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      A light spring breeze rustled through the high grass across the prairie, carrying the scent of Douglas fir trees and Whitebark pine. Cottonwood fluff drifted easily on the breeze, casting a haze in the air. It almost looked like it was snowing.

      The rugged Rocky Mountain peaks across the valley to the west still wore their white winter caps though there were a few bald spots where the snow had already melted. The sky stretching to forever formed a wall of white clouds to the east, illuminated from the back by the morning sunlight.

      The Rock Creek River, normally a gently flowing stream bubbling its way over its bed of rocks and making a leisurely path around half submerged boulders, spilled over its banks from the melting snow. There was still a bit of bubbling, but there was also an urgency to the water as it rushed to make its way downstream to the rivers thirsty for water in the valley below.

      An elk lifted her head from the water, then twitched her ears, calling her spindly spotted babies back to her side. Like most young, they did as they were directed, then darted off again.

      The naturally dry air carried a dampness from an early morning shower, not so unusual for the month of May.

      My wheelbarrow, old and rusty, but sturdy, loaded with fresh hay, rolled silently over the dirt path up to the horse pens. I adjusted my thick leather gloves before I picked up the pitchfork and started tossing hay over the fence to the horses waiting on the other side.

      Had two dapple grays in this pen. One mare and a studhorse. In hopes that the mood would strike to make a foal.

      The scent of fresh hay mixed with the scent of spruce trees was smooth and yet sharp at the same time. Like clear spring water and fresh turned earth mixed with a fresh minty scent. There was nothing I liked better than morning springtime here in the valley.

      Being the oldest of five, I was the only one of us who remembered the journey that got us to this paradise we called home.

      The journey had been hell. I clearly remembered crossing rivers that toppled wagons, sweeping people under their currents. Trudging across high grass prairies with snakes lurking at every turn, striking without warning. Yet somehow, ours had been one of the few families that had arrived intact. Me. My four younger siblings and my grandfather.

      Our father had been killed in the war and our mother had died shortly thereafter with the birth of Marshall, the youngest.

      As soon as word had gotten to our grandparents here in Colorado, Grandpa had traveled all the way to Mississippi to get us and bring us back.

      We’d lived here with Grandpa and Grandma since and they had raised us as their own.

      I tossed the last of the hay over the fence and pulled a carrot out of my pocket for the mare. Her lips tickled my palm as she greedily ate out of my hand.

      My siblings were in school this morning. A tutor, a spinster nearing thirty years old, spent one week a month tutoring my younger siblings. After the week was up, she would return to Whiskey Springs. She came from a large family and one of her brothers always rode out here with her. Her father had escorted her this time and he was still here, catching up with Grandpa. They were out fishing in the river now, rehashing old times or maybe making up stories as they went. Probably both.

      This was the first week the tutor had been here since last October and I’d been listening to the protests of my younger siblings for two days. But my grandparents believed in education, so they had no choice. I’d finished my schooling in Northern Virginia, so I was exempt.

      Still. The quietness, without their jabbering and squealing, was deafening.

      Nothing but the clucking and scratching of chickens and the occasional grunt and squeal of the pigs.

      I didn’t mind doing all the morning chores myself for a few days. Not if it was for the good of my brothers and sister.

      Granted I was an unusual man. My sense of loyalty to my family was boundless.

      As long as I had siblings and grandparents to watch after, I would stay here on the ranch and do just that.

      I picked up the wheelbarrow and turned it around, back in the direction of the stables. The barn, painted a deep red, was as big as a two-story house. Two doors stood open on both sides, letting the breeze wash through. During the cold winter months, we kept the horses inside and the doors closed for warmth.

      It had been a long, cold winter and the fresh air was good for the horses.

      It was good for all of us.

      The sun shifted, stealing its way from behind the clouds, sending rays of sparkling sunlight through the air.

      That’s when I saw her.

      A young lady, older than my sister, but younger than me, sitting on a solid white quarter horse on the low ridge several yards from here. The ridge that followed along to the right of the road between the house and the stable.

      They just stood there. The girl sat astride, wearing pants. Nothing unusual these days. My sister wore pants on a regular basis, especially when she was out riding. She’d forgotten her hat. Or lost it. Either way, I hated to see her fair skin after a hour or so in the hot sun.

      I’d never seen this girl before. Not even in town. I would have remembered her. Her long dark wavy hair swirling softly in the breeze, fell loosely around her shoulders. She looked past me with beautiful eyes, framed with dark lashes and those perfectly bow-shaped lips were curved with curiosity.

      I dropped the wheelbarrow, the sound echoing with a loud thud.

      Pulling off my gloves and tossing them into the wheelbarrow, I took two steps in her direction.

      Perhaps she was lost. Whatever the reason, it wasn’t safe for her to be out here alone.

      Besides the dangers from men alone, there were bears and wolves about, especially this time of year when the bears were coming out of hibernation.

      She didn’t look like the kind of girl who was prepared to deal with such dangers. She looked delicate. Fragile.

      Beautiful.

      She tilted her head to the side as I stepped closer, but I didn’t think she saw me.

      The horse tossed his head in alarm, picked up one foot, then the other. The horse definitely saw me.

      She used the reins to hold him in place.

      I took one more step.

      The cottonwoods were everywhere, blending with the morning rays of the sun and obscuring my vision.

      She was standing still, but she was fading. I put a hand over my eyes and squinted toward her.

      I stopped and stared right at her, straining to see her.

      But she vanished.
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      Spring wildflowers littered the prairie as far as the eye could see. And that was saying a lot. The sky stretched forever all the way to the edge of the earth to the south and north. Tall rugged snow-capped mountains met the sky to the west.

      White fluffy clouds banked against the mountains. Could be snow, I guess, even in May.

      Whiskey Springs Ranch. I was in the right place. The etched wooden sign over the gravel driveway said so.

      But the swollen snowmelt river had washed out the bridge. The water must have pushed a fallen tree down the river straight into the bridge. A logical conclusion from the looks of the tree tangled with wood from the bridge. It would bust free soon with the water roaring past, taking everything in its path with it.

      White fluff drifted from the cottonwood trees, swirling in the air like snowflakes.

      I could see the ranch house from here. A large earth-colored two-story ranch house. Chimneys. A huge deck. What looked like a turret with a column of glass window panes in one corner. Every angle poised to take in the breathtaking views.

      A three-car garage attached as what looked like an ambling add-on. Had to be an add-on since the house had been built in the 1800s before garages were even needed.

      A faded red two-story barn stood several yards away from the house.

      A long winding white fence circling the whole thing. Looked like it was down in some places. Not surprising.

      They said the house was deserted. Had been deserted for years.

      “How do I get over there?” I asked Mr. White standing next to me.

      Mr. White was the closest neighbor to the Whiskey Springs Ranch. The Whiskey Springs sheriff had called ahead. Told him I was coming. Not much help otherwise.

      “Won’t be driving,” he said, chewing on what looked a lot like a pine needle.

      I glanced over at him, but he didn’t seem to think anything of his comment.

      “Any suggestions?” I asked.

      “Might be awhile before they get the bridge repaired,” he said.

      Probably an understatement. “I figured. Any other ideas?” Besides waiting.

      “Sure,” he said, chewing the pine needle and putting his hands in his back pockets.

      I waited, but he didn’t answer. An eagle glided through the air, landing in one of the fir trees several yards west of the house.

      “Want to tell me?” I asked finally when he seemed to have forgotten the thread of the conversation.

      “Take a horse.”

      I shook my head and blowing out a breath, looked at my rental car, a late model Mercedes four-door sedan.

      “Don’t have one of those,” I said, fighting to keep the impatience out of my voice.

      “I could help you out with that,” he said.

      I turned and looked at him. “Okay.”

      “You know how to ride?”

      “It’s been a while, but yes. I can ride.”

      He nodded. I’ve got a quarter horse you could borrow.

      I studied the swollen, swirling river, spilling over its banks.

      “How do I get a horse across the river?”

      “That’s the easy part,” he said with a grin. “There’s a good place to cross ‘bout a mile down the road.”

      “The water’s cold,” I said.

      “Horses don’t mind so much.”

      I didn’t know how horses felt about cold water.

      But I did know that I had to get across this river.

      I’d flown two thousand miles to get to the ranch house.

      The key was heavy in my pocket as was the responsibility on my shoulders.

      I never knew I had an uncle named Jack Auclair and wasn’t sure he knew about me, but it didn’t matter now.

      What did matter was that he had left the house to me. Claimed I was his closest heir. Not possible, but that part didn’t matter to the attorneys.

      Either way it was my responsibility to figure out what to do with this house and fifteen hundred acres.
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      The rest of my day passed in a haze. I finished my chores and by the time my siblings were out of school for their mid-day break, I was on my horse riding out toward the west pasture.

      My youngest brother had put a frog in my sister’s book bag and her screech echoed through the valley. I smiled to myself. Everything was as it should be, at least on the surface.

      I wouldn’t admit to anyone that I was looking for the girl I’d seen sitting on a horse not twenty yards from me.

      She vanished into thin air. Right in front of me.

      And here I was out riding the pastures. Looking for stray calves. Checking the fences.

      And if I happened to come across the lovely girl riding a white quarter horse, well, that would just be a bonus.

      I shifted my hat lower to keep the sun out of my eyes. The warm sun contrasted with the cool air coming off the mountains. The temperate weather was deceptive though. The sun would burn the skin with no warning at all.

      I hadn’t told anyone about the girl I’d seen.

      There had been rumors about my uncle going a little bit crazy when he was building this house.

      He’d built the house for the woman he’d thought he was going to marry.

      It was a long story, but he had ended up marrying someone else and they had lived happily-ever-after into old age.

      Still. There was that rumor about his questionable sanity for awhile.

      I preferred not to be dumped into that particular category.

      It was bad enough living out here where people were few and far between.

      I’d spent some time in Whiskey Springs. But I hadn’t found a woman that I wanted to bring home. I’d all but given up and it was just as well since I had plenty of responsibility to keep me busy with my younger siblings. My grandparents wouldn’t be around forever and the responsibility of this ranch and ten thousand acres would fall squarely on my shoulders. It was a lot for one man.

      But I had seen the girl on the white horse.

      I’d seen her with my own eyes. I was not insane.

      The Indians around here would probably call what I’d seen a vision.

      It might be true, but I was thirty-one years old and I’d never had a vision. Didn’t seem like I’d be starting to have visions now.

      It was something else. I was certain of it.

      I just didn’t know what that something else was.

      After I’d ridden the fences for two hours, I decided it was time to return home. It was getting late and besides, I was hungry.

      After dinner, my siblings would take care of the evening chores giving me time to go over the accounts.

      My grandfather had been giving me more and more responsibility around the ranch. I didn’t mind. It was my nature to take care of things. I’d had to for as long as I could remember. I’d been too young to fight in the war, but I hadn’t been too young to take care of my mother and younger siblings on the home front.

      According to my grandmother, that was why I was the way I was. I’d been molded into a responsible adult from a young age.

      As I neared the house, everything was quiet as it should be. I was surprised my siblings weren’t out of class yet, but it was first day back after a long winter and the tutor was probably having a hard time getting them back into the right mindset.

      I rounded the corner of the house, thinking I would give my horse a good brushing before I went inside the house.

      Then I saw the white quarter horse, reins looped securely around the hitching post.

      My heart rate increased and I pulled the reins of my horse to a stop.

      The horse was here, but the girl wasn’t.

      I slid off my own horse and looped the reins across the hitching post, leaving my horse next to the white one.

      I’d brush the horse later. Right now I had to go inside the house and find the girl.
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      I took my time riding along the edge of the river. Mr. White assured me, in his noncommittal manner, that I would know where to cross the river when I saw it. I wasn’t sure I believed him, but I had no choice, really.

      He’d offered to come with me, but I wanted to go alone. I needed time to look. To think. To assess.

      Jack Auclair had left me this property. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with it.

      I had a busy life in Boston. I was a psychiatrist with a good job in a mental hospital. Not only did I have patients to see and keep track of, I had interns to supervise. Two of them at the moment. They were actually psychology students so I was taking the opportunity to teach them a lot about medications. Couldn’t really work in the mental health field without a good solid foundational knowledge of psychotropics.

      My parents lived in a retirement community in Florida. They were young. In their fifties, but my father had been a successful neurosurgeon in the military who’d been able to retire at a very young age.

      He and Momma played golf, attended charities, and did all sorts of activities. Just last week, they had attended an art class where they had tried their hand at abstract painting. I think there had been wine involved, but they had downplayed that part.

      I hadn’t dated anyone in a while. Nearly two years. But I’d been busy. I’d been busy and I’d been burned good and hard. Engaged at twenty-three. Broke up at twenty-five. Now I was twenty-seven and had decided that focusing on my career suited me.

      I followed the swollen river until I found a shallow area that looked like a good place to cross.

      “Ready, Boy?” I asked the horse, patting him on the neck. His name was Reggie. An atypical name for a horse, but what did I know.

      The last time I’d been on a horse was with the ex-fiancé at his family’s country home outside of Boston.

      He, Richard, had taught me to ride and I’d taken to it like a duck to water.

      I guided the horse, Reggie, to the edge of the stream. Let him drink, then nudged into the water. As he took his time crossing, I saw a trout swimming upstream. Amazing.

      This was my first time out west and everything was new. The bubbling, swollen stream. The sky that stretched to forever. Trout that swam upstream in ice cold water.

      I blew out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding when we reached the other side of the river. I hadn’t been able to help imagining trees and debris from bridges flowing down the river, knocking over the horse.

      I was glad I’d worn a blue jean jacket. The wind coming across the field was chilly, even though the sun on my head was warm. It was an interesting contrast.

      There were some dark clouds gathering on the horizon. I patted the key in my pocket. At least I could ride out the storm while I was inside the house.

      I’d known ahead of time that the ranch house was big, but as I reached it, I was impressed by just how big it really was.

      And the closer I got to it, the more I could see its state of disrepair. There was a cracked window right in front. That couldn’t be good. At least it wasn’t broken yet. No telling what kind of critters would bed up in the house if they could get through a cracked window.

      The paint was most definitely peeling and there were some missing shingles. A broken light fixture on one side of the door. There was a blue spruce next to what I called a turret, but since it started on the ground, it was probably technically called a tower. Either way, it was an impressive feature of the house, one I hadn’t seen anywhere else. On a castle maybe.

      All the shrubs around the house were dried and brown.

      How could anyone let a house like this get into such a state? Why hadn’t Jack Auclair sold it long ago to someone who wanted to live here? The best anyone could figure was that he had closed up the house and moved to France. His last known address was France.

      Imagine everyone’s surprise to learn that he owned a fifteen-hundred acre ranch with a seven thousand square foot house sitting right in the middle of that land in Colorado.

      It was unimaginable. He’d just up and abandoned it about twenty years ago.

      When everything came out and lawyers did their work, they found my name on a will done ten years ago. Not my parents. Me.

      I’d still been in high school when he’d had that will executed. My parents had known nothing of it.

      My father had offered to fly up. Go through the house with me, but I hadn’t seen the point.

      I’d simply put it up for sale and be done with it. Maybe give the money to charity.

      But now I was beginning to see the point.

      This wasn’t just a house.

      It was a property.

      A property that never should have been abandoned, especially not be left to run down into this kind of condition.

      The wind had picked up and tossed my hair across my face. I pushed it away before I slid off the back of the horse.

      The first fat drops of rain landed on my sleeves as I tied the reins across a wooden hitching post.

      The rumble of thunder in the distance had me hurrying to cross the yard, pulling the key out of my pocket as I walked.

      It slid easily into the lock and clicked as I turned it.

      I opened the door and stepped inside the house.
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      My heart still pounding fast and hard in my chest, I stepped inside the front door, not knowing what to expect.

      I heard my brothers talking off to the left back in the room used as a classroom. I kinda felt sorry for the tutor. Her name was Miss Mary Evette. Any sympathy I felt for her was offset by the knowledge I had of her generous compensation. Not only was she paid well, but her room and board were furnished for the week while she was here.

      I’d overheard my grandparents talking about having her stay on full time.

      It would cost more, but it might be worth it. My sister wouldn’t mind, but my brothers would throw a fit. They hated being in the classroom, especially Paul, who at sixteen, claimed to be too old to sit in a schoolroom.

      It was funny because Paul spent hours reading and studying on his own through the winter.

      If Mary did stay on full time, Paul would have to be released and we’d have to hire on a hand to help with the chores.

      I found my grandmother in her sitting room off the main parlor in front of the fireplace, her knitting needles clacking away.

      Grandma was always doing something. I was just thankful we had a cook and a housekeeper so she had time to do things she enjoyed. Her and Grandpa both.

      She looked up and smiled when I came to the door.

      “Did
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