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Chapter 1: Stranded in the Ghost Town
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Emma could feel her head nodding to the rhythmic clopping of Cinnamon’s hooves hitting the packed dirt. Whisps of strawberry blonde hair had escaped from underneath her hat, and she swatted at the strands listlessly. She was on day three of her solitary journey and had barely slept. The combination of the overcast sky and hot sun was making her drowsy. She blinked rapidly a few times and rubbed her bright blue eyes. She would take a break at the next town she came to, which didn’t seem to be approaching any time soon based on the sparseness of the land around her. The road was reduced to hard packed dirt, and the fields on either side of her were barren. The grass was dry and brown, all of it overgrown. To her left, what looked like an old field of corn stood standing, but the stalks were dry and crunchy-looking. If she had to guess, those stalks had been left standing a few seasons past their last harvest.

Emma rubbed her eyes and blinked rapidly again. She paused, hand frozen in place, as what sounded like a crack underneath the wagon of her stagecoach punctuated the air over the clopping of Cinnamon’s hooves. She looked at the horse, whose beautiful brown ears were perked up on her head. Cinnamon had definitely heard the noise as well. Emma told herself she just had to get to the next town, wherever that was.

“Keep it up, Cinnamon. Good girl,” Emma cooed softly to the horse, who shook her mane as if to say, “I got this” and kept trotting forward.

Cinnamon had carried the stagecoach not too much farther when Emma heard the same cracking noise underneath the wagon, this time closer to the front. Emma gritted her teeth and hoped for a safe arrival in the next town. Just on the horizon, she could make out the outlines of a few buildings and what looked like a huge mansion on top of a hill, way off in the distance.

A faded sign on the side of the road, mostly hidden in the overgrown weeds, read “Onyx Falls- One Mile.” Emma felt a weight lift from her shoulders, and she sat up straighter in her seat. The next town was only a mile away. Even if she did break down out here, she could unhitch Cinnamon and ride her into the town. She took another deep breath and shimmied backwards in her seat, which caused another cracking sound to emanate from underneath the wagon. Emma sat very still, holding the reigns, and barely moving her head to glance at her surroundings.

When Cinnamon’s trots brought the wagon to the outskirts of town, Emma looked around in disbelief. This was not what she had hoped for as far as getting to the next town safely. This could barely be called a town. The road, packed hard with dirt, was threatened by an outcrop of weeds and flowers for as far as the eye could see. From what she could tell, this road continued straight through the town and clean to the other side. Buildings loomed on either side of the street, the faded paint chipped and peeling. Windows had been busted out sporadically in some of the buildings here and there, most of which had not been patched up or replaced.

“Easy, Cinnamon,” Emma said, giving the reigns a light pull. The horse slowed down and tossed her head from side to side as if she too could not believe this was where they would be stopping.

The place was the very definition of a ghost town. All the storefronts looked like they had at one point been lively and bustling, and the cracked, slanted sidewalks proved that people had once needed to get from place to place in this town. The windows and doors were covered in a layer of dirt and dust. The dressmaker’s shop still had mannequins in the window, dressed in a style Emma recognized from several years ago. She looked around in amazement, her bright blue eyes taking in the sight of what had once been a once beautiful place. The top of the general store had an ornate architectural design running across the roof. Several sections of this decorative piece were broken off, and the few shelves in the store that Emma could see had odds and ends of supplies-a few canned goods and what looked to be an opened sack of flour.

Emma was trying to peer into the dirty windows of the store to see if there was anything she could use when a curtain moved in the adjacent window. Her breath caught in her throat and she felt her face flush red, but she reminded herself that technically there was no crime in looking in a store window, and certainly no crime in looking in the window of a store that was no longer in operation. The curtain twitched again, and Emma pulled on Cinnamon’s reigns to make her stop.

The horse halted, then stomped her foot and let out a huff of indignation.

“I know, I know,” Emma said. “I don’t think it’s worth stopping here either.”

Emma wasn’t entirely sure she believed herself. She had just seen the curtain move, right? Surely that meant someone was here? Someone living in this ghost town was definitely better than the alternative option, which was ghosts and spirits living in these abandoned buildings. She stared at the faded red checked curtains, then let her eyes drift upwards. The sign on the building read “Maverick’s Saloon.” Most of the letters in the name had faded, making the sign look at first glance like “Ma’s Saloon,” which made her smile.

The curtain moved back and a face appeared in the window. Emma felt her cheeks redden again, this time with embarrassment that she had been caught grinning at the seemingly vacant building. The curtain fell back and the door next to it opened immediately. Out stepped a tall man wearing cowboy boots, brown pants, and an apron. He was handsome in a rugged way, with dark shaggy hair and a five o’clock shadow of a beard on his face. He had a small scar on his left cheek, a half-moon that was barely visible. He nodded to Emma and took two steps to the front of the porch, then stepped down to the ground.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing toward Cinnamon.

“Of course,” Emma said.

She watched the man hold his hand out toward Cinnamon, who sniffed him cautiously, then leaned her big brown head forward to nuzzle him.

“I’m Jack,” he said, looking toward Emma and giving a little wave.

“I’m Emma,” she responded, nodding at him and touching the brim of her felt hat. She searched her mind frantically for something intelligent to say, but “what are you doing in that building” and “I thought this town was abandoned” didn’t sound very friendly.

“Just passing through?” Jack asked.

“Yes. I’m on my way to take a reporting job.”

“I figured as much. Onyx Falls isn’t really a destination stop anymore,” he said, grinning at her apologetically.

“Well, I did wonder if it was abandoned,” Emma admitted. She was normally very composed and able to keep up with change in conversation, but found herself not capable of forming a complete, intelligent sentence in front of this handsome stranger and his intense, piercing blue eyes.

Jack smiled. “A lot of people have moved on and the town has seen better days, but we do still have some great establishments left, like my very own Maverick’s Saloon,” he said, turning sideways and gesturing dramatically.

Emma glanced politely up at the building and smoothed her dress over her knees.

“And the Bennett Inn,” he added, pointing across the street to an old building that Emma had assumed to be vacant.

While the scenery in the small Montana town looked gorgeous, Emma was not sure this was the place she wanted to stay for the evening. Did that old inn even have sheets that had been changed this year or floors that could be trusted to be walked across?

“I make the best steak this side of the Rockies,” Jack said, winking at her. “Why don’t you at least come in for a meal and give ol’ girl here a rest?”

Emma smiled down at him from her seat on the stagecoach.

Jack smiled back at her, and she couldn’t resist noticing his perfectly straight white teeth and bright blue eyes. She briefly forgot about the job waiting for her and the long journey she would have to finish in order to get there.

“Well, I am a little hungry,” Emma mumbled, blushing.

“Perfect,” Jack said, offering his hand up to help her step down.

She placed her dainty hand in his and allowed him to help her down. As soon as she stepped foot on the ground, the stagecoach creaked, another problem she had momentarily forgotten in the wake of the handsome cowboy’s charming smile.

Jack looked back at the stagecoach, then at Cinnamon. “That doesn’t sound good,” he mused. He dropped Emma’s hand and crouched down under the wagon, then quickly scurried backwards. “The front axle is about to snap,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s a good thing you stopped when you did. We need to get your horse unhitched.”

Emma’s stomach dropped at the thought of anything happening to Cinnamon, and she quickly went to work undoing the reigns and harness. Jack unhooked the singletree while Emma led the horse forward. Suddenly there was a loud cracking sound. The front axle of the stagecoach had split completely in half, the two parts falling inward and resting on the ground directly below where she had just been sitting.

Emma’s breath caught in her throat as she thought about what could have happened to her or Cinnamon if the axle had broken just a mile back in their journey.

“Oh, poor girl,” she murmured, rubbing the horse’s nose with one hand and running her fingers through her mane with the other.

“It can be fixed, but unfortunately not for a few days,” Jack reassured her. “We don’t exactly get deliveries quickly.” He moved his hands in a sweeping motion in front of himself, as if to demonstrate the state of the town.

Emma nodded, still a little shaken up.

“In the meantime, I can set up your horse in my stable,” Jack jerked his thumb over his shoulder, gesturing to the stable behind the saloon.

“Sure, that would be great,” Emma agreed, grateful for the chance to rest and a voice of reason to help decide what her next steps should be.

“In the meantime, you can head into the saloon and make yourself at home.”

Emma smoothed down the front of her dress and nodded. “Thank you.”

She headed towards the wooden porch of the saloon, opening the door slowly and letting her eyes adjust to the dark surroundings. There was a bar running along the length of one of the walls, with mismatched barstools waiting for patrons. Three wanted posters hung behind the bar, but it was too dark for Emma to make out the photos. Several tables were scattered throughout the dining room area. Emma wasn’t sure where to sit. The tables were all in the shadows, and she wanted to be close to the door, so perhaps sitting at the bar might be the better option. She wondered if that was an appropriate place for a woman.

Emma decided to choose to sit at the bar and had just dusted off a seat and sat down when Jack walked back in.

“A lady who sits at the bar. I like it,” he called, walking through the door that connected the kitchen to the bar.

Emma smiled at him and graciously accepted the glass of water he handed her.

“I got your horse all set up in the stable with fresh hay and a full trough of water.”

“Thank you,” Emma said. “I really appreciate it.”

“Of course,” Jack said. “I also got a steak started for you.”

Emma smiled gratefully and took a long drink of water.

While they waited for the steak to cook, the two made small talk. Emma told Jack about the newspaper reporting job she was taking in California and her parents and two older siblings. Jack told Emma about his parents, whom he had lost at a young age, and his sister, wo lived in the neighboring town. He told her about how the town was once busy and lively, and even though people had begun to leave at a rapid rate, he still held out hope that things could be saved.

An hour flew by, and Emma suddenly straightened in her seat when she realized the already dark saloon had grown even darker. The sun had almost set and the street looked even more ominous than it had when her stagecoach rolled into town amidst the overcast sky. She wasn’t sure what to do. Obviously traveling in a stagecoach with a broken axle was out of the question, and there was no way Cinnamon could carry all her belongings for the move halfway across the country.

As if Jack could read her mind, he said, “Let me call over to the Bennett Inn. They can get you set up until we can get that axle fixed.”

Emma felt a twinge of reassurance at Jack’s use of the word “we.”

“Thank you,” she said for what felt like the millionth time that day. “That would be great.”

As the two went out to the porch, Jack locked the doors of the saloon behind them, which Emma found peculiar considering there didn’t seem to be many people in the town. The two walked to the hotel across the street, still keeping up their easy conversation.

Once they stepped inside the inn, Emma looked around in awe at the ornate building. The beautiful interior was a complete contrast to the run-down exterior. The polished hardwood floors of the lobby shined brightly under the soft overhead lights. The walls were painted a cream color, and plush arm chairs sat aside a walnut parlor table. Heavy drapes lined all of the windows that overlooked the streets, which made Emma temporarily forget that just on the other side of those drapes was a desolate looking town.

“Wow,” Emma breathed, taking in the room. “This is gorgeous.”

“I know,” Jack agreed, chuckling softly as he watched Emma take in her surroundings. “Not quite what you would expect based on what you see outside. Sarah does a great job of keeping this place in tip top shape.”

Emma took a few paces forward, relishing the sound of the creaking floor beneath her, which was similar to that of her childhood home. She rang the little bell that was sitting on the table, and at the merry tinkling sound, a woman appeared around the corner as if by magic. The woman seemed to fit right in with the welcoming atmosphere of the hotel. She was pleasant looking in a grandmotherly sort of way and her graying hair was swept back in a bun. She wore an apron over a long dress, as if Emma and Jack had just interrupted an evening cookie-baking session. Her eyes lit up when she saw them, and she immediately came from behind the counter to introduce herself.

She grasped Emma’s outstretched hand and smiled brightly while Jack introduced the two women and recounted the evening’s events.

“Oh my goodness,” Sarah responded after Jack finished his tale. “Of course there is room for you here at Bennett Inn. Any friend of Jack’s is certainly welcome here for as long as you need to stay.”

“Thank you,” Emma responded. She definitely needed to come up with a better repertoire of responses to express her gratitude for the kindness of the residents in this town.

“Of course,” Sarah said, reaching out to grasp Emma’s arm. “I can set you up on the large master suite on the second floor. It’s the best room here.”

“Thank you, Sarah,” Jack said. He turned to Emma. “I’ll let you get settled in. Tomorrow we can take a look at that stagecoach
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