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      To Micah, who has the heart of a condor

      but still likes to shake things up.
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      In the circle of light cast by my desk lamp, my pencil waltzed across the stage. The little lead figures it drew into constrained rows along the page of my ledger book were both elegant and tidy, much like a governess or a schoolteacher or a hotel proprietor might make them.

      I was all three, of course, but not at the same time. I had been many things in my twenty-two years, but keeping up with the budget of my tiny hotel in the middle of Idyllwild, California was the task of the moment. With a frown, I rubbed out the last number and replaced it with a smaller one. The arithmetic told me I needed to bring in more guests per month if I wanted to keep drinking the fancy English tea.

      I danced my pencil across the top of the page beneath its little spotlight and doodled, “Miss Loveda Brown.”

      When all was said and done, my name smacked of humble spinsterhood, not royalty, despite a marriage that had ended as swiftly as it occurred and fortunes won and lost. All that really mattered at this point in my life was a hot cup of creamy black tea and a plate of thick, buttered toast. The rest was in the crisp pine air of the mountain I called home.

      Glancing up from my desk, I looked past the dark lobby, out through the plate glass window into the night. The moon cast a glow onto the open dirt road beyond my wooden veranda. I couldn’t see the tops of the pine trees that lined the other side of the road without getting up and stepping closer, but their impenetrable wall of darkness made the moonlight between us seem like something I could reach out and hold in my hand if I tried.

      The cat reclined along the window sill, his black silhouette filling over half of it, stretched to double his normal length, because he could. Only his head, held aloft and frozen right down to his whiskers, proved that he was on high alert. The tip of his tail twitched. An ear flicked.

      A quick look to my right showed only darkness. The door to the kitchen no longer had a sliver of light glowing from beneath it. Karine, my cook, had gone to bed. Hattie, the maid, had retired before her. Only the gray tabby cat and I were awake, and I was glad for his company, although he seldom returned the sentiment.

      The cat swiveled his head in my direction, and slowly, the hair along his back rose.

      “Spoon, you’re wrong,” I said, pointing my pencil at him. “Our guests left yesterday.”

      His eyes reflected the light from my desk lamp and he gathered his long body together in the window, lifting slowly onto his feet.

      “If you’re lodging a complaint with the management,” I said, keeping my voice steady, “we’re closed.”

      Nonetheless, I stood up and turned around, taking in the dim room. To my left was the door to my bedroom next to an ash-filled summer fireplace. Turning right, I looked past the kitchen door, then the closed and dark dining room door, to the foot of the staircase that ran up behind my desk to the second-floor guest rooms. With my back to the cat in the window, I peered up the stairway into the dark. I’d told Spoon the truth. It was Wednesday, and we were vacant.

      I glanced back at the cat hunched up on the sill, tail doubled in size, staring at the top of the staircase.

      A faint scraping sound came from the tiny upstairs hall. I held my breath and waited for it to repeat, trying to identify it. Summer evenings in Idyllwild usually brought relief from the daytime warmth, and I kept the two upstairs windows open to refresh the place overnight. The windows opened into our front guest rooms, and I kept their doors open to entice the coolness to circulate into the hotel. The other three guest rooms did not have windows, and I kept those doors shut.

      “It’s a mouse,” I said to Spoon. “Or a squirrel climbed in through a window.” I didn’t tell him my third thought, because a raccoon in the hotel was too chaotic to contemplate. Our cat would have attacked it on principle. Either way, I realized with a frown, I was going to have to go find out. Hattie had cleaned those rooms, and I couldn’t let an animal undo her work.

      “Coming?” I asked the cat with a clear challenge in my voice. The cat remained frozen, ready to bolt.

      I shook my head and moved from behind my desk to the foot of the stairs and took a minute to stretch. There. Another sound. Soft rolling. Tiny clinks. Something was upstairs, shifting items around in one of the rooms in furtive little moves. My hand instinctively went to my stomach, but the niggling I usually felt during foreboding moments was absent.

      I considered my options.

      My Colt revolver was tucked under my pillow. I kept a Winchester rifle under my bed. The real question was whether whatever was upstairs had opposable thumbs and criminal aspirations. I shrugged. Impossible. The oak tree that grew outside the hotel spread its massive boughs in front of half the building, but keeping those windows open was safe. The lobby window and my own tiny bedroom window lay beneath it, and I hadn’t noticed anything.

      It had to be a critter.

      I made it up to the staircase landing before I stopped short. From the second open door at the end of the hallway on the right, a head popped out. In the dim light that reached us, a human face observed my bewilderment with a twisted frown. Although it was too shadowy to recognize the person, the long stringy hair hanging from her head and the sigh that escaped and drifted down the hall betrayed her.

      “Hello, Elizabeth,” I said. “It’s been a while.”

      I waited for my heart rate to slow down, wondering why she held still instead of retreating, as she usually did. Elizabeth wasn’t any friendlier than Spoon, but like him, she felt territorial about the hotel sometimes, this room in particular. A lifetime ago, it used to be hers.

      Finally, she pulled her head back into the room and I crept down the hall to stand in the doorway. Elizabeth was backlit by the moonlight coming through the window. Squatting on her haunches, she cast a silhouette that would have made anyone run away. Her baggy pants and ragged shirt lent an ambiguous air to a physique that I knew to be hard and lithe from years of living in the wilderness. She scraped a dirty, ragged fingernail along the carpet next to her calloused bare feet. For her, climbing trees was easy.

      A large patch of bald scarring extended from above her left eye around to behind her ear, leaving only a partial head full of thick red hair hanging in long, matted strands. It gave the woman her local nickname.

      Red.

      It also reminded everyone that she was as wild as the Indians who had partially scalped her in her youth. Red was the only one left of her family. They’d come to Idyllwild some twenty years ago and built this place as their home. Later, it had been converted into a hotel, and now I maintained it while Red paid random visits to her old room. She never came when we had guests, and she never appeared during daylight hours.

      And I never called her Red.

      Elizabeth was tense. I could sense it in the way she partially stood and moved across the room. Crouching down beside the baseboard, she dropped something with a rattle, and I realized she was making sounds deliberately. If she didn’t want to be seen, she knew how to be stealthy. Many times, the only way I knew she’d been in the room was from two dirty footprints on the window sill. She wanted my attention. Why?

      I reached out and flicked the light on. Swiftly, Elizabeth turned and put out her hands as if to block the exposure of her square, deeply tanned, weather-lined face, twisted in irritation. She was almost twice my age, but when she opened her startling blue eyes to look at me, they held the confusion of a lost child.

      I waited, but she didn’t leap for the open window. She ignored the jar of buttons at her feet where she’d taken them from the little hiding place beneath the floorboards. She wrapped her strong, thin arms around herself and frowned at me.

      “He’s gone.” My statement was useless, and even as I uttered it. How I could make her understand that what she was looking for might be gone for good? I could see the rows of tiny white crescent scars on her arms where they extended from the green plaid shirt. Elizabeth was no stranger to pain and preferred isolation, but the touchstone in her world was missing.

      She regarded me carefully. I wondered if the look in my eyes mirrored hers. Whether the tone in my voice conveyed the emotion that I kept hidden, even from myself, on most days.

      Elizabeth didn’t speak. So far as anyone could tell, her guttural words came in spurts that sounded like a cross between Creole and some unfamiliar Indian dialect. She leaned forward slightly, as if she were seeking a way to decipher mine.

      “I know his horse is in the corral here, instead of home,” I barged on. “And his place has been empty for weeks.” I indulged my feelings for one more breath. “I know you feel lost. You counted on him. And he left you.”

      I closed my eyes and pulled myself together. Letting out a sigh, I looked at her. “You have to get used to the idea that he might not come back at all. You don’t have to be afraid.” I tried to put confidence into my voice. “We are going to be fine. Mack and the sheriff are always nearby, and we’ve all agreed to look after you.”

      Elizabeth was already backing toward the window.

      “If you’ll let us,” I finished.

      She straddled the window sill and gave me one last speculative glance before turning to fling herself off the ledge into the oak tree. I rushed to the window to watch her descent and leaned out far enough to see her cross the dirt road and vanish into the tree line on the other side.

      The road to my left disappeared around a bend that wasn’t visible from my high view through the tree branches, but I could follow it to my right, past the post office next door, past the blacksmith shop next to it, and stretched beyond the final fourth small building where Mack, our regional deputy, slept blissfully unaware that I’d witnessed a break-in.

      There was no further sign of her.

      I came back into the guest room and knelt beside the hiding space. The floorboard remained open, displaying Elizabeth’s little treasures. She kept a mason jar filled with buttons. A wide, blue satin hat ribbon lay crumpled up with a scrap of lace. On top of them sat an empty silver money-clip set with a large, rough turquoise.

      Elizabeth liked to collect things, but she didn’t like to hold still. She wandered Idyllwild’s mountain for miles in every direction and called it home. During the long summer months, we all did. It was part of the charm that lured guests up from the desert and coastal valleys and paid our bills.

      As I slid the board closed, something brushed over my ankle, and I spun around with a muffled shriek.

      Spoon stiffly retreated, and with his ears flat, gave me an insulted look.

      “See?” I asked. “No raccoons.”

      I stood up as Spoon turned his back on me and marched from the room.

      Hands on my hips, I gave the room another quick surveillance and nodded.

      There was nothing to be afraid of.
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      “Elizabeth doesn’t trust anyone but him,” I insisted, then put a forkful of egg into my mouth.

      Mack frowned at me from across my dining room table. Morning sunshine came through the large, frosted glass window pane and promised a beautiful day. He smoothed a palm over his fresh-combed locks. “I gave John Wyman my word that I’d watch out for her,” he said. “Just tell me what Red needs.”

      The door swung open, and Hattie walked in with the coffee percolator and refilled his cup. Her head, crowned in bright red braids, stayed down and she kept her large green eyes on her task. Hattie was very young and still quite shy around men, even someone like Mack, who was practically family.

      “Thank you, Hattie,” he said. “Did you or Karine know about the late-night visit?”

      Karine was my cook, and she and Hattie kept the hotel running.

      Hattie didn’t make eye contact. “No, Deputy MacDougall. Our room faces out the other side of the hotel.”

      “But you do know that she visits the upstairs room once in a while?” Mack persisted.

      Hattie put a hand on the door. “Yes, sir. She does. The only way I know it, is that things in the room are shifted a little from where I’ve laid them. She never causes any trouble.”

      “Has she ever bothered a guest?”

      Perhaps this conversation was his attempt at encouraging Hattie to feel more at ease around him, but her eyes darted to mine and I said, “She is never around when the place gets busy, and I don’t blame her.” I smiled at Hattie by way of dismissal, and she ducked through the door. “I feel the same way.”

      Mack finished his meal by wiping the last segment of his toast over his plate, mopping up whatever detritus was too small for his fork. Because it made her dishwashing job that much easier, Karine appreciated the habit. It was a far cry from the table manners I’d been raised with, but a hotel proprietor learned quickly to accept any level of etiquette in her guests. If Mack noticed my gaze following his toast around the rim of his plate, he didn’t acknowledge it.

      “Elizabeth needs something you can’t give her,” I said. “An anchor. Mr. Wyman is the only thing left of her history. Him, and her old room upstairs.” I took a long sip of my hot tea. “How can she help but feel lost? It makes me mad.”

      Mack took up his coffee. “I’m sure he explained the best he could, under the circumstances,” he said. “Doesn’t she have her things set up in the abandoned mine shaft over there?” His tidy, sandy brown mustache hovered above the rim of his mug as he blew on his coffee and his calm gray eyes looked at me with something like exasperation.

      “That’s not going to be nearly good enough when the weather turns cold,” I pointed out.

      “She can stay here if she needs to. You won’t have any guests over the winter.”

      “Rubbish. She won’t stay in the building for over ten minutes at a time. She likes her independence.” I frowned at him. “We’re going to make Mr. Wyman take care of her.”

      He took a sip, and his smile told me plainly that he was waiting for a punchline.

      “She can stay in his place,” I said.

      “Hold up, now,” Mack said, leaning back in his chair, “I don’t know that was something he offered.”

      “It’s his own fault for not thinking about the consequences of his actions. And I think she’d do it. He might never come back, you know.” I kept my tone light and reasonable.

      Mack regarded me for a minute. “No,” he said slowly, “I don’t guess he made any plans about it, either which away.” His eyes narrowed. “You sure this is Red’s problem?”

      I stood up quickly, and he followed me through the door into the lobby. He had his coffee mug in one hand and with his other retrieved his brown Stetson from my desk where he’d set it.

      “I’m riding over there this morning,” I said. “Elizabeth is probably somewhere between here, the mine, and the cabin. If she sees me, I can show her it’s all right to be inside if she wants to.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “Do you want to wait until it’s too late to make another plan?” I smiled at him. “You could always give her your place when the snow blows in.”

      He returned my smile with a small shake of his head. He was taller than my five foot four inches by a lot, mid-thirties, strong, and a crack shot with a revolver, but knew he couldn’t intimidate me, so he never tried. Instead, he cultivated a long-suffering tone of voice that made me feel like he was patting me on the head.

      “I’ll have to ride with you.” He cleared his throat. “Otherwise, we call that breaking and entering.”

      “But it isn’t when you do it?” I challenged.

      This time, he laughed. He put his hat on and opened the lobby door to the front veranda. Fresh, warm, morning pine scent filled the small room.

      “No,” he said. “When I do it, it’s called using a key and keeping an eye on things.” He stepped outside. “I’ll meet you at the corral.”

      The door closed behind him.
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        * * *

      

      I tromped down the wooden boardwalk that connected all four of the buildings in my little area of Idyllwild. From my veranda, I followed the raised planks past the wide post office landing to the blacksmith shop on the other side of it.

      “Good morning, Mr. Hannahs,” I called, and kept up my pace.

      I knew that if I paused in front of the post office, Mr. Hannahs, the postmaster, would call me inside for a neighborly chat over coffee and the latest newspaper, and I didn’t have time to do it justice. I waved a hand at the screen door to demonstrate my good intentions and turned in at the wide double barn doors of the blacksmith shop.

      A man stood inside, filing away on a small piece of metal held in place with a massive vise. Carlos Peyote was short, almost eye level with me. He wore a battered fedora over glossy black hair that hung in a single, long braid down his back. His face was dark and leathery, and when he smiled—which was seldom—a missing front tooth left a gap.

      I’d always thought of him as old because of the lines in his face. On closer examination, I realized he could be anywhere between forty and seventy. We’d been neighbors for a while, but his dark probing eyes unsettled me just enough that I’d never dared to ask his age.

      Mr. Hannahs was in his sixties, but Carlos moved with the grace of a much younger man in the prime of health. While both men carried a little extra weight, Carlos’ was proportionate and between his large, square hands and bulging biceps, didn’t look like someone you wanted to surprise.

      “Good morning, Carlos.”

      He looked up and acknowledged my riding skirt and boots with a grunt. “Need Blue?” he asked.

      Where Mr. Hannahs was chatty, Carlos was reticent. Mr. Hannahs loved to be up on the latest world news and Carlos kept to himself, in his private world of horses and handiwork. He never had much to discuss.

      “I’ll get her,” I said, looking beyond him through the back doors, out to the corral. “The corral’s getting crowded,” I noted.

      Mack was already there, going over his black gelding with a curry comb.

      My blue roan mare frisked with a brown and white piebald that belonged to Carlos. Mack’s horse and a chestnut that belonged to Mr. Hannahs were also regulars in the back corral. John Wyman had left his handsome golden palomino in Carlos’ care when he left, and if Sheriff Fuller rode in for any length of time, his quarter horse joined the herd.

      “Time to add another,” Carlos agreed, his file never slowing its rhythm.

      “Mack and I are riding over to the Wyman place,” I said, but his eyes stayed on his work. “I told Karine and Hattie that you would be over later to measure the walls.” Still no response. “Give a holler when you’re there, and they’ll show you upstairs.”

      Carlos had agreed to help me put windows in three upper guest rooms. He gave a short grunt. It was all the confirmation he offered.

      “Thanks, Carlos,” I said, and went out through the back doors, where Blue, prancing with anticipation, met me at the gate.

      It wasn’t until after Mack and I had ridden around the northern turn in the road that he asked about my gun.

      “What is that around your waist, Miss Brown?” He didn’t hide his distaste.

      “My new holster. Nice, isn’t it?” I ran a hand over the leather belt and rested it briefly on the mother-of-pearl handle of my Colt .45.

      “No.”

      “It’s already hot out here. Don’t irritate me.” I tousled Blue’s mane and gave her a pat. “I ordered it from some very talented craftsmen in El Paso and maybe you don’t know it, but this is the latest fashion.”

      “Where? In Bolivia?”

      We rode past the tiny cemetery. Shaded by a couple of ancient oak trees, the place stood apart from the rest of the pine forest, hemmed in with a low rock wall. My ex-husband was buried inside. We’d owned a ranch in El Paso, once upon a time. My Colt had been a wedding gift from him, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to pause long enough to spit on his grave. The man was philandering not a week after our honeymoon and dallied several more times before I’d left him.

      Too late, I admitted to myself that I was irritated.

      “For someone who wipes his plate with his toast, you’re awfully opinionated about women wearing guns,” I snipped.

      He cut me a look.

      “A woman should be able to look out for herself,” I said, as we rode across the entry to Foster’s Meadow and the Idyllwild Inn property. “See the saloon?” I asked, gesturing to the small building next to the road. “Lindley never knows who might stop by and get rowdy. His barkeeper wears a gun, too, just in case.”

      “Which is why you don’t need to carry one,” Mack said. “This is 1912. We’re civilized.” He sighed in exasperation over an old argument. “You’re surrounded by men who can take care of you.”

      I bit back my instant retort before it left my mouth. The last thing I counted on was men taking care of me. My husband hadn’t. My parents had gone down with their ship on a trans-Atlantic voyage before that. My brief encounters with employment were sharp reminders that a woman on her own in civilized 1912 had only herself to depend on.

      But none of that was Mack’s fault.

      “I’m tired of keeping it under my pillow.” I looked sideways at the Inn. “Besides, I only have one round in it. That leaves plenty of room for your heroics.”

      Walter Lindley owned the fancy Idyllwild Inn. And this saloon. And a stable. And a ballroom, a tennis court, a staff of twelve, including a chef, half a dozen gingerbread-decorated cottages, camping grounds, a white, gold-trimmed coach pulled by four prancing white horses, and—because he was a man of vision—he had a fiancé.

      Lindley’s hotel was a vacation destination. My hotel was a snug and quiet spot to while away a weekend with a nice book.

      The thought made me smile, and an idea tickled in the back of my mind as Mack and I bypassed the Inn and rode into a narrow, weed-filled road leading ever northward. The abandoned road was a relic of bygone logging operations, as were the couple of drooping cabins we passed further on. Between the ancient migratory tribe of Cahuilla and the cattlemen who drove them away, and homesteaders and progressives like Lindley who had visions of the future, Idyllwild’s past was a treasure trove of stories.

      I was a sucker for a good story. Historical photos hung on my lobby wall, telling different parts of Idyllwild’s past. But I hadn’t a single book in the place. If I could get Mack’s cooperation, that might change today. I decided to be friendlier.

      Mack and I rode along the rutted trail next to each other in companionable silence.

      When we finally passed near the abandoned mine shaft, Mack waited on the road while I moved Blue between trees to the partially hidden entrance. Other than the few scattered items on the ground, there was no sign that Elizabeth had been here recently and no sign of light or life showing within the gloomy cavern. If I’d wanted to be thorough, I could have dismounted and gone inside, but I knew that even if I wandered past her boxes of random belongings and the dirty clothing that sat piled up on her thin mattress, I wouldn’t find her.

      Elizabeth let herself be seen on her own terms.

      She would see us long before we saw her, and she alone would decide whether she wanted to follow us or interact. I hoped our arrival would pique her curiosity.

      Riding back to the road, I said, “Not here, but that doesn’t mean she’s not watching us from the trees.”

      I shrugged.

      Mack gave a nod, and we continued on. Pine needles overhead responded to the rising heat and released aromatic oils. The pungent scent was oppressive and the air no longer crisp. Beyond the turn to John’s cabin, a sprawling meadow full of strawberry plants grew in a riot all the way to the banks of Logan Creek. Had I come alone, I might have finished the trip with a foot bath there.

      A much narrower, almost hidden path branched from the road, and we took it to John’s cabin. I edged Blue out in front of Mack’s horse and took the lead, an impulsive move that I regretted five minutes later.

      “Whoa. What are you doing?” Mack called out behind me as I reined Blue back on her haunches. The trees were close together here, and Mack and his horse jogged to one side, landing the black gelding’s nose at my elbow. Mack worked his horse backward, but I kept my eyes riveted to the front of John’s cabin.

      Through the open door, I had a view of the chaos inside.

      I held Blue to a stand, and she mouthed her bit and switched her tail, telling me how offended she was. Behind me, Mack fell silent as we looked in all directions, listening hard to our surroundings.

      An insolent squirrel tossed a spent pine cone cob to the forest floor and a distant crow called out. The ground in front of John’s cabin had been chewed up by what looked like multiple hooves. There was enough manure in the yard to suggest horses had been there at least overnight. Other than the door’s latch and knob ripped from the door frame, the cabin didn’t appear abused from the outside.

      It was a small, two-room affair, but something big had occurred inside. There was blood in the doorway. Smashed glass beyond it. I could make out the top of a chair on the floor. I shivered and looked around us again.

      When I turned in the saddle to look at Mack, he was staring at the drawn Colt in my hand. I swallowed and realized my one shot was useless, as I hadn’t turned it into firing position. Mack couldn’t ride around me, but he was already dismounting. His face was grim.

      He waited.

      My fingers trembled as I moved the cartridge into place, cocked the hammer, and took a deep breath to steady my hand. If I had only one shot, I would have to make it count.

      If someone was inside, they’d heard us coming.

      My other hand inched its way to my stomach.
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      Mack handed me his reins, jabbed his thumb at his chest and then at the cabin. I nodded and aimed my gun at the doorway. With the stealth of a cat, Mack eased his way around the last few trees and approached the cabin from the side. He took his time, listened again with his back pressed up against the wall, then peered through the unbroken window.

      After a minute, he stepped to the doorway and disappeared inside. Nothing moved in the hush except a stag beetle that landed on a tree and wiggled its mandibles in the sun. Finally, Mack came back out and motioned to me. I brought our horses up to the front of the cabin, gun still drawn, trying to see in every direction at once.

      My nerves were a combination of apprehension and morbid curiosity. The niggling feeling they created in my stomach brought bile to my throat. I gripped my gun tightly in a sweaty palm.

      “Miss Brown,” Mack said under his breath as he reached for the reins, “for God’s sake, back off the trigger.”

      In the backdraft of my rushing nerves, I saw he was more afraid of me than of whatever lurked around us. I gave him a shaky smile and carefully uncocked the gun. I slid it into my holster and dismounted, feeling even more vulnerable on the ground. Leaving the horses, I stepped to the doorway.

      The blood marks on the ground ended abruptly at my feet but
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