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  Author’s Note
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This book was previously published as Escape from the Past. It has been refreshed with new cover design and updated formatting, while the story remains the same. 






  
  Chapter 1
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The sound of my nervously tapping fingers echoed through the lobby as I waited for the current group of participants to work their way through their escape room. I was going to meet my sort-of boyfriend, Garrett Locke, for a late lunch, and it looked like I was going to be cutting it close. I was waiting for my business partner and friend since childhood, Jared Hayes, to show up and cover the rest of my shift. 
My escape room business had opened just a few short months ago, and the success was overwhelming. When we first opened, it was mostly locals who attended, but now that we were in the full swing of tourism season, our rooms were booked several days in advance.
Part of our job was to assist the mystery solvers with hints if it looked like they were stuck. Unfortunately for me, I wasn’t sure if this current group could find their way out of a wet paper bag if they had saws. I bit back my frustration and remembered to be thankful that, so far, the business was popular.
I typed in the next hint on the screen and queued up the sound effect that would let the participants know they had a new hint. I checked my watch and confirmed the group only had about fifteen minutes left. It didn’t look like they were going to win, but I guess you never know.
“Hiiiiiiiii Shay, sorry I’m late,” Jared said as he rushed up the steps.
That’s me, Shay Reynolds. He dramatically swung his bag on the counter, and I could tell he was preparing to give a stirring rendition of his day so far. I decided I’d better cut him off before I got trapped, no matter how entertaining he could be.
“Hi Jared, thanks for showing up. Here’s the group that’s in the room, and I gotta go,” I said, grabbing my purse and trying to make a run for it.
“Wait for just a second!”
“No! I’m meeting Garrett, and I gotta run. I’m going to be late, and it’s so difficult to plan a lunch together. Either something comes up here, or something comes up down at the department, and we end up rescheduling.”
Garrett was a detective for the local police department. We’d met a few months ago, and despite some pretty crazy circumstances, we were trying to build a relationship. Slowly, if not too slowly, I might add.
Jared smiled and poked me in the arm.
“I’m just giving you a hard time, silly. Go! Go be with your man!”
“Thanks, you’re the best! We’ll catch up later, I promise,” I said as I tore down the steps.
I only had about five minutes to get to the restaurant where I was meeting Garrett. I picked the place since I knew it had a great rooftop deck where we’d have a great view of the regular reenactments playing out on the street below.
Three times a day, a different scene played out for the tourists. In full period costume, re-enactors acted out a shooting event that had taken place in Deadwood over one hundred years ago. As someone who grew up in town, I’d seen it a few times, but I knew Garrett, being a new transplant from Colorado, would appreciate it. It was kind of silly, but it was also part of what made Deadwood so unique. I couldn’t wait to see his reaction.
I walked into the restaurant and noticed Garrett already had a seat at the bar. His face lit up, and his dimples came out to wink at me as he smiled and waved. My stomach did a little flip.
“Are you meeting someone?” asked the hostess, noticing me waving back at Garrett.
“I am. That man over there,” I said.
“Aren’t you the lucky one? I’d love to have lunch with a guy like that. Are you two serious?”
“Serious enough,” I answered tightly, determined not to growl.
Garrett was too good-looking for his own good. With his light brown, curly hair, sage green eyes, and chiseled jawline, he stood out from the crowd.
“The good ones are always taken,” she said, handing me the menu and motioning for me to take a seat. “Jerri will be by to get your drink order.”
“Hi there,” Garrett said. “You look amazing.”
I couldn’t help but snort. I was in my usual uniform of yoga pants with a graphic tee. Today’s version said, ‘Chaos is my Friend.’ My hair was in its typical bird’s nest configuration, and my favorite pair of Converse shoes could use a good cleaning, so I wasn’t sure how amazing I looked.
“Thanks,” I said dubiously. “You look great, too.”
“How’s your day going?”
“Good! Busy, but good. I’m thinking we need to expand and offer another escape room. So far, we’re booked every day this week. I know it’s because of Wild Bill Days this weekend, but it seems like it’s busier than I thought it would be.”
“Wild Bill Days?”
“Oh yeah, this is your first year in town. Deadwood is great about holding events. Pretty much every month, something’s going on. This month, it’s Wild Bill Days. There are a lot of events, and a big old rodeo will be in town. It’s awesome.”
“That sounds cool. Hopefully, we can both get some time off and enjoy at least some of it together.”
“Jared and I will figure out something so we both get some free time. What are you thinking for lunch?”
“I think I’ll have a burger and fries. Can you ever go wrong with a burger?”
“Good idea, and no, you would have to be an absolute monster to mess up that combination. I’ll have the same thing, I think.”
We put our menus down and smiled at each other. I could get used to this, I thought to myself. The sound of someone’s throat clearing interrupted my happy mind-wandering.
“I said, what can I get you to drink?” asked the server.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t hear you. I’ll take a Coke.”
“Same for me,” Garrett said.
We laughed as the server rolled her eyes and walked away. We were turning into that insufferable couple trapped in their own little world half the time. I found I didn’t mind that at all.
“So, you were saying something about re-enactors?” asked Garrett.
“Yeah! I’m sure you’ve heard it from your office, but every day, three times a day, the town puts together a re-enactment based on an actual event that took place in Deadwood’s past. I’ll give you the backstory for today’s re-enactment. It looks like we’ll have time to eat lunch and then catch it from the roof deck up top.”
“I can’t wait.”
The server came back with our drinks and took out her order pad.
“What can I get you two?” she asked.
“I’ll have a burger and fries. Oh, and could I add bacon?” I asked.
“You bet. And you, handsome?”
“I’ll have the same,” Garrett said, blushing.
“Alrighty, then. Let me know if you need anything else.”
She walked away to put in our order, and I pulled out my phone. I wanted to make sure I had all the details right for Garrett.
“So, way back in the day, there was a guy named Daniel Boone May... I wonder if he wore the cool hat like his namesake. But anyway, he was a talented gunfighter. He worked as a stage gunner, and that’s where he met the nemesis in this story, Prescott Webb. He was an all-around bad dude who held up a stagecoach that May was protecting. Since there were women and children on board, he didn’t want violence, so when Webb held up the coach, he put down his gun and let the robbery happen.”
I took a big sip of my Coke before I continued.
“After that, May ran into Webb in town. It looks like they exchanged a few gunshots, and May got hit in the wrist. He still managed to shoot Webb in the shoulder and shot the horse out from under him. Poor horse! After that, Seth Bullock arrested Webb and a few of his henchmen.”
“Henchmen? I like that word.”
“Hey, it’s in keeping with the times of the original shootout!”
“That sounds interesting. I’m looking forward to watching it. Whatever happened to May after all of that?”
“It looks like he was an all-around hero whom the bad guys kept trying to assassinate. He saved a lot of stagecoaches. He quit after a while and moved down to Chile. Huh, didn’t think South America was that popular back then.”
“Don’t forget Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid ended up down there,” Garrett said.
“True, I forgot about that. Speaking of the Sundance Kid, we should head over to Sundance one of these days. It’s a cool little town that’s not that far from here.”
“So what happened to May after he went to Chile?”
“Well, it looks like he got into trouble down there. This says he shot an army officer and fled to Brazil, where he later died of yellow fever. Wow. That was not how I expected that story to end,” I said, clicking off my phone.
“It’s pretty cool to live in a place where so many exciting things happened in the past. But it seems pretty quiet now.”
“After what happened a few months ago, I’m going to go out on a limb and say that quiet can be a good thing.”
A small-time drug dealer had nearly killed me back in March, and I was still dealing with random nightmares.
“I haven’t forgotten,” Garret said, his eyes darkening with worry.
He grabbed my hand and held on to it.
“But it’s all good,” I said, determined to stay cheery for our lunch date. “It brought us together, didn’t it?”
“That it did.”
The server clearing her throat again jerked me back to reality. Our server shook her head and smiled as she delivered our plates.
“Can I get you two lovebirds anything else?” she asked, grabbing a bottle of ketchup out of her apron pocket and placing it on the table.
“We’re good, thanks,” I answered. “It looks amazing!”
She nodded and headed to her next table while Garrett and I dug into the delicious burgers. Silence reigned while we made quick work of our lunch.
I grabbed a napkin to wipe off the ketchup that had somehow ended up all over my chin while Garrett snorted.
“I love the way you eat.”
“Quit it. It’s embarrassing, but I was starving,” I said around a mouthful of fries.
“No, I love it. You’re not afraid to enjoy what you’re eating. It’s awesome.”
“Well, thanks.”
We finished up our meal as our server came back.
“Did you save any room for dessert?” she asked.
Garrett looked at me, but I shook my head.
“No, I’m stuffed. Is it alright if we head up to the rooftop deck to watch today’s shootout?” I asked.
“Go on up,” she said, laying our ticket on the table.
Garrett fished two twenties out of his wallet and laid them on top of the bill.
“My treat,” he said. “You paid last time.”
“Did you want any change back?” the server asked.
“No, the rest is yours.”
I grabbed my purse and led Garrett up the stairs. I checked my phone as we walked up, and we had just about ten minutes before the action started. Perfect.
We reached the rooftop deck and looked around. I noticed a bunch of cute bistro tables clustered near the edge of the roof. Luckily, there was only one other couple up there. We grabbed a table and sat down.
“Are you excited?” I asked Garrett.
“I am. I know it’s pretty corny, but I love history, so it’s pretty cool to me.”
“Me too! I’ve always felt that way. The re-enactors work so hard. It can’t be easy putting on three different shows in the summer. It can get pretty hot up here some years. They’ve got a lot of dedication, but I don’t think they make much money. It’s more for the experience of doing it. A girl I knew in high school is in the cast. She’s been doing it for about five years now.”
I noticed a crowd gathering below and grabbed Garrett’s hand.
“It’s about to start!”
We watched, enthralled, as the actors went through their routine. It seemed real, at least from our vantage point. I noticed the actor playing Prescott Webb fall off his horse and look unconscious. A small pool of what looked like a dark liquid was puddling from underneath his body.
“Wow, they go all out,” I said. “I don’t remember them using fake blood before.”
Garrett had a severe look on his face as he watched the other actors. His body tensed. “I’m not sure that’s fake. Something about this doesn’t seem right.”
“Oh, it has to be fake. They do this all the time. Maybe they got a bigger budget.”
The skit ended somewhat abruptly, surprising me. I thought the actor playing Seth Bullock was going to come and arrest Webb. As the actors scattered, I noticed the man playing Webb didn’t move.
Garrett stood up.
“I knew something was wrong,” he said. “Stay here. I’ve got to go see what’s going on.”
He rushed down the stairs before I could say anything. I thought about following his orders, but who am I kidding? Like I’m going to stay up on a roof when it looks like a murder just took place. I ran after him, almost forgetting my purse in my rush.
When I made it out onto the street, I found Garrett kneeling over the actor who still wasn’t moving. Garrett looked up at me and grimaced before shaking his head.
“I should have known you wouldn’t stay put. I’ve got to secure the scene. This man is dead,” he said.
My hand flew up to my mouth. This couldn’t be happening again.






  
  Chapter 2
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I knelt next to Garrett, shocked by what I was seeing. I noticed a strong smell of alcohol around the body and kept sniffing, trying to figure out where it was coming from. 
“Do you smell that?” I asked Garrett.
“I do. It stinks like cognac. I don’t want to move the body or touch anything. Craig should get here soon with the medical examiner.”
I looked down the street, and sure enough, I could see Craig’s battered cruiser heading our way. I stood up and backed away, hoping I hadn’t contaminated the scene.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked, desperate to have something to keep me busy.
“Maybe you can keep the actors together until we get to them. I don’t want any of them leaving.”
Happy to have something useful to do, I went over to the knot of actors who were standing by, whispering. I looked for Amy Yates, the girl I’d known from high school, in the crowd. Seeing her in the back, I made my way over to her.
“Amy, it’s good to see you,” I said.
“Oh, hi, Shay. I didn’t realize you were back in town.”
Amy looked pale and seemed shaken by what had happened. Not that I blamed her.
“Could you let the other actors know the police need everybody to stick around? I think they’re going to have some questions for everyone.”
“Yeah, sure. One second. Hey! Everybody! We need to stick close for a bit,” she said.
There was some general mumbling and edgy looks among the actors, but they all seemed resigned to staying put. I grabbed Amy’s hand and pulled her aside from the group.
“What do you think happened?” I asked. “What can you tell me about the guy playing Webb?”
“Well, it sure looks like he’s not alive anymore. Seriously, though, the guy’s name was Davy Gentry. At least that’s what he said it was. You never know with the traveling actors. He wasn’t part of our usual local crew, so I didn’t know him very well. He never fit in with the rest of us.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, curious to take a deep dive into the lives of re-enactors.
“Well, there’s an entire circuit across the country of actors who travel around to small towns like this and specialize in doing re-enactments. Gentry said his last stop was in Tombstone, Arizona. I guess he played one of the Earp boys in their re-enactments. He thought he was pretty special, if you know what I mean.”
“So, you have a mix of locals, and then traveling actors come in as well? I didn’t know that’s how it worked.”
“Yeah, we’re a pretty tight-knit bunch. I have a regular job and just do this in the summer for fun, but a lot of them are into it and make it a career. If you time it right, you can work all year round if you don’t mind traveling.”
I noticed Garrett nodding to the medical examiner. He stepped into the area the uniformed officers had taped off. They must have made progress.
“So, what else have you been up to since high school?”
“Oh, not much. I work for an accountant here in town. I married Tommy Byles; you remember him?”
“I remember Tommy! He was always a nice guy. I’m so happy for you.”
Amy and Tommy had been a couple in high school, so I guess I wasn’t too surprised they stuck together. Garrett lightly touched my arm as he walked over to address the actors.
“Thanks, Shay. You’d better get back to work. This is going to take a while,” Garrett said.
“Okay, I guess I’ll see you later,” I said, a little stung I was being summarily dismissed. “Amy, it was nice to see you. I hope we can catch up later.”
“That’d be nice, Shay.”
I walked back up the street to the escape rooms, thinking about what I’d seen. It didn’t sound like the dead man had been well-liked, and my hyper imagination was listing out a bunch of things that made little sense. How had the guy ended up dead? Why did he just reek of alcohol?
Shrugging my shoulders, I put my thoughts to rest for a while. Garrett would fill me in later. He was the detective, not me. Maybe if I kept telling myself that, I’d eventually believe it. Yeah, probably not. There was nothing I loved more than sinking my teeth into a mystery.
I walked into the lobby and saw Jared leaning over the counter, intent on his monitor.
“Hey, what’s up?” I asked.
“There you are! Must be nice taking a long executive lunch while your poor partner slaves away for you. I didn’t know if you were even coming back!”
“You’d never guess what happened during our lunch!”
“Garrett proposed? Oh my God, it’s so soon. I don’t know, Shay,” Jared said, jumping to a wild conclusion.
“What? No! Good grief, we’ve only been dating for a few months. No, there was a death down at the re-enactment.”
“Duh, there are like three deaths or more a day down there. I thought you knew the bad guys always get shot.”
“No, silly! An actual death. An actor died right in the middle of the performance! We saw it all.”
“No way! Tell me what happened.”
I brought him up to speed. Every few minutes, the need to supply hints to the group in the third room interrupted our conversation.
“This group is close to solving the mystery. That last hint should point them in the right direction,” Jared said. “Wow, I can’t believe you got to see all of that. Do you think they shot him?”
“Well, there was a lot of shooting, but I know the actors use blanks. The guy just dropped, and then this dark liquid pooled underneath him. It sure seemed like he got shot.”
“Gross, that sounds terrible.”
“Did you know Amy Yates, or I guess I should say Amy Byles, is still doing the re-enactments?”
“Is she? She’s such a sweetheart. She scored big time with Tommy. They’re perfect for one another.”
“Yeah, I talked to her for a bit. She seemed a little shaken up. It was just so odd.”
I heard a whoop from down the hall in Room Three.
“Yes! They solved it,” Jared said.
He scooped up our stack of placards with various “we won” type messages and hurried down the hall with his camera. We liked to take pictures of the teams that played and put them up on our social accounts. This team had solved one of the harder challenges, and I could tell from the celebrating going on that they were pretty pumped.
I grabbed the schedule and noticed we had two more groups coming in for the other two rooms in about fifteen minutes. I’d let Jared get them started in those rooms while I reset the clues and props in Room Three.
Jared shepherded the group out, and they promised to come back to try their luck in another room before they left town. He turned back around to the desk.
“Is everything okay?” Jared asked. “You seem a little down.”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little upset that Garret kind of pushed me aside so he could question the actors.”
“Shay, that’s his job. He’s the detective. You’re the owner of an escape room business. I know you love mysteries, but you’ve got to let him do his job. I’m sure he meant nothing by it.”
“I know, I just would have loved to have listened in on the questioning. This one is fascinating to me, especially since we watched the poor guy die and I at least didn’t even realize it was real at first.”
“Well, get over it, sweetie. Garrett cares for you, but he’s still got a job to do.”
“I know, I know. Sorry, you know how I am with a good murder mystery. I’ll go clean up Room Three before the next group gets here. It looks like it’s booked to go again in half an hour, so I’d better get cracking.”
I busied myself resetting everything in the room. I loved this part of owning an escape room almost as much as figuring out the mystery theme for each room. There was something very cathartic about setting everything back up for the next group.
I worked quickly, thankful that this group had been pretty organized. Sometimes, people tossed their clues all around the room, making the job a little more complicated. Everything was stacked neatly on the dresser.
I finished up the room and took one last look around. I remembered how this room was where I found the first murder victim. I fought a chill that worked its way down my spine. A lot had happened since Jared and I discovered a body in here. It seemed crazy that since moving back here just a few months ago, I’d already been a witness to two murders.
I locked up the room and headed back to the lobby. Jared had gotten both groups started in the other two rooms and was monitoring their progress on his screens.
“How are they doing?”
“Room One is getting right into the swing of things, but Room Two seems a little slower,” Jared said.
Room One was still set up as an old bank heist where the participants had to open the safe before the sheriff arrived. The second room was themed after an old mining office, and visitors needed to find a secret mine before time ran out. The last room, the one I had just reset, was centered on searching for a missing prostitute from a notorious brothel. All three had been well received, but I knew it was time to figure out a new challenge and maybe even add a fourth room.
Jared and I talked about the logistics for getting a fourth room ready as the two groups worked on their mysteries. We had one more large room in the building that we had talked about renovating to create two smaller rooms. It would take a lot of work, and I wasn’t sure if we were quite ready to put that big of an investment in just yet.
“It’s going well, and we keep getting booked out. It will take a few months to get everything done once we renovate,” Jared said.
“True. I’m just worried that by the time we get that done, it will be closer to winter, and we won’t have the demand once tourism drops off,” I replied.
“Don’t forget, we get lots of people in from the local ski resorts and snowmobiling. I say, let’s start and see what happens.”
“True, I guess it doesn’t completely drop off in winter. Okay, let’s do it!”
“I’ll start putting together some prints of what we’re thinking of and let some contractor friends know we’ll need some bids,” Jared said.
“Great! This is exciting! I’ll start working on some ideas for changing out one of the existing rooms and plans for the two additional rooms once they’re done.”
“Sounds good! The next group should arrive shortly,” he said, looking down at the desk.
“I’ll get them started since you handled the other two groups.”
When the new group arrived, I went through the spiel that got everyone started. I showed them the different lock types they’d run into while they worked to solve the mystery and explained how everything functioned. I pointed out the monitor where they
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