
Chapter One

			Gail counted to one hundred, listening to Tony’s familiar snoring. She had rehearsed this moment so many times, yet her heart still beat nervously in her chest. She had a plan, yes, but she hadn’t saved enough money yet. And winter was coming. She should really wait until spring. But last night told her it was time. Now. 

			“Yeah, I killed the bastard. He wanted the stuff. Said he’d tell the boss.”

			“Hell, Tony, that’s Jenkin’s nephew! Don’t you think they’re going to find out? They’ll be all over your ass.”

			Gail had heard Tony and some man arguing on the rickety old front porch of their rental house. Catching bits and pieces of their conversation, she had crept closer to the door, trying to listen.

			“He wanted to take them from me, man. I’m the one who found them! It’s my ass on the line! I had no choice, man. He said he’d tell them what I found if I didn’t split it with him. Hell, why should he get a cut? I found them! You and Charlie helped me get them out. Nobody else gets a cut but us three!”

			“What did you do with them?”

			“They’re hidden. In a good place. Nobody will find them, even if we got caught on camera. But I need you to help us get rid of the body. Charlie has him. We need to go—”

			“Oh, hell no. You’re on your own. I don’t want no part of that shit, Tony.”

			“You get your ass back here!” Tony yelled. “You owe me!”

			“I don’t owe you shit! You and Charlie can clean up your own mess. I’m out!”

			The squealing of tires told her that the man had left. She spun on her heels, intending to go back into the kitchen when the front door slammed open. She turned, seeing her husband’s angry eyes on her.

			“What the hell you doin’? You spyin’ on me, girl?”

			She held her hands up defensively, warding off the expected blow. “No, Tony. I was coming to tell you dinner was ready.”

			He came closer, staring into her eyes. The blow was quick and hard, and it stung her cheek. “Get me my whiskey. I don’t want any of that damn slop you’ve cooked up.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, still listening to his snoring. She’d reached her breaking point, hadn’t she? Oh, who was she kidding? She’d reached her breaking point a year ago, two even. She’d been stashing money away—she had some cash. She could slip away while he was passed out. She could do it tonight. How far would she get? She opened her eyes. It didn’t matter. They had to get away. Some place where she could think. Maybe she would get the nerve to call an attorney and file for divorce. She swallowed, remembering the beating she’d taken just last month when she’d told him she would leave him. No. Tony would never let her divorce him. He’d said as much. 

			“I’ll hunt you down like a wounded deer if you leave me. Don’t even think about it, Gail. I own you. The only way you’ll leave me is in a fucking body bag.”

			Tony was mixed up in something bad now. And he’d apparently killed a man. No, she didn’t doubt that, judging by the people he hung around with. So she had to get away. She ran her tongue over her busted lip, feeling the scab that had formed overnight. Surely to god this would be the last time. 

			She rolled slowly and quietly to the side of the bed, pausing as her feet touched the cold floor. His snoring hitched—stopping—and she stood deathly still, waiting. Then he started snoring again, and she took a tentative step away from the bed. Her knee hurt from where he’d kicked her, but she ignored the pain.

			Their bags were packed. She’d stashed them in the back of Katie’s closet weeks ago. She moved into the bathroom and dressed quietly in the darkness. She slung her purse over her shoulder, jumping as it banged into the door. She paused again, glancing at the bed. Fear threatened to paralyze her, and she had to force herself to move—away from the bed, away from him.

			She closed the door quietly, only then letting out a relieved breath. Then she sprang into action, nearly running to Katie’s room. She sat on the bed, gently shaking her. 

			“Katie, wake up, honey,” she whispered. “Wake up.”

			Katie finally opened her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

			“Come on. We’re leaving.”

			Katie sat up, leaning on an elbow. “Leaving?”

			“I’ll explain later. Come on, Katie. And we must be very quiet.”

			“Daddy?”

			“No. Just us.”

			Katie was only eight, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew what was going on. She nodded as she crawled out from under the covers. Gail opened the closet, shoving Katie’s clothes aside. The large backpack stuffed with their supplies was almost too heavy for her to carry. A smaller pack held some of Katie’s things. She took out the packs, then opened the side zipper of hers, relieved to find the wad of cash still there. She’d been saving it a dollar at a time for the last few years. It wasn’t much—a few thousand dollars, but it was enough to get them out of here. 

			“Momma, what are we doing?”

			She grabbed her daughter’s shoulders and faced her, the tiny nightlight not providing enough light to see her clearly.

			“We’re going away, honey. Just us.” She squeezed harder. “Do you understand?”

			“Daddy hit you again last night,” she stated matter-of-factly.

			Gail ducked her head. “Yes,” she whispered hoarsely. “The last time. We’ve got to go.” She pulled the small backpack from the closet. “Here. Take this. Be so very quiet, honey. Please?”

			Katie stared at her in the shadows. “He’s gonna be mad, Momma. Real mad.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			Katie stared at her for a long time, then nodded. She grabbed Freddie—her stuffed dog—from her bed and tucked him under her arm. The sight of that made her heart ache. Katie had begged for a pet, a dog, for so long now, but Tony wouldn’t hear of it. Last year she had finally bought the stuffed toy, a floppy-eared golden dog with shaggy fur. They had both cried when she gave it to her, but Freddie had been Katie’s constant companion since then.

			Gail nodded back at her, then slung the heavy backpack over her shoulder and guided Katie through the house. She wasn’t sad to be leaving. They’d only been living there for ten months. It didn’t feel like home. When she opened the front door, Katie tugged on her shirt.

			“Are you sure, Momma?”

			“Yes. Come on, honey. Let’s hurry.”

			Her heart was hammering so loudly in her ears, she had no idea if they were being quiet or not. Every sound seemed inordinately loud to her. She tossed her backpack into the back seat of her car, then settled Katie up front with her. She paused only a moment before starting the car and backing out of the carport. Into the night they fled, leaving the outskirts of Victor behind as she headed northwest toward Cripple Creek. She wouldn’t feel safe until Cripple Creek and its casinos were behind her as well, but right then, she felt such a sense of relief that she let tears fall from her eyes. As she drove, she felt Katie’s small hand touch her arm, squeezing tightly.

			She looked over at her, smiling through her tears. “I think we made it. I think we’re going to be okay, honey.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“We’re going to go camping. Would you like that?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never been.”

			She smiled at her daughter. “Neither have I.”

			Probably a crazy plan but it was all she could think of. She couldn’t go to her mother. Her mother loved Tony. And why not? He was exactly like her father. Her mother knew all too well what went on behind closed doors.

			




Chapter Ten

			Bea held her coffee cup in her hands, grateful for the warmth. It had been a bit breezy this afternoon, so she thought she’d let the wind die down a little before starting her campfire. She was sitting on a large rock and Cody was lying close beside her, her eyes closed as she slept. It had been easy hiking today as they had followed the creek, and she supposed they’d covered more ground than usual. She figured they would stay out this way two more nights, then slowly meander back to the shack.

			Once again she wondered if she was getting too damn old for these walkabouts. Maybe she was a bit too arrogant for her own good, thinking she hadn’t lost a step or two. Other people her age were decrepit already and popping handfuls of pills just to function. She was proud to say she took no medications and still got around reasonably well. Sure, it took her a little longer to loosen up in the mornings, but hell, at eighty-one, she supposed that was to be expected.

			She reached down absently to touch Cody’s fur, feeling the dog stir under her hand. Truth was, she was afraid to slow down, afraid to give up her overnight hikes. What else would she do? Hole up in the shack and let the last few years of her life slip away? Hell no. If something happened to her out here—if she fell and broke something or a bear attacked her—well, that would be her fate. She’d rather die out here doing what she loved than pass on while sitting in a damn recliner. Or worse—being in a hospital bed.

			“I sure don’t want to leave you behind though, sweet girl. Who’s going to take care of you?”

			Oh, she supposed it was just her age that had her thinking such thoughts. Yeah, she was getting long in the tooth, that was true. But she wasn’t ready to hang up her hiking boots. She’d keep trudging on for as long as she could. There wasn’t anyone to worry over her anyway.

			“It’s just us, girl. Ain’t no one else to care about us.”

			She swallowed the last of her coffee, which had passed the lukewarm point. She supposed she should clean up her dinner pot before dusk settled for good. She got to her feet, pausing to look at the fading sunset colors through the trees. Startled by a sharp bark from Cody, she turned to see two people walking along the creek toward her. 

			Cody stood, taking a protective stance in front of her. Bea squinted her eyes at the pair, seeing that one of them was a child. She put a hand on Cody’s back, steadying her. “I think it’s okay, girl.”

			A woman was walking with the child, both of them carrying backpacks. The young woman was in her late twenties, she guessed. She had a fearful look on her face and Bea tried to smile reassuringly at her.

			“Welcome to my camp.”

			The woman came closer, relief showing now. “We’re lost. I think.”

			Bea nodded. “Well, you found me, so not too lost. I’m Bea Jost and this here is Cody,” she said.

			The little girl’s eyes lit up. “A dog. Can I pet him?”

			“He’s a she,” Bea corrected. “But sure, you can pet her. I see you got your own dog there.”

			The girl was holding a stuffed toy—a dog—golden in color much like her Cody was. The girl reached a tentative hand out and Cody smelled her fingers, then nudged her hand with her nose, her tail wagging to beat all get out.

			“I’m Gail,” the woman said. “Gail Moretti. This is my daughter, Katie.”

			“This is Freddie,” Katie said, indicating her dog.

			“Well, you found me in the nick of time,” Bea said. “Gonna be dark soon. Best put your tent up.”

			“You wouldn’t mind?”

			“Of course not.” She motioned to where Katie and Cody were, the girl’s arms wrapped around both Freddie and Cody at the same time. Cody seemed to be pulling away, wary of the stuffed dog. “Probably couldn’t drag that one away anyhow.” She pointed to where her own tent was. “Not too many rocks up there. Go on. Then we’ll visit for a bit, and you can tell me how you got lost.”

			The woman—Gail—seemed to hesitate, then nodded. Bea turned her attention to Katie. “You had supper yet?”

			Katie shook her head. “Momma was afraid to stop.”

			“Yes, it’s scary when you think you’re lost. But I know where we are. You’ll be fine.”

			Bea picked up her pot and moved to the creek, bending down to wash it out. Her meal had been some kind of a pasta and chicken dish that she wasn’t too fond of. She looked up, seeing Gail struggling to get her tent erected. She put her pot down on the rock she’d been sitting at earlier and went to give her a hand. Judging by the newness of the pack, her boots, and the blue tent, it didn’t take much speculation on her part to know that Gail was a novice at this. She looked pretty frazzled.

			She went to the side opposite from Gail and started threading the tent poles through the loops. “Lay everything out flat first, then we’ll pop the dome up,” she instructed. In short order they had the tent up. 

			“Thank you, Bea.”

			“Is this your first night out?”

			“Second.”

			Bea nodded. “Whatcha got there in that pack to eat? I’ve already had mine, but I’ll help you with yours if you want.” She was surprised to see tears in the woman’s eyes. “What is it? Are you okay?”

			Gail looked over to where Katie and Cody were. Katie was standing near the creek, watching the water, her dog Freddie still clutched under one arm. Cody was staring at Freddie, probably wondering what the hell kind of critter it was.

			“I’m…I’m scared.”

			Bea frowned. “I know you said you were lost, but I know where we are. I can get you back on track.”

			Gail wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long few days and I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept since…I don’t know when.”

			Bea patted her arm. “Let’s get you something eat. Then you can tell me all about it.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Gail relaxed for what seemed to be the first time in weeks. As stressful as all this had been for her, she imagined Katie was feeling it too. Even the cheery campfire couldn’t keep her awake. When Gail had tucked her into the tent with Freddie, she appeared to be asleep before she’d even zipped it up again.

			She didn’t know why she felt safe here, but she did. She’d learned that Bea was eighty-one, which shocked her. She was nimble and youthful in appearance and seemed very sure of herself. She would have guessed her to be barely seventy. Her hair was steel-gray and cut very short. If she had to guess, she’d say that Bea trimmed her own hair with clippers and then never gave it another thought. Regardless, she was thankful they had stumbled upon her camp.

			“I don’t know how to read a trail map,” Gail confessed. “I thought we were on the trail, and the next thing I know, were following this stream and the trail seemed to have disappeared.”

			“Rock Creek. It flows east-west. I’m guessing the trail you were on was supposed to cross over the creek at some point. Likely you missed it.” Bea added another small limb to the fire. “Just the two of you out here all by yourself?”

			“Yes.” She stared into the fire, wanting so badly to talk to someone, to tell them about her life. She couldn’t chance it, though. “I…I homeschool Katie.” That much was true, although she hadn’t taken any of her schoolwork with them. “We needed to get away.”

			“I see.” 

			She could feel Bea watching her and didn’t dare glance over at her. Instead, she changed the subject.

			“I can’t believe you camp alone like this at your age. I think I’d be terrified.”

			“Oh, been doing it so many years, I don’t even think about it. Besides, got Cody here. Before her, I had Jo-Jo. Never thought I could replace her. She was a damn good dog.” Bea reached down and touched Cody’s head. “Got me another good one.”

			“Where do you live when you’re not camping?”

			“Got me a little shack over the pass there. That’s home in the summer. Rest of the year I got a place over in Prescott, in Arizona.”

			“No husband?” As soon as she asked, she mentally cringed. That would surely cause Bea to question her as well.

			“Not anymore, no.” Bea paused only a second. “What about you?”

			She wanted to lie. No, there was no husband. But she also wanted to tell the truth. Yes, there was a husband. A drunken bastard that she thought she might very well kill if she’d stayed with him a day longer than she had. She wiped impatiently at a tear that slid down her cheek, hoping Bea hadn’t seen. But of course she had.

			“Want to tell me about it?”

			Gail looked over at her. The caring, concerned eyes of the older woman opened the floodgates and her shoulders shook with sobs. She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling Bea move closer to her. A surprisingly strong arm circled her, and she instinctively turned, accepting the hug that Bea offered.

			“He…he’s awful,” she managed. “He…he yells at me, and he…he hits me.” She shook her head. “No. He beats me. I couldn’t take it any longer.” She met Bea’s eyes. “I was afraid I’d kill him. So we ran away. Snuck out of the house in the middle of the night.”

			“Why didn’t you call the police?” Bea asked gently.

			“It wouldn’t have mattered. He told me he would hunt me down like a wounded deer if I left him. He said he would kill me. I believed him.” She again wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

			Bea patted her arm reassuringly. “It’s good that you got away then. But you know you can’t hide out here for long. The nights are already getting colder. Up this high, winter comes early.”

			“I know. I just needed to get away and think. I hoped maybe he wouldn’t look for us. Like he would be glad that we left him. Then I thought maybe I could get a job and save enough to divorce him.”

			Bea patted her arm again. “Don’t you worry about that right now. But you and the girl don’t need to be out here in the mountains alone. This is your first time, right?”

			Gail nodded. “Yes.” She offered a weak smile. “How could you tell?”

			Bea smiled too. “We’ll decide what to do in the morning. Best you get in there with Katie and get some sleep.”

			“What if he followed us? What if he’s out there?” she said, pointing into the darkness.

			“Cody will let us know if someone comes up.” Bea leaned closer. “I sleep with a pistol. And I ain’t afraid to use it. I think we’ll be okay.”

			Gail let out a breath. “Thank you. I’m exhausted. It’ll be nice to sleep without worrying for once.”

			Bea nodded. “You go on to bed. I’ll tend to the fire. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

			Gail touched her shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze, then went to join Katie. She barely had the energy to kick her boots off before getting inside her sleeping bag. Katie never woke and Gail closed her eyes, giving in to her exhaustion. 

			




Chapter Twelve

			Devin wiped the already clean bar, dumbfounded that the woman who still occasionally flitted through her dreams had walked into her life again. Molly’s premonition about the appearance of a woman from her past had come true, it seemed.

			While her memories of Courtney were as she’d been back then—a young college student with flawless skin and expressive brown eyes—she’d convinced herself that the pretty young girl who had walked out on her had most likely turned into an overbearing bitch of a woman, someone she wouldn’t even like in real life.

			Her hand paused in its task, her mind’s eye seeing Courtney Rankin as she’d been this evening. Fifteen years older, yet looking as fresh and lovely as she’d been that night. Tiny laugh lines creased her eyes, and her mouth was quick to smile.

			Then she went back fifteen years, remembering how brash and arrogant she’d been that night. She’d spotted the girl—Courtney—as soon as she’d walked in. She’d thought maybe she could steal a dance and quite possibly a kiss. Little did she know, Courtney would do the stealing. Devin had looked into her eyes and was thunderstruck. She didn’t remember talking, but surely they must have. She stared off into space now, seeing them that night. They were holding hands. She’d leaned in for a kiss. She remembered feeling like her heart was going to beat right out of her chest. Which of them suggested they leave? She didn’t recall if either of them did. She just remembered walking outside, their hands still clasped, as they hurried to her little house a few blocks away.

			She swallowed, remembering the scene against the door. God, it was just like in the movies. They had practically ripped their clothes off. Their kisses had been hard, frantic. She had pinned Courtney to the door, her hand shoving panties down impatiently. Her knees had nearly buckled when her fingers found her wetness. She had—

			“Are you okay?”

			She jerked around, finding Molly watching her. Thankful for the subdued lighting behind the bar, she stepped farther into the shadows, embarrassed.

			“Yeah. Fine.” She tossed the cloth into the bin under the bar. “How did you know about Courtney?”

			“Know what, dear?”

			“Earlier, you said something about a woman from my past. You said—”

			“When did I say that? I don’t recall.”

			Devin stared at her for a long moment, then decided to drop it. Molly had been in a trance, it seemed. And she apparently didn’t remember a thing about it, so she let it go.

			“You heading home, Molly?”

			“I suppose. Are you going to hang around in case they come back in?”

			“I…I’ll stay until eight, like always.”

			Molly nodded. “Then I’ll go on home and get my supper. Got that FBI show on tonight, you know.”

			Devin smiled at her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			Molly turned to leave, then stopped. “You and that gal really used to know each other?”

			She shrugged. “We met once. I wouldn’t really say that we knew each other.” Not in that sense anyway. 

			“Well, good night, Devin. See you tomorrow.”

			“Good night.”

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Courtney studied the menu, which really didn’t take long. Their choices were burgers with fries, hamburger steak with mashed potatoes and gravy, chicken tenders with fries, or the daily special, which today was meatloaf with those same mashed potatoes and gravy. 

			“I’m going to try the meatloaf,” Kayla said. “What about you?”

			Her stomach still felt tied in knots, and she wasn’t sure she could stomach a heavy meal. “I think just a burger.”

			“I want the hamburger steak,” Joey said.

			Kayla leaned closer. “How do you think this place stays in business?” she asked quietly.

			“From what I gathered from Devin, they’re quite busy during the summer. The hotel, I mean. I assume everyone eats here since there’s nothing else.”

			“I can’t believe you ran into someone you know. I mean, this is in the middle of nowhere.”

			Michael came over then, smiling at them. “Have you decided?”

			“Yes,” Joey said. “I’ll have the hamburger steak.”

			Michael nodded, then looked at Kayla.

			“The meatloaf, please.”

			“Sure. It turned out great today. And you?”

			“I’ll have a burger and fries. No pickles.”

			“Water or tea? I’m sorry, we don’t serve alcohol over here. I think Devin will hang out at the bar until after dinner, if you want a nightcap.”

			“Water,” she said, and Joey and Kayla nodded the same.

			As soon as he left, Kayla leaned closer to her. “So tell us about Devin.”

			“What about her?” she asked sharply.

			“How did you know her?”

			Courtney stared at her. “I just knew her. Briefly. Very briefly.”

			Kayla returned her stare, then her eyes widened. “Oh my god! Her?”

			“Her who?” Joey asked.

			Courtney blew out her breath. “Yes, her.”

			Kayla laughed loudly, the sound echoing in the empty café. “What are the chances in that?”

			“Zero. The chances should have been zero,” she said.

			“What are you two talking about?” Joey asked.

			“Should I tell him, or do you want to?” Kayla asked.

			Courtney looked at Kayla, then Joey. “It’s no big deal.” She waved her hand in the air to convey just that. “I…I had a…a fling with her, is all.”

			Kayla laughed again. “A fling? Is that what you’re calling it?” Kayla turned to Joey. “Calling it a one-night stand would be generous.”

			Courtney rolled her eyes. “I met her at a party. And…I went home with her. No big deal. You know, stupid college stuff.” She glared at Kayla. “Let’s leave it at that.”

			“You know I’m going to tell him.”

			“You promised,” she reminded her.

			“Yeah. That was when she was an anonymous somebody.” Kayla patted Joey’s arm. “I’ll fill you in later.” Then she turned back to her. “So? Are you going to…you know, see her?”

			“See her?”

			“Oh, come on! You two were whispering. Did you make plans for later? She’s really cute.”

			“We did not.” Then she smiled. “Well, she kinda offered, although she may have only been teasing. But no. We’re not young college girls anymore.”

			“It might be fun. I mean, it’s probably fate or something that you ran into each other like this.”

			“Fate? Really?”

			“Well, what would you call it?”

			“Bad luck?” 

			“Or your lucky day,” Kayla countered with a laugh.

			“I did verify that the place is haunted, though. The footsteps I heard on the third floor—she says they hear that a lot.”

			“Oh, this is great. You can pick her brain for me. Get the history of the place. Find out where and when we might see a ghost.” Kayla gripped Joey’s arm. “Isn’t this exciting?”

			“If you say so. I think I’m with Court on this one. I’d just as soon not see one.”

			“This is like a once in a lifetime thing!” Then she paused. “I wonder if they’ll show up on my camera?”

			* * *

			Courtney had no intention of stopping off at the bar again after they returned to the hotel. Kayla and Joey were going up to their room. Kayla had plans for hiking tomorrow, and then she wanted to explore around the town, getting ideas for her book. Courtney thought she would go up with them too. Mainly because she didn’t relish the idea of walking up the stairs and into the dark hallway alone. That, of course, made her realize how ridiculous she was being. How many times had she gone into dark rooms and alleys before? Yeah, with a gun in my hand, she reminded herself. She was a little surprised—and chagrinned—at how the thought of this place being haunted was scaring her as much as it was. Which didn’t change the fact that she didn’t want to go up to her room alone.

			That said, the light was on in the bar and the door was still open. She glanced inside, seeing Devin sitting at a table, absently twirling a coaster in her fingers. Sitting there in the dim light, alone, she cast a lonely figure. Without much thought, she waved Kayla and Joey on. “Be up in a bit.”

			She stood in the doorway for a second, waiting until Devin looked her way. Their eyes met across the room and she was taken back in time. She felt that same pull, the same breathlessness she had felt that night. It made no difference that her conscious mind was telling her to leave, to turn around and go up to her room. No. Because the primitive part of her brain was drowning out her protests. Yes. Devin had that same look in her eyes that Courtney remembered. It hadn’t frightened her then and it didn’t frighten her now. In fact, had Devin come to her like she had that night, she wouldn’t have protested. However, neither of them moved. They weren’t at a college party. And, of course, they were fifteen years older and wiser.

			She pushed her thoughts away and entered the saloon, finally finding her voice. “You here alone?”

			Devin nodded. “I stay until about eight usually. If guests come in, I’ll stay as long as they want.” She motioned to the bar. “Would you like something?”

			Courtney shook her head. “No, thanks. That burger was huge. I’m stuffed.” She pulled out a chair and sat, joining Devin at her table. “So, we’re really the only ones in town?”

			“You are. It’s the end of the season. Since we’re not really close to anywhere, it’s definitely a destination, not a pass-through town. And certainly not a spur of the moment thing.”

			“Molly said you’ll close the hotel soon.” 

			“Yes. We would have normally closed on Sunday when the fishermen left, but since Kayla wanted to come this week, I made an exception. The weather is still nice, if you don’t mind the cold mornings.”

			“What do you do in the winter if there are no guests?” 

			“I hike every day until the snow gets too deep. Then I attempt to snowshoe and still get out. I do a little fishing too. And there’s always some maintenance to do to get ready for the next season.” She shrugged. “I keep busy.”

			“And on cold, snowy days?”

			Devin smiled. “I sit by the fire, read a book, and drink hot tea. Or sip on a good scotch in the evenings.”

			“Do you have someone to do those things with you?”

			“Someone?”

			“I mean, do you have a partner? Or a wife?”

			Devin smiled. “Now what kind of woman would want to live out here in a ghost town?”

			Courtney laughed. “Especially one that’s haunted.” 

			“Yeah, there’s that.” Devin arched one eyebrow. “What about you? Married?”

			“No. Never.” 

			“Dating someone?”

			She shook her head. “Not currently. No one seems to stick.” She smiled as she met Devin’s gaze. “I think that night…well, spoiled me for anyone else.”

			Devin nodded. “That was kinda crazy, wasn’t it?”

			“To say the least.” 

			Devin leaned closer, her voice quiet. “So…spoiled you, huh? Best night of your life too?”

			Courtney knew she was probably blushing, and she was thankful for the muted lighting. “It was memorable, yes. And, well, everything else seemed pale in comparison. It’s been almost fifteen years, and I can’t believe I’m sitting here with you talking about it.” 

			Devin leaned back, a smile still playing on her mouth. “We could, you know, try to duplicate it.”

			“Are you serious? We don’t even know each other!”

			A quick laugh. “We know each other more than we did that night. At least we know each other’s names now.”

			“Yes, well, I’ve matured since then. I don’t sleep with strangers, and you are still a stranger.”

			“Fair enough.” 

			Courtney studied her for a moment. “Do you often proposition women at your bar?”

			Devin smiled quickly. “No. We’re in the middle of nowhere. Not very many single women filter through here. Even fewer are gay.” The smile left her face. “I apologize for being so forward. Never in a million years did I think I’d see you again. Brought memories to the surface is all. I’m sorry.”

			Courtney nodded, leaving it at that. “You said you moved to Denver after college,” she prompted, changing the subject.

			“I did. Got a job at an investment firm. Financial analyst. While in college, I thought it would be an exciting career. I was actually rather bored with it.” She picked up the coaster and began twirling it in her hand again. “I grew up here, and really, I didn’t have aspirations of moving back. Michael and Cheryl got married when they were twenty and he moved her here, the same year I moved away. We’re close, but I didn’t have that itch to move back like he did.” She set the coaster back down. “My parents wanted out. The winter isolation was wearing on my mother. My dad asked me to come back here, help Michael run things.” She shrugged. “So I did.”

			“Just like that? You dropped everything?”

			“There wasn’t much to drop, really. Michael and Cheryl had twins—boys—that I didn’t get to see much. My job wasn’t something I was in love with. I wasn’t involved with anyone, and I was kinda just drifting along. So I said okay. Been here since.”

			“Wow. Gave up your life?”

			“I don’t look at it that way. I’m happy here. We’re plenty busy in the summer and there’s not a lot of downtime. I actually look forward to the end of the season.” She smiled. “Of course by March, I’m counting down the days until summer.”

			“When do you open up again?”

			“We advertise June into September, but if the weather is good and the road’s passable, we’ll open by mid-May.”

			“The road was bumpy as hell.”

			“Yeah, I know. Private property and a private road. We have it worked on and maintained a little bit every few years or so, but it’s costly. After you leave, we’ll close the gate off the main road there and lock up.”

			“Then you are officially closed?”

			“Yes. Then we go for an extended shopping trip and stock up for winter. Michael has a small blade that attaches to his truck. Uses it to keep the road somewhat passable after a snowstorm, mostly so the boys could get to school. Used to, anyway. Now that they’re gone to college, there’ll be no pressing need. We can get out, though, if we need supplies or medical care during the winter.”

			She leaned her elbows on the table. “So, during the summer, who comes here? Hikers?”

			“Yes. Day hikers will stay at the hotel for a couple of days. We also get the occasional backpackers who use our trails to get into the national forest. And more recently, we’ve got fishermen coming. We put a trail in to get to the lake. And there are two nice streams that flow here that have rainbow trout. There are four beaver ponds, all pretty good size, with lots of brook trout. They’re in the high valley back toward Bear Mountain. We’ve got a trail going there too. No roads, though, but we’ve become quite popular with fishermen.”

			“And you really own the whole town?”

			“Yep. It was a Green who first discovered gold here. He thought it would be more profitable to take the gold that he had and build a town and let others work the mines.” She shook her head. “So he built the town and leased out all the buildings. He made quite a lot of money at the time.”

			Courtney smiled. “But?”

			“But the gold played out and people were trickling out of town. Then there was a fire in 1881. That destroyed about half the town and pretty much everyone left after that.”

			“Molly said there were other hotels here at one time.”

			“Yes. That’s where the fire started—at one of the other hotels. Spread to the boarding house.” Devin’s face turned reflective, and her voice grew quiet. “Don’t know how many people died that night, but it triggered something.”

			Courtney felt a chill in the air. “Triggered…something?”

			Devin nodded. “The anniversary of the fire is coming up. Friday.” Then she smiled. “That’s always an interesting day.”

			She was almost afraid to ask…but she did. “Because?”

			“Because they get restless on that day.”

			She swallowed. “They? The…the ghosts?”

			“Yes. Mostly of those who died in the fires. Or so the story goes. Not all, though. Some were here before the fire. And some are ghosts of people who died afterward. My grandfather didn’t like to talk about that much, but Molly does. She learned most of the history from her mother, I guess. Plus…well, she sees things. Anyway, we normally close up before the anniversary. Sometimes things get crazy, so I’d rather there not be guests here.” Devin sat up straighter. “Sorry. I know you’re not interested in all that.”

			“I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that there are really ghosts here.”

			“You shouldn’t worry. They don’t normally show themselves to guests. Not in a physical sense anyway. Maybe with you here, Friday won’t be much of anything.”

			“I…I heard footsteps on the third floor,” she reminded her.

			“The bride.”

			Courtney frowned. “The what?”

			“We don’t know her name. Molly calls her the bride.”

			“The…the mail-order bride who was locked up in a room?”

			“Yes. I see she told you that story.” Devin picked up the coaster again and methodically spun it between her fingers. “Molly sees everything. Always has, I think. It doesn’t bother her at all. Me? I’ve never seen the bride. Or Sophie, for that matter. I feel things sometimes. I hear things. But I’ve never seen anything.”

			“The…the bride, she…lives on the third floor?”

			“I guess.”

			Courtney frowned. She guesses? “Do you…do you rent out those rooms up there?”

			“Yes. Most summer weekends we’re booked up. Of course, there’s only twelve rooms in the hotel so that’s not saying much.”

			“Okay, so it’s absolutely none of my business, but twelve rooms? That can’t bring in much income, does it?”

			Devin shrugged. “Expenses are minimal. We get by.”

			The easy tone indicated that money wasn’t a concern. What did she know anyway? Maybe owning a deserted ghost town was lucrative somehow. Ghost being the operative word there. She watched as Devin continued to twirl the coaster, seemingly lost in thought. No. Her eyes were open and she appeared to be watching the coaster, but she seemed to be staring past it. 

			Courtney stared too as Devin’s fingers methodically flipped the coaster round and round. The light began to dim around her, making the shadows darker. She felt the hairs on the back of her neck lift. Her breathing grew shallow, and she felt herself trembling. Was she being hypnotized or something? She couldn’t seem to look away.

			When the coaster finally fell from Devin’s hand, Courtney jumped, breaking whatever spell they’d both been under. As if a light had been switched on, the darkness faded and the shadows retreated. When Devin looked at her, though, her eyes still seemed far away. Slowly, she picked up the coaster that had fallen. She only fingered it for a second, then tossed it down again.

			“I guess I should close up for the night. Unless you wanted something.”

			Courtney shook her head. “No, no. I’m fine. I should…I should go up.” Then she swallowed. “I mean, it’s safe, right?”

			“Yes.” Devin stood and gave a quick smile. “Come on. I’ll walk you up to your room.”

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Bea slept fitfully, finally giving up and crawling out of the tent a good hour before dawn. It was a dim, cloudless, moonless night. And cold. She got the fire going, scooting as close to it as possible. Cody lay down beside her, resting against her leg. She automatically reached down to run her fingers through her fur. 

			She glanced at the other tent, not hearing any stirring inside. What a terrible life those two must have. She shook her head. She had no use for men who treated their women that way. She was lucky in that regard. Bobby never laid a hand on her. In fact, he rarely raised his voice. She supposed their marriage was unconventional, though. They each had their own interests and weren’t attached at the hip. And there had been no babies to bind them. She had pretended to be heartbroken when they’d learned that she was “infertile,” as the doctor had called it back then. Secretly, though, she was thankful. She never had that motherly instinct and perhaps that was why. Bobby had accepted the news with a shrug and had gone on about his business. He never said another word about it. When they’d moved to Arizona and golf took over his life, she doubted it ever crossed his mind. No, he wasn’t abusive, but he was a bastard in his own way.

			Still, she couldn’t imagine living in fear of him like Gail must have done with her husband. That wasn’t any kind of life. And what about the poor kid? Had she taken beatings from him too? She stroked Cody’s head, listening to the crackle of the fire. Then Cody jerked her head around, her ears alert as she stared out into the dark woods. Bea turned too, narrowing her eyes, watching as shadows seemed to dance around behind the trees. They seemed almost ghostlike as they moved.

			“What do you see, girl?” she asked quietly. 

			She felt a chill, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the cold morning air or something else entirely. The woods seemed alive all of a sudden. Tree branches rustled despite the lack of a breeze, and the shadows became hulking things that began to move and jump about. She felt the dog tremble beneath her fingers.

			For the first time in all the years she’d been in these mountains, she felt true fear. She desperately tried to see into the darkness, her old heart beating triple time. Her imagination had the shadows morphing into human shapes as they hid behind the branches of the thick spruce nearest her. She felt their dark eyes peering at her, biding their time as she cowered in fear.

			Cody gave a low growl that sent shivers across her skin. Her pistol was inside her tent, which she thought was probably a good thing. If she had it in her hand, she might very well start shooting blindly in all directions, trying to kill the ghost-shadows as they crept closer.

			A shape walked out of the trees, and Cody’s growl turned to a whimper. Bea gasped, trembling so badly she nearly fell off the rock she was perched on and right into the fire. The specter was ghostly white, a swirling mass of thick fog that melded into the shape of…a person? The face became clearer as it came closer—it was a woman. Her face was weathered, wrinkled, and her hair was short, cut much like her own. She was wearing men’s trousers and boots, and there was a holster and gun strapped to her waist, like you’d see in a movie set in an Old Western. Bea stared, completely stunned when the woman smiled at her. After giving a slight nod in her direction, she turned and walked away. The fog faded, like it had never even been there, and the mist swirled into nothingness as if blown away by a stiff breeze. 

			There was no breeze, though; the flame from her campfire had never flickered. Realizing that she’d been holding her breath, she sucked in a lungful of air. Cody looked up at her, her eyes questioning. Bea petted her head gently, then returned her gaze to the trees. Nothing moved. All was still again as the shadows retreated deeper into the forest, following the woman into the woods.

			Had she been hallucinating? Was she turning into a senile old woman? She slowly shook her head. No. It had been real. Because Cody had seen it all too.

			But what the hell was it? A ghost?

			Christ…she was getting senile, wasn’t she? Because now she was apparently seeing ghosts. Damn miracle I didn’t have a heart attack.

			




Chapter Fifteen

			Devin moved slowly along the trail, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. She hadn’t slept well. She attributed it to meeting Courtney. She had woken up several times during the night, her mind still on the other woman, as she replayed bits of their conversation. She had finally given up on sleep, tossing the covers off an hour earlier than normal. Because of that, she was on the trail earlier than usual too. Restless and edgy at home, she’d decided to start her morning walk early, going out well before the sky started showing some light. She hadn’t thought to grab her flashlight, but she figured she wouldn’t need it. She’d been taking this trail daily for the last ten years. She knew all the nuances of it, knew where it curved, knew where the big boulders were, knew where the split was. She certainly knew where the side trail was that would take her to the large rock outcropping where she’d have an unimpeded view of the morning sky. 

			She pulled the collar of her jacket up higher and let her thoughts drift to Courtney Rankin. She had walked her up the dimly lit stairwell to the second floor last night. They could see light shining from under the door of her brother’s room, indicating that they were still awake. Courtney had opened the door to her own room, then spun around, a look in her eyes that Devin remembered well. So she had taken a step closer, quietly offering her place if Courtney was afraid to sleep alone. She had meant it teasingly—hadn’t she? Perhaps her tone had been a little too serious, because Courtney had hesitated, as if considering the offer. But she had given a firm shake of her head, simply thanking her for the escort up the stairs.

			“Okay. Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” she had said. “I hope you sleep well.”

			She had left then, hearing the quiet “Good night” as it drifted down the stairs after her. She was the one who hadn’t slept well, as it turned out, though she’d bet that Courtney hadn’t either. That would have had nothing to do with thoughts of her, unfortunately. Courtney had been genuinely afraid.

			She wondered if the bride had been restless last night too. Had she paced across the floor, making the old boards creak, keeping Courtney up? Molly claimed the bride paced like she must have done during those years when she’d been locked in the room. Pacing back and forth as far as her rope would allow, biding her time, making her plans. How did she get the knife that helped free her? Someone obviously had brought it to her. One of her children? A guest at the hotel?

			She stopped suddenly, cocking her head. Listening. Hearing muffled voices in the distance. She peered into the darkness, trying to get her bearings. She’d been so lost in thought that she hadn’t been paying attention to the trail. Had she come to the sharp turn already? She would have remembered that, surely. Had she passed the break in the trees that would take her to the ledge and the view down to the stream?

			She turned in a slow circle, not able to see enough to know where she was. Nothing looked familiar. She nearly panicked. She reminded herself that she’d taken this trail thousands of times. She wasn’t in danger of getting lost. Then she heard them again—voices. One was that of a woman, but she couldn’t make out the other. She frowned sharply. Molly wouldn’t be out at this hour. Would Courtney’s brother and wife dare go out before daylight? They had no idea where the trails were. No. The second voice she was hearing wasn’t a man’s voice. It was a child’s. What the hell?

			She looked to the east, thankful to see the barest glimmer of light breaking the horizon. Dawn would come well before the sun broke from behind the mountains. It couldn’t get here fast enough, she thought. She walked a little farther, even slower than before. Her feet felt heavy and laden as she shuffled along. 

			A sudden gust of wind hit her face, and the trees around her shook with it, their thick boughs brushing her shoulders like hands reaching out to her. Out for her? When
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