with a dozen flickering candles hung from the ceiling. All in all, it was a rather elegantly furnished room.

      The tall grandfather clock was still there, steadily ticking away the minutes.

      It was as though I had walked out and someone had completely changed the set.

      But not only was this not a play, tables and people did not just vanish.

      Somehow I had stepped through the wrong door.

      The clock was still here.

      I was about to turn and duck back out when a movement caught my attention.

      Someone was coming down the stairs.

      It was a young lady in full costume.

      She wore a long blue floor-length dress with a bustle at the back. Strands of long brunette hair framed her face.

      Smiling when she saw me, she looked like she had just stepped out of the pages of time.

      Intrigued, I stood my ground and watched her.

      “Good evening,” she said, her voice laced with honey. She was southern. I’d say New Orleans.

      “Good evening,” I said. This was one of those rare times when I was grateful for my mobile childhood.

      Keeping one hand on the rail and subtly manipulating her skirts with the other, she moved down the stairs. She appeared to be enviably practiced in her role.

      She walked right up to me and held out a hand, palm down. A traditionally lady-like gesture. Not at all like a regular handshake.

      “I’m Andrea Auclair,” she said.

      I took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

      Her eyes were a brilliant green framed by long, lush lashes. Her cheeks were flushed prettily. But it was her lips that stole my attention. Bow shaped and a deep subtle red. Kissable.

      Even more amazing, she wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup. I was no expert, but I’d stake my life on that one.

      All in all, she was an enchanting package. She looked like she was made for whatever role she was playing. Not a saloon girl. Her dress was too long and her neckline too high. A lady, I decided.

      “Reed Smith,” I said.

      She looked at me quizzically, but swept a hand toward the sofa.

      “Would you like to have a seat?” she asked.

      Curious about this whole thing, I went along with it and took a seat on the sofa. She sat on the edge of the sofa, her back straight.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said.

      I smiled. Role playing. Somehow I had stepped into some kind of role playing activity.

      “I don’t have a ticket,” I said.

      There was that quizzical expression again. “Neither do I,” she said.

      Alright, then. We’d settle up later. This was a far more interesting activity than walking up and down the streets watching tourists eating ice cream cones and getting busted for jaywalking.

      “Can I get you some refreshment?” she asked.

      “Maybe later,” I said, not wanting her to leave my presence, even long enough to get us something to drink.

      “Alright,” she said. “How do you like Whiskey Springs?”

      “I’ve always liked it,” I said.

      “Oh. You’re from here then?”

      “No. But I’ve been here before.”

      “Where are you from?”

      I considered for a moment. I had used all sorts of answers before. But for some reason, I wanted to be truthful with this girl. Silly, I thought, since we were role playing.

      “I’m not really from anywhere.”

      “Well, you have to be from somewhere,” she said. “Everyone is from somewhere.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” I said, but not answering her. “You’re from New Orleans?” It was more of a statement than a question.

      “Of course,” she said. “but you already knew that.”

      Now it was my turn to look at her quizzically.

      “So what do you want to know?” she asked, toying with the silver locket around her neck and looking up at me from beneath those lush lashes.

      I was military. I had been around. I knew about role play games.

      But I had never walked into anything like this. Maybe this was some new kind of role play game they were doing in the private sector.

      I glanced around. Definitely some kind of history oriented game suitable for the old west.

      I could play along. Besides, I was not not more than a little intrigued.

      Before I could answer, a middle-aged man of Chinese descent, dressed in a long white apron appeared at the door. He carried a tray with two crystal glasses and two decanters.

      He set the tray on the coffee table in front of us and looked at Andrea.

      “Is there anything else I can get for you?” he asked, with a smile.

      “No, Hector,” she said. “Thank you so much.”

      Hector nodded and left us.

      So this was one of those games that involved other people. Very interactive.

      I had the feeling I wasn’t supposed to ask for the game’s parameters. Either I was supposed to know already or perhaps there weren’t any.

      Andrea leaned forward. Filling my glass with amber liquid from one of the crystal pitchers, she handed it to me, careful not to touch my hand.

      Then she filled her own glass from the other decanter.

      “What brought you to Whiskey Springs?” I asked.
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      The air was chilly and I regretted not bringing a shawl with me downstairs.

      The fire in the fireplace kept most of the chill at bay, but I was too far away to reap much benefit from its heat.

      Besides the crackle of the fire and the steady ticking of the grandfather clock, it was quiet in the house. My three sisters and my brother were out walking. They would be back soon and any semblance of quiet would be gone.

      I needed to get this meeting over with before they came in.

      I had not expected a man named Reed. I had, in fact, been expecting a man by the name of Alexander Avery. Dr. Avery, actually, the owner of this boarding house. But no doubt Dr. Avery was a busy man. I should not be surprised that he had sent someone else in his stead.

      “Dr. Avery didn’t tell you?” I asked, before taking a sip of my tea, hopefully to hide my annoyance.

      He took a sip from his own glass. “I’m afraid not.” His glance contained whiskey as opposed to mine that held tea. One of the first things I’d learned at Whiskey Springs was that ladies drank tea while men drank whiskey.

      I was pretty sure it had started as a ploy to get men to spend more money in the saloons. The men buy ladies whiskeys without knowing those ladies were merely drinking tea. The more the men drank, the more money they seemed willing to spend.

      Somehow this whole thing had transferred over into polite society.

      “Very well,” I said, cupping my glass of tea with both hands. “I suppose I shall have to start at the beginning then.”

      “I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” he said.

      He didn’t look sorry. He looked… curious.

      I took a deep breath and gave him the short version. It wasn’t my fault that Dr. Avery had not properly prepared him for the meeting.

      “My siblings and I recently arrived from New Orleans.”

      “Your siblings?” he asked with a quick glance around.

      “They’re walking outside,” I said with a little wave of dismissal.

      “I see.”

      Somehow I got the feeling he didn’t believe me. Disregarding the feeling, I kept going.

      “We’d like to rent this boardinghouse,” I said. “Or perhaps even purchase it.”

      “Okay,” he said.

      I looked at him blankly. “Is there some kind of application?”

      “Not that I’m aware of,” he said. “you’re here, aren’t you? So it seems quite reasonable to me.”

      “Then you think Dr. Avery will say yes?”

      “I should hope so.”

      I took another sip of my tea, then set the glass aside. “If not, we can go somewhere else,” I said.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      I glared at him.

      “It almost seems like you want me to tell you no,” he said.

      I closed my eyes and shuddered. Before looking at him, really looking at him.

      He was a handsome man with short hair. Clean shaven. He was, in fact, the cleanest man I had seen since before we left New Orleans.

      He was wearing odd clothes, but things were different out here in the west and I was no longer shocked by much of anything. He looked a bit like he was smirking at me. I did not understand that. Yet at the same time, his deep sapphire blue eyes were locked onto mine. Those eyes alone were a little disconcerting.

      “It’s not that,” I said. “I just didn’t expect it to be this easy.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a long-term commitment,” I said, though I really did not know how to answer him.

      He smiled then, brightening his face. “Sometimes things just happen.”

      His smile, directed at me, sent little shivers up my spine—pleasant shivers.

      “Yes,” I agreed, leaning forward. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps this was fate. My mother had always said that when something was supposed to happen, it would happen smoothly. If not, there would be opposition. Perhaps this was a prime example.

      “So,” he said. “What do we do now?”

      Before I could devise an answer, the door opened and my four siblings spilled in, bringing noise and disruption with them just as I had predicted.

      “I suppose you get to meet my siblings,” I said, standing up.
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      Four additional players walked into the room, bringing noise and chaos to what had been a quiet peaceful room merely seconds ago.

      The three girls, dressed in long dresses similar to Andrea’s, walked over to stand in front of the fire.

      The one I decided was older than the other two whispered something to youngest sister and they giggled, reminding me of my own sister when she was a teen.

      Apparently the Auclairs had managed to space their children out with an order to be envied by any commanding officer. I stood silently as Andrea introduced her siblings.

      After Andrea, there were three other girls. Bailey, bright-eyed and rather seductive in the way she looked at me. Dakota, watching me with apparent suspicion, and the youngest, Elise with a happy-go-lucky air about her.

      Then spaced right in the middle of the four girls, there was Colton. I only knew this because Andrea introduced him as the middle child. It was apparently some kind of running joke among the girls. He was a handsomely lean young man with eyes that took in everything. I wondered how many times he had been required to come to the defense of his sisters.

      Colton quickly excused himself and headed upstairs, no doubt happy to be away from so many sisters.

      I would have questioned whether or not they were all really siblings, expect that they all resembled each other. The same dark brunette hair and bow-shaped lips in heart-shaped faces. Even Colton, personally, I would say was pretty.

      After the quick introductions, Andrea stood and looked at me with something of a challenge in her gaze.

      “So,” she said. “now you see why we are in need of such a large house.”

      “I see,” I said.

      “Would you be so kind as to let Dr. Alexander know? I realize he sent you in his stead, but perhaps if you would put in a good word, then he will be more inclined to come to an amicable agreement.”

      “Of course,” I said. “I will be more than honored to put in a good word for you.”

      “Thank you so much,” she said. “Then if you’ll excuse me, I have to make sure all of my siblings are fed and get them ready for bed.”

      It appeared to me that she was no older than her siblings, but for some reason she took responsibility for them.

      She shot her sisters a warning glance when they giggled again. It really didn’t help. Girls would be girls. The middle girl had moved away from the others and stood watching me while she tugged off her gloves.

      Andrea’s eyes were a bright green with the most beautiful combination of shades of dark and light green shooting out from her pupils. I was mesmerized by her.

      But she moved around me to the door and opened it.

      “Good night,” she said.

      Then before I really knew what was happening, I was on the other side of the heavy wooden door. Back in the sunlight and thrust back among the tourists.

      And I still did not have my sunshades.

      Turning, I tried the door knob, but it was locked.

      Well hell.

      I knocked. Twice. But no one answered.

      I know she had to hear me. She was just right there. It was just as bad as phoning someone who had just texted. You had to know they were holding their phone.

      With no other option coming to mind, I went down the street to the general store to buy another pair of shades.

      They didn’t have the brand I liked, of course. I knew they wouldn’t. Yet the markup on what they did have was about ten times what it should be. I knew these things from practically growing up here. It’s why Mother rarely let us buy things in Whiskey Springs.

      A tourist town, she’d say. And only tourists pay their exorbitant tourist prices. Today, though, I didn’t care.

      I just wanted my eyes protected.

      I handed my new shades to the woman behind the counter.

      “Have you heard anything about the new role-playing game two doors down?” I asked as I swiped my credit card.

      The clerk, an older woman, lowered her glasses and looked at me like I’d just insulted her. “I don’t get involved in such things,” she said.

      “It looks like some teenagers,” I said. “being innovative. It’s quite creative.”

      “No,” she said. “I don’t know anything about it.”

      “Do you think it’s a thing for the tourists?” I asked, trying to go about it a different way.

      “You’re a tourist,” she said accusingly.

      Yep. Only a tourist would pay what I just paid for a pair of cheap sunglasses.

      It was time to grab some dinner anyway, before finding my way to my cabin for the night.

      Wearing my new sunshades, I stepped back out onto the sidewalk and checked my phone. No messages. No calls. No emails.

      Such was the life of the newly retired.

      A lifetime of dedication forgotten. Just like that.

      My cabin was within walking distance of downtown. A touristy move, but it wasn’t my fault the town had grown in the last seventeen years and I wanted to stay someplace vaguely familiar.

      So I cut myself a break on that one.

      But as I retraced my steps, I came to the door where Andrea Auclair had been.

      Unable to resist, I turned the doorknob. It was still locked.

      I stood there, puzzling over the whole thing.

      I must have stood there for longer than I thought because one of the street cops stopped and glared at me from behind his own dark shades.

      “Lost something?” he asked.

      I looked at the officer. Chewing gum and looking at me like I was doing something wrong.

      “I attended a role-playing activity here earlier and I just wanted to make sure I was paid up.” It was rather lame, but it was the best I could do on short notice.

      “Role-playing, huh?” the officer said.

      “Yes. Some innovative teenagers.”

      “Do I need to ask what you and these teenagers were doing?” he asked.

      I suppose that was his way of asking. “Talking,” I said. I really did not want to get into trouble with the law. “Is it an old house or something?”

      The cop, Officer Garrison, according to his name tag, stopped chewing his gum for about four seconds. “Tell me again why you care?”

      “There were kids in there.” I decided that taking a concerned tactic might be a better way to handle this. Whatever they were doing, it was apparently not something known about, much less condoned by the community.

      “Shouldn’t be,” he said, chewing his gum again. “The building was condemned over a year ago.”

      Condemned. This could not be good. I glanced over at the locked door, then down the street. There were no other doors like this one. It was the right door. I was certain of it.

      “You look familiar,” Officer Garrison said.

      “My name is Reed Smith. My family visited here when I was growing up.”

      “Reed,” he said. I saw it on his face the minute recognition hit him. “It’s been awhile, but… I think we went hiking together.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, not feeling that same recognition vibe. That had been a long time ago. And I didn’t remember any names. I did remember hiking with a local boy scout troop though. “Boy scouts?”

      “Yes,” he said, punching me good-naturedly on the upper arm. “I’m Brett Garrison.”

      “Brett,” I said with a nod. It was enough for him to run with.

      “Good seeing you, Buddy.”

      “You too,” I said, going along with it, although had no memory of him. I’d been a lot of places since then. Met a lot of people. He, apparently, had not.

      “Here.” He took a step up to the door as he pulled a ring of keys out of his pocket. Keys jangling, he quickly found what he was looking for.

      He put a key in the door lock, turned the knob, pushed the door open. Then he stepped aside so I could see.

      I stepped up to the door and, removing my shades, looked inside. Nothing but a dark, empty space.

      I looked at Brett.

      “Go ahead,” he said.

      I stepped inside and placed my hands on my hips. Everything was gone. The huge fireplace was there, but it was cold and empty. There was no furniture. No grandfather clock.

      The first time I was here, there was a bar. But no sign of that either.

      “Was there a bar here?” I asked.

      “It’s next door.”

      “Right.” So at least there was that explanation. And it was good to know I hadn’t imagined the bar, especially since I could still taste the beer. But there was no sign of the Auclair family.

      I stepped into the middle of the room. Even the windows were boarded up. There was absolutely no way this was the same place

      “Thank you for letting me inside,” I said, turning on my heels, nearly bumping into Brett. I had not realized he had followed me inside.

      “Sure thing,” Officer Brett said. “We’ll get together. Have a beer one night.”

      “Sure thing,” I said over my shoulder. Ready to leave now. More than ready. Then I stopped, turned around and held out a hand. “Good seeing you again.” I had a feeling it was best to act like nothing was wrong.

      Then I stepped back out into the crowd, dropping my shades back in place.

      Reaching the intersection, I crossed the street without stopping. Fortunately the light was green. I kept walking, across two more intersections, down a gravel road, until I reached my cabin.

      It was a simple little one room log cabin nestled against the rushing river bank. I walked around it to the edge of the river and sat on a boulder. Watched the water swirling around the rocks, rushing downstream. Watched a fish swimming near the surface in a little pool of water nestled in the rocks, coming to the surface, looking for something to eat.

      But none of it registered with me more than in passing.

      All I saw was Andrea Auclair sitting across from me. Looking at me with big, beautiful eyes. I had seen her. I had seen her brother and sisters come into the room.

      They had been real. I’d stake my life on it.

      Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.
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      I stirred at the mushy green peas in my plate. I’d sworn I’d never eat peas again after the war was over.

      But here I was, a million miles across the country, and Hector, the boardinghouse cook had served up peas for us.

      There were other things, too, of course. There were biscuits, always a staple, and a big slab of ham.

      I should be grateful that my siblings and I had a hot meal to eat.

      All four of my siblings appeared to be enjoying their supper as they chatted about what they had seen today and planning what they would do tomorrow.

      We’d only been in Whiskey Springs a handful of days. Already, we all loved it here. But we were a big family and we needed lots of room. There was a total of six bedrooms upstairs.

      Colton, being the only boy, had one of them, of course. I shared one with Dakota. Bailey and Elise shared a third.

      If we could work out something so that we could have five rooms, we would not only have more space, but maybe Dr. Avery would reduce the price by letting us lease by the month instead of paying by the night, allowing us to stretch our money.

      Until I found work, it was my job to make sure our money lasted, at least until my sisters were married. Colton could find work easy enough and I could manage on my own.

      And even today, Bailey had come back from her walk with a pretty new hat. My siblings had never been deprived of anything, so saving money for a future they could not fathom was foreign to them.

      I hated my role as protector of the money, and since I was only one year older than my next sibling down, it seemed more than a bit unfair that I was saddled with this role, but it fell to me nonetheless. Someone had to do it.

      That, however, was not what had disturbed my appetite.

      Reed and I had not finished our conversation when my siblings had come inside, causing commotion and chaos.

      I had quickly ushered him out, not wanting him to think that we were too unruly to lease Dr. Avery’s property.

      I could understand how one would jump to that conclusion, just listening to the commotion they caused. I had not missed the way Bailey had looked at him from beneath her new bonnet. She was such a flirt. It would not pay for Reed to get the wrong idea. Heavens. Bailey would have him thinking we were here to open a brothel.

      Bailey was the prettiest of us and she liked male attention. It would probably be a good idea to get her married off first. Before she could get into trouble.

      At any rate, I had quickly changed my mind about sending Reed off without finishing our conversation and it had not been more than five seconds later when I opened the door I had just closed behind him. I had been thinking we could finish our discussion on the front porch. I had called out to Elise to grab my shawl from upstairs, then turned back to the open door facing the street.

      There had been no sign of Reed. None. I looked right and left. I even walked to either side of the porch to look for him.

      There was no way he could have walked away that quickly.

      He had quite simply vanished.

      “Someone is opening a dress shop,” Elisa said. “They don’t have much yet, but the owner said she could make Bailey a dress to match her hat.”

      Of course she did. Bailey, although a full three years older than Elise was already molding her younger sister in her likeness.

      “Like Bailey needs another dress,” Dakota said. Dakota, probably actually the prettiest of us all, but such a serious girl, she tended to be overshadowed by Bailey and Elise.

      “We’ll all get new dresses in good time,” I said, weary of such conversations. It would be so easy to pass dresses along from the oldest to the youngest of us, but it did not seem fair to me that just because someone was born a few years later, they should not get something new. If that was the case, then Elise would never get a new dress. The bad thing was that Elise really didn’t seem to care one way or the other.

      “Don’t you need someplace to wear a new dress first?” Colton asked.

      Colton was so much like me. Or at least like me without the peacekeeping part. He tended to just say what was on his mind.

      He was right, of course. My sisters and I had more than ample clothes to wear and there wasn’t likely to be any kind of special occasion out here where any of us would need a dress. A wedding for Bailey, though, would be a good occasion.

      “Who was that man you were talking to?” Dakota asked, her brows creased in consternation. I’d told her she needed to stop frowning lest she get stuck that way. “He was not Dr. Avery.”

      “His name is Reed,” I told her, stirring my peas. “Dr. Avery sent him.”

      “Did he agree for us to stay here?” Dakota persisted.

      “Not yet,” I said. “I think it’s best if I talk with Dr. Avery himself.”

      “I agree,” Dakota said. “He’s the one who decides anyway, right?”

      Dakota was far too old for her years.

      I gave her a small smile. “I think so, yes.”

      “He was quite handsome,” Bailey said.

      I ignored Bailey’s comment. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who had noticed just how handsome the stranger was. But, unfortunately it did not seem to matter, since he had completely vanished.
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      Just after one a.m. in the morning, I stood in front of the vacant building. Unable to sleep, I had gotten up, pulled on my clothes, and wandered back downtown.

      The streets were empty this time of morning. Only the occasional car passing by. Downtown looked like a ghost town. It was strange, being in such stark contrast to the crowds from daytime.

      The bar, next door, however, was still open. Rock music drifting from inside.

      I tried the door. It was, of course, locked. Not wanting to get arrested for breaking and entering, I went next door to the bar.

      The same bartender was there. The one with his neck covered in tattoos. It made me cringe a bit, being from a clean-cut military background. Guys in the service who had tattoos had to keep them concealed at all times.

      Only a handful of people were scattered around.

      “Miller Lite?” he asked, sliding a bottle of beer across the bar.

      “Sure.” I took the beer, but didn’t drink. Just held it in my hands.

      I hadn’t come for a drink. I was, actually, a bit obsessed with the building next door.

      Since the bartender was hanging around, I decided to ask him.

      “Do you know anything about the building next door?” I asked.

      “The condemned boarding house?” he asked.

      Boarding house. That made a bit of sense. “Yes.”

      “Been condemned for years. Sometimes people get inside. Homeless people. Mostly during the winter.”

      Homeless people. Andrea did not look homeless. And her siblings had just walked right in through the front door. Just as I had.

      “What about other things?” I asked, reluctant now to talk outright about what I’d seen. “Like historical things?”

      The bartender pulled out a cloth. Wiped at the bar in front of me. Leaned forward and, looking around, spoke softly.

      “There’s a legend around here,” he said.

      “A legend?” I felt a tingle down my spine. “What kind of legend?”

      He shrugged. “We don’t talk about it much.”

      “Why not?”

      “Might scare the tourists,” he said.

      “I’m not a tourist,” I said.

      “Haven’t seen you around.”

      “Been away for awhile,” I said. “Air Force.”

      The man looked at me, considering. He was a bit older than me, so he wouldn’t have any reason to doubt me really.

      He pulled up a stool and sat across from me.

      “Sometimes people wander out.”

      “Out? Out from where?”

      He shrugged. “Just out.”

      I smiled a little. The man sounded like he was weaving a fanciful tale. Maybe for my benefit.

      “Out but not in?” I asked, mostly just to be difficult.

      “Maybe. But not to my knowledge.”

      “So people wander out.”

      “Ladies,” he said, sending another shiver down my spine.

      “How do you know?”

      “They walk right past my door there.” He gestured toward the bar door.

      I looked over my shoulder. “How do you know they’re from the boarding house?”

      He shrugged. “Adds up. Only way to explain it.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m listening.”

      “Usually happens during the full moon.”

      I sat back. Ran a finger along the condensation on my beer bottle. It was a full moon last night, but I had gone into the boarding house and seen the people inside during the blinding light of day.

      “Everyone see them?” I asked. Wasn’t sure where I was going with this, but just followed my instincts.

      “Nah.” The bartender stopped to refill another customer’s glass. Then settled back onto his stool. “Just a few of us locals.”

      “Describe them,” I said.

      “Sure.” He leaned forward. “Ladies—young ladies—in long dresses. Those bustle things in the back.”

      “How many of them have you seen?”

      The bartender scratched his head. “They’re all similar, but I’d say I’ve seen four different ones. Maybe three. Maybe five. Hard to say.”

      “You’ve had a lot of time to think about this,” I said, speaking calmly despite the way my stomach flipped over. He saw four. I had seen four.

      The bartender got up to close out someone’s tab.

      I got the sense that the bartender was making this up for my benefit. Either that or he knew about the young people next door. Maybe he was in on it. I watched him out of the corner of my eye.

      I usually had a good sense of people, but I wasn’t sure what to make of him. I decided I was wasting my time listening to his fanciful stories.

      I pulled out some cash, left it on the bar, and headed out the door while he was occupied.

      Going back to the boarding house door, I stood in front of it. Listening.

      The clouds shifted away from the moon, letting the moonlight spill over me. It was bright enough that it seemed to overwhelm the street lights.

      I thought I heard the steady ticking of a grandfather clock. I shook my head. There was no way I could hear that over the music coming from the bar next door.

      Shaking my head, tired of the speculation, I used all my strength to give the knob a swift turn. I suppose I was thinking I’d just break the lock with sheer force.

      But the knob turned so easily and the door opened beneath my shoulder that I practically tumbled inside.

      As I took a step forward, the door closed behind me. Dismissing it, I looked around.

      I was back in what I now knew to be a boardinghouse. The room was lit only by light from lanterns, but it had a cozy air about it. The empty boarded up room I had stood in earlier was nonexistent.

      The grandfather clock standing next to the staircase steadily ticked away the minutes. I nearly jumped when it began to chime the hour. It chimed eight times.

      Yet it was nearly two in the morning.

      A fire crackled in the fireplace and two ladies sat in front of it, their heads bent over whatever they were doing.

      I took another step forward and recognized Andrea. Andrea’s attention was focused on the needlepoint in her hands.

      I recognized the other girl as one of her sisters, the serious one. She had her attention focused on a book.

      There was no one else in the room.

      I stood perfectly still. Not sure what to do. I did not want to startle the ladies and yet now that I was here, my curiosity took the lead.

      Besides, having talked to Andrea once, I wanted to talk to her again. I was drawn to her.

      As I was still contemplating what exactly I should do, Andrea looked up and saw me standing there.

      “Mr. Smith,” she said, tossing her needlepoint aside and standing up. Even in the soft light, I saw the flush on her face.

      “Andrea,” I said.

      “I didn’t hear you come in,” she said.

      I didn’t see how she could possibly not have heard the door slam behind me. But the whole situation was quite strange and inexplicable even.

      “Please,” she said. “Come and have a seat.”

      I did as she asked. Went to the sofa and sat across from the two ladies.

      The other one, Dakota, was scowling at me.

      “Good evening,” I said to Dakota with a little smile. It did nothing to soften her expression.

      Andrea sat back down and watched me carefully. She held her needlepoint, but her hands were idle.

      “I looked for you earlier,” she said. This made no sense to me since she was the one who had invited me to leave. Why would she ask me to leave, then declare that she had been looking for me?

      “I looked for you, too,” I said, then bit my tongue at the look of surprise on her face.Dakota leaned over and whispered something to her sister.

      Andrea studied me, seeming to consider her sister’s words.

      “Is it true?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Is what true?”

      “Are you a guest here, too?”

      The bartender had said this was a boardinghouse. I didn’t understand this whole thing. Didn’t have a clue what was going on, but if this was indeed a boardinghouse, then it followed that I would be a guest here. It seemed like a simple way to explain my sudden appearance.

      “Yes,” I said before I had time to change my mind.

      “Then please accept my apologies,” Andrea said. “I had assumed…” Her voice trailed off. It seemed she had no logical explanation either.

      “No need to apologize,” I said.

      A shadow of confusion crossed her features, but she soon recovered.

      Dakota was still watching me with suspicion.

      “We were about to go upstairs,” Dakota said, closing her book and setting it aside. “It’s late.”

      Andrea glanced over at her, but didn’t say anything.

      “Of course,” I said. Then it occurred to me that the clock simply had the wrong time. It was an old clock and probably did not even work. Mostly there for decoration. “It is late,” I agreed.

      Andrea set her needlepoint aside again. “I suppose it is,” she said.

      She and Dakota stepped away, moving toward the stairs. I did not understand the dynamic between the two of them, but it wasn’t for me to know.

      Andrea stopped and looked back at me. “Perhaps we can talk in the morning then,” she said. “I can explain the earlier… conversation.”

      “Absolutely,” I said. “I look forward to it.”

      There was that flush again on her cheeks. It was really quite pretty.

      As the two girls went upstairs, I sat on the sofa and wondered what, exactly, I was supposed to do now.
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      My heart was pounding rapidly as Dakota and I slipped into our room. Since we were sharing a room, we had no particular reason to move quietly except that it was late and we were used to trying not to wake others.

      The trip across the country had been the most difficult thing we had ever done.

      There had been dangers at every turn. Snakes. Illnesses. Accidents.

      So many people we had started out with us hadn’t made it. It was a wonder the west was being settled at all.

      I was grateful that all five of us had made it without any mishaps. I still didn’t have a good feel for life out here on the frontier, but if I had to venture a guess, I would say it’s about as dangerous out here as it had been on the trail. Maybe not quite as bad… I hope… maybe different kinds of dangers I just hadn’t identified yet.

      Dakota went straight off to sleep, slipping into her regular light snoring. For such a serious girl, she had no problem shutting off her thoughts and going to sleep.

      I, on the other hand, lay awake. I heard the river roaring, coyotes howling, piano music from the saloon down the street.

      But all those noises were merely background for my busy thoughts.

      Mostly… okay totally… involving a man named Reed Smith.

      Earlier, when we had first met, I had told him far more than was appropriate to tell a stranger. I’d thought he was here to represent Dr. Avery, but he was merely a guest just as we were.

      I wondered why he hadn’t corrected me. He was probably just kind or maybe even confused. Probably a bit of both.

      I would talk with him tomorrow at breakfast. Straighten out the misunderstanding.

      He was a handsome man. Clean. Educated. Polite.

      We had traveled with people who were definitely not clean, including us at that particular time. Unlike us, though, most were not educated. And many were anything other than polite.

      It was odd, really, how we ended up out here after traveling along with so many diverse people. But now that we were here, how people just seemed to sort themselves back out.

      The wild ones went to the saloon. Some of the poor ones scattered to the woods to maybe work the earth. Others found shelter somewhere and went to work as laborers.

      Then others, educated, polite, and thankfully now clean, like us and Mr. Smith ended up here at the boarding house.

      No matter where people went, they seemed to sort themselves back out into their respective places in society.

      The full moon cast its bright light through the window. So bright I could see trees limbs blowing in the gentle wind.

      I gave up on sleep. With the bright moonlight, the noises from outside, and the loudness of my own thoughts, I tossed in the towel and slid out of bed.

      After touching my toes to the cold floor, I put on my socks and boots, then fastened my fur-lined cloak over my shoulders.

      I would just go downstairs, have some warm milk, and sit by the fire until I was sleepy.

      By the time I reached the top of the stairs, I was wondering where I thought I was going to get warm milk. But I had come too far to turn back now.

      I moved quietly, without making a sound, practically gliding down the stairs.

      The grandfather clock chimed the hour as I reached the bottom floor.

      Maybe Hector was still up and he could heat some milk for me.

      If nothing else, I could at least get a glass of water.

      Restless. That was the only way to describe how I was feeling.

      As a lady, I should be sleeping right now. Not up wandering the house like a floozy.

      Especially knowing that there were men about. Not Hector. Hector was staff. But Reed Smith. I knew Reed—a perfect stranger—was here somewhere, yet I persisted in my journey through the house. Alone. In the middle of the night.

      I found Hector in the kitchen. Still up, chopping potatoes for tomorrow’s breakfast, was more than happy to heat a cup of hot milk for me. I didn’t ask where he got the milk. Not only would that be rude, but I had learned that if I was going to eat and survive, I did not need to know where things came from. If I knew such things, I would no doubt eat or drink almost nothing.

      Still moving quietly, I left the kitchen, went back into the main room, carefully holding the hot mug in both hands. Hector had taken me at my word when I had asked for hot milk. It occurred to me too late that I should have asked for a tray.

      Reed was standing in front of the fire, his gaze on the flames. I don’t think he knew I was there.

      I got as far as the stairs, still trying to decide if I wanted to slip past him to go back upstairs or if I wanted to stick with my original plan to sit by the warm fire.

      It seemed a bit bold, with him being there, a perfect stranger and all, to join him.

      As I stood there, hesitating, he must have sensed my presence. It certainly wasn’t that I made any noise.

      Then he turned and looked right at me.

      At first, he showed no recognition. No sign that he saw me other than faint surprise.

      But now that he had seen me, it would have been rude for me to ignore him and pretend that I had not seen him. Especially since I was obviously looking right at him.

      “Good evening,” I said. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      His expression changed. It was as though he suddenly realized I was there.

      “Not at all,” he said. “Please. Come join me.” He stepped aside, leaving room for me to stand next to him.

      Again. It would be rude to refuse.

      I was nothing, if not well-bred. Manners were the one thing I had an abundance of.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You’re very kind.”

      But instead of going to stand next to him, I went to the chair closest to the fire and sat down, setting the mug on my knees to give my fingers a break from the scalding heat.

      “You couldn’t sleep?” he asked.

      “Unfortunately, no,” I admitted. “My sister snores like a freight train.”

      He laughed and I caught my breath. His laughter changed his face. I already found him handsome, but with a smile upon his lips, he was none other than dashing.

      I was rarely swayed by a dashing man since I was under the impression that dashing men were by nature rakes. It wasn’t their fault. It was simply that a handsome man experienced the world differently than a not so handsome man.

      Take my brother, for example, he was young now, but I was certain he was going to be handsome. Already, he was turning young ladies’ heads.

      And already he was accustomed to getting what he wanted by offering nothing more than a smile.

      I had watched this phenomenon and had to confess that I actually used it to our advantage a few times on our trek to get here.

      For my brother, the world was a place that gave him what he wanted without too much work. For indeed, how much work was a simple smile.

      And that, I decided was how a rake was born.

      I planned on finding myself a humble man someday. One who would be content to live a modest life with me. One who would not use his charm for gain.

      Having been raised in affluence, I knew that it brought nothing but the illusion of safety. I believed that my parents had been happy, but I was also fairly certain that my father was not a rake.

      That a man could be humble and rich at the same time, I didn’t doubt.

      “What are you thinking about?” Reed asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, smiling sweetly.

      When dealing with a rake, a lady had to keep her thoughts to herself. Not that I had a lot of experience in dealing with rakes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            REED

          

        

      

    

    
      I had lied. It had been out of necessity, but I had lied nonetheless.

      The fireplace was well stocked with chopped wood and the fire gave off a warm, cozy heat. Dark blue velvet curtains had been pulled closed over the windows leaving the room in darkness other than the glow of the fire.

      I stood in the boardinghouse, claiming to be a guest, when in fact, if I wanted to stay here—which I did—I had no place to go.

      Since it was more like a bed and breakfast, there was no check-in desk. Going upstairs and attempting to find a room seemed like a poor choice, so I decided that I would sleep on the sofa and sort things out in the morning.

      I could have—probably should have—left, of course, and returned to my own cabin.

      But now that I was here, I wanted to stay.

      I already knew from experience that sometimes I could get in here and sometimes I could not. Although it defied all logic, I didn’t think too much about it. There were some things best left alone.

      The bottom line was I wasn’t ready to leave this place. Wherever this place was. Especially since I didn’t know if I could return.

      Andrea sat next to me, holding a mug of steaming hot milk.

      When I’d first seen her standing next to the stairway, I thought I was seeing a ghost. The bartender’s words had flashed back through my mind.

      Sometimes they wander out.

      Perhaps he meant the ladies I was seeing here in the boardinghouse, Andrea for one.

      “I need you to be truthful about something,” I said.

      She looked up at me from beneath dark, delicate lashes. “I always strive to be truthful,” she said with a disarmingly innocent look.

      “I’m quite serious,” I said.

      “What is it you want to know?” she asked, carefully bringing the mug to her lips.

      “Are you playing at some kind of game?”

      Her brows knit, she looked blankly at me. “Game?”

      Perhaps I wasn’t going about this quite right.

      “Are you supposed to be here?” I waved a hand in a vague direction around the room.

      She balanced her cup on her knees. She was wearing a long cloak over what looked like could be a white nightgown and her long brunette hair flowed around her shoulders.

      “Does anyone know where they’re supposed to be? Looking back on how we ended up here, I wonder if it was meant to be. If we were fated to be here all along.” She stared into the flames of the fireplace as she spoke. Her voice soft and contemplative.

      Then she looked back up at me, meeting my gaze head on. “But if you are being literal, then yes. We pay our way.”

      “I’m not sure what I meant,” I said, utterly confused about what she was talking about.

      “I apologize for earlier. For assuming you were here on Dr. Avery’s behalf. It was time for him to be here and you were here… I just assumed.”

      “It seems like a logical assumption,” I said.

      “As you can see, our family is quite large and we would like stay here as long as we need to. At least until I can get one of my sisters married off.”

      I just looked at her. Trying to sort out what exactly she was talking about.

      “You want to find a husband for your sister?”

      “Yes,” she said, then put a hand on her forehead. “There I go. Telling you more than you need or want to know. I don’t normally talk to strangers like this. I’m usually quite private.”

      “Your secrets are safe with me,” I said.

      “Well then,” she said. “It’s late and I should try again to sleep.” She moved as though to stand up.

      “Wait,” I said. “Don’t go.”

      She hesitated.

      “Stay a little longer. Please.”

      “Very well,” she said. “I can stay until I finish my warm milk.”

      “Good,” I said. “Thank you.”

      We sat in silence with only the ticking of the grandfather clock to keep us company.

      There was something called a shared psychosis. Folie à deux. Perhaps Andrea and her… family… friends—whatever they were—shared some disorder.

      Although I had read about it, it wasn’t something given much attention, at least not in my training. Mostly because it was quite rare and certainly not likely
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