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        Scott Flynn.

      

      

      I knew Scott Flynn.

      He and Jackson had been friends.

      I’d had a crush on Scott for as long as I could remember.

      I had gotten over that crush, of course, after I left home for college.

      I hadn’t seen him since and I hadn’t heard anything about him. It was odd seeing his name here. Maybe it wasn’t even the same Scott Flynn.

      As I stood there contemplating the odds of it being the Scott Flynn I knew. Or not. The door opened and Scott Flynn stood there looking at me.

      I saw recognition flit across his expression.

      He had the same strong jawbone that I remembered with the addition of a five o’clock shadow that gave him a look far more grown-up than the teenager I remembered.

      Everything about him was grown-up. He was no longer the tall, spindly teenager I had crushed on. He was tall and lean now.

      Dark hair in a stylish cut brushed the top of his collared shirt.

      His eyes held a mix of curiosity and amusement.

      “Bianca?” His voice was deeper than I remembered but still familiar.

      My heart fluttered sending my blood racing through my veins.

      I completely forgot why I was standing here. All I could think was how very odd it was that he staying here at the lodge.

      Perhaps I hadn’t quite gotten over that crush so much as I had thought.
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        Bianca Flynn

      

      

      

      “That’s it,” I said, snapping off the decade old projector plugged into my laptop. “Does anyone have any questions?”

      The room seemed quieter without the steady hum of the projector.

      I blinked at the sudden brightness after flipping on the overhead lights and went back to stand behind my podium. I picked up my to-go cup of coffee, then set it back down.

      One of the more vocal students sitting on the first row of the small auditorium raised his hand.

      “Yes Marcus?”

      “Will the final exam be open book?”

      I made a face and several students laughed. I walked out from behind the podium and looked around at the students. They were scattered, but not crowded, from the front row to the very back row. It held over two hundred, but this only had an enrollment of seventy-one. A small auditorium. Ten rows of twelve on either side of the middle aisle. A little dated, but great acoustics. It was my favorite room to teach in.

      That and this had been a good class. Every class was different. Psychology 101 was a good class to begin with and this had had good interactions.

      “Can anyone answer this question for Marcus?”

      About twenty students, half the class, raised their hands. I pointed to a girl in the back who never spoke up. The last day of class was better than never.

      “Alicia,” I said.

      “No,” Alicia answered.

      “No.” I repeated to Marcus who just shrugged. I guess he had to try one more time. “Take some time. Study. We’ve gone over everything that will be on the test.”

      Students quietly closed their computers and slid them into their backpacks. A few students closed their paper notebooks.

      “My graduate assistant will be administering the test,” I said. “So I’ll see some of you in January for Psychology 102. Merry Christmas everyone.”

      Right on cue, the bell rang officially declaring the class over.

      The bell, unnecessary as it was, shattered any semblance of quietness. I went back behind the podium and closed down my own equipment. Packed up my laptop computer.

      I took a sip of my coffee, but it was cold, so I set it aside to toss on the way out.

      Alicia came up to stand next to me. She held her textbook against herself like a shield.

      I smiled at her. Alicia was one of my best students, even though she was quiet. Her brown eyes were deep, making me think of the saying “still waters run deep.”

      “Dr. Flynn.” Alicia shifted her backpack. “I just wanted to tell you that I really enjoyed your class.”

      “Thank you Alicia. You’re graduating soon, right?” Alicia was a business major who had come to psychology late.

      “In the spring.”

      “Have you decided on what’s next?”

      “Graduate school,” she said. “I want to do what you do.”

      “You want to be a professor?”

      “Yes! That’s what I’m thinking.”

      “Have you started applying to graduate schools yet?”

      “Not yet.” She shifted her feet and looked down.

      “It’s okay. You’ve got plenty of time. Do some research on graduate schools over the break, then come talk to me when we get back in January.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      “Load up on psychology courses for the spring. That will help.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll help you.”

      But right now, I needed to get out of here and get on the road.

      I wanted to get to Alpine Falls tonight.

      Walking down the hallway, I sent a text to my boyfriend Bradley.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are we still on track to be ready to leave by one o’clock? We can get lunch if you’re ready by Noon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stepped into my office and gathered up everything I needed to take with me. I already had everything packed up and ready to go.

      My textbooks. I was old-fashioned and liked to hold an actual book in my hands. I wasn’t sure I knew how to read a book without a highlighter in my hand. I might not have much time for lecture prep while I was home, but I should have at least a little.

      My little succulent. It didn’t need much water, but I was going to be gone for a whole month and that was too long to leave it unattended.

      My laptop was already packed, so after I slid my textbooks into my leather book bag, I was pretty much ready to go.

      I took one last look around at my little office. Bookshelves lined with books on one wall. A big wooden desk that I liked to keep cleaned off. Nothing but my desk top computer and keyboard.

      I didn’t have much of a view. My window, about three feet by three feet, looked out over the parking lot four floors down.

      I put on my black wool coat with its soft faux fur collar. An early Christmas gift from Bradley. It was good for Denver, but I was going to need my heavier quilted coat when I got to Alpine Falls.

      My hometown of Alpine Falls was at just under ten thousand feet, framed on three sides by tall rugged mountain peaks. It was so high in elevation it wasn’t uncommon for the town to be closed off from snow.

      It was especially beautiful at Christmastime. I could never wait to spend my month long holiday break with my family.

      I liked living in Denver. I like the energy that came from the urban environment. The shopping. The restaurants. The culture.

      But Alpine Falls was home and I would always have a special affinity for it.

      Just as I was about to leave, I got a response from Bradley.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bradley

      

      
        I got tied up. You go ahead. I’ll meet you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I scowled at the text. Read it again.

      Bradley and I had been planning this trip for two months. We’d only been dating since September, but our relationship seemed solid almost from the beginning.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait. You aren’t coming?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bradley

      

      
        I’m sorry, Babe. I got tied up with a client. I’ll call you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bradley, clinical psychologist, worked at the mental hospital downtown.

      He got tied up sometimes. It went with the territory.

      But today?

      Why today?

      My car was packed. I was ready to go.

      And he was supposed to go with me.

      We’d been planning it.

      He was going to meet my parents and I was going to show him around Alpine Falls where I had grown up.

      I took a deep breath.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you want me to wait for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t want to wait for him, but it was what a good girlfriend was supposed to ask.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bradley

      

      
        No. You go ahead. I’ll catch up.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      There. I had at least asked. I didn’t like it that he wouldn’t be making the drive with me, but I would have liked it less if I’d had to wait for him.

      I’d already made arrangements to leave the university early. To have my graduate assistant administer my final exams.

      I was on my way.
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        Scott Brooks

      

      

      

      I lowered the wheels on the little Cessna and prepared to take the airplane in for a landing.

      The runway barely qualified as a runway, but it was better than driving in on winding backroads, especially when the evening would be turning dark shortly.

      Since the Alpine Falls runway had no lights, I couldn’t land here at night.

      I had, however, managed to come in just at sunset.

      Even though the mountain peaks were capped with snow, the skies were clear. The sun, hovering at the edge of the horizon, ready to drop, splashed pinks and red across the sky.

      I always thought of sunsets as nature’s paintings. Fleeting, but beautiful.

      A quick check of the instrument panel told me that I was in good shape to take the airplane in for a landing.

      It had been ten years since I had been to Alpine Falls.

      It was a long time to go without visiting my hometown, but my parents had sold our house while I was in college and moved to Arizona to get out of the cold.

      That only left my grandfather living in Alpine Falls.

      Since he traveled to Arizona for the holidays, I’d had no need to come back here.

      Until now.

      Now I was tasked with doing something with Grandpa’s house.

      He’d moved in with my parents and something had to be done about his house. It couldn’t just sit empty.

      My mother refused to leave Grandpa and my father refused to leave my mother, hence I had been elected.

      So I had a plan. I would take care of whatever needed to be done at the house, then fly down to Arizona to spend Christmas with my family.

      Noah Worthington had given me a leave of absence to take care of these things. He was all about family.

      Family first, he said. That was the philosophy he lived by.

      After my wheels touched down in a smooth landing, I taxied off the runway out of the way and proceeded to go through my post flight checklist.

      The airplane belonged to Noah Worthington of Skye Travels. Noah was a self-made billionaire who had started his company with one little Cessna airplane, smaller than this one, and grew it into an empire with a fleet of airplanes.

      Skye Travels was the company where newly graduated pilots lined up for jobs.

      Noah was very selective in who he hired and all things being equal, he hired family first.

      I was fortunate to have gotten hired on five years ago.

      Like everyone who worked for Noah Worthington, I was loyal to him. I couldn’t imagine working for anyone else.

      If I did anything, I wanted to go out on my own just as Noah had and work for myself.

      Fortunately, I was realistic enough to know that Noah worked harder than anyone else possibly could, myself included, and he’d had timing and not a little bit of luck on his side.

      It took all those things to have the success he had.

      It also helped that he now had a big family and they all did their part. It was unbelievable how he had grown his company while he was growing his family.

      As soon as I opened the airplane door, I recognized the familiar feel of Alpine Falls.

      The light clean air that smelled like spruce and pine. The sound of the river with its rocky bed in the distance. So different from the sluggish rivers that looked like murky ponds in Houston where I lived now.

      By comparison, Alpine River was barely a little stream.

      But here it was considered a river. I don’t know why the town was called Alpine Falls. No one knew. There were no waterfalls nearby. At least not now. Maybe there had been falls back when the town was named.

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      I stood beside my airplane and realized just how long I had been gone from here.

      I had just landed what was basically out in the middle of nowhere, unless I counted Alpine Lodge and the Flynn manor house. The runway was on Flynn property, but Noah’s assistant, Maggie, had cleared my landing.

      There were no Ubers in Alpine Falls and no complimentary cars for pilots.

      Well. I had most definitely been transformed into a city boy.

      Even if Maggie hadn’t realized that I needed to arrange transportation, I should have.

      With no other options, I set off on foot to the lodge. From there I could walk into town. It wasn’t that far. It was just that somehow arranging transportation hadn’t occurred to me. Since Maggie always handled things like that, I wasn’t beating myself up about it.

      But… there was one thing.

      I had hoped to avoid Alpine Lodge on this trip.

      The path from the airfield took me straight to Alpine Lodge and I went in through the back doors.

      Since I wasn’t a guest here, I wasn’t comfortable going in through the front doors. The valet and doorman would ask and rightly so for an explanation. A man on foot with no luggage.

      I just needed to grab a bottle of water from the lounge or maybe the gift shop and be on my way.

      I’d spent my share of time here in the lodge as the best friend of Jackson Flynn, son of the owners of Alpine Lodge. Like most high school boys, we had played some, but the Flynns ran a tight ship and visiting Jackson had often come with a cost.

      When I was here with Jackson, we had to work. Mostly we had to muck out the two fireplaces and add fresh hewn wood. It wasn’t bad, all in all, but we spent most of our time at my house where we were free to play video games and eat pizza without interruption.

      My parents, professionals who drove into Glenwood Springs to work every day, were rarely home leaving me and my sister pretty much on our own.

      Walking into Alpine Lodge was a bit surreal. It hadn’t changed one bit.

      The large four-sided fireplace in the middle of the lobby still burned real wood and people still sat around it. The was one difference though. Instead of holding books, they read on their devices. Phones and iPads.

      I didn’t see a single person out of half a dozen holding a real printed book.

      That, at least, told me I hadn’t stepped back in time. Good to know.

      I didn’t recognize the girl at the front desk and I was too far away to read her name tag.

      I decided to hit the lounge instead of the gift shop.

      Sitting down for a minute, having a beer, was sounding like a good idea.

      I had no idea what I was walking into at Grandpa’s house. For all I knew, there wasn’t even any power on.

      The hostess, I didn’t recognize her either, seated me at a booth near the front of the lounge.

      Now that I thought about it, I had not planned this trip very well.

      First of all, I didn’t have a vehicle. My luggage was still in the airplane.

      And assuming the worst, I didn’t have a place to stay.

      I ordered a beer and checked my messages. Just my mother checking to see if I had landed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you know if there is power on at Grandpa’s house?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mother

      

      
        Let me ask him.

      

      

      

      

      

      My beer arrived and I took a sip from the refreshingly cold bottle.

      My first beer at Alpine Lodge.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mother

      

      
        He doesn’t know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        How can he not know?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mother

      

      
        He isn’t himself.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe I didn’t want to go to Arizona after all. If Grandpa was getting dementia, I didn’t want to see him like that.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s okay. I’ll go over there and find out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mother

      

      
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        At the lodge.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mother. Let me know what you find out.

      I took another sip of beer.

      So that was how it was going to be.

      My mother was leaving this situation up here in Alpine Falls to me.

      I guess she had her hands full down there with Grandpa.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mother

      

      
        I just called the utility company. They said the power was turned off due to not being paid.

      

      

      

      

      

      Great. So I had that on my shoulders. It was my responsibility.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mother

      

      
        Are you at the Lodge?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mother

      

      
        Maybe you can stay there.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe

      

      

      

      

      

      And the lodge could be at capacity. If they didn’t have a room, I didn’t have a whole lot of options. I could fly into Denver. Get a room there and come back in the morning.

      I glanced at my watch. If I was going to go, I needed to do it quick.

      Leaving some bills on the table, I went out to the front desk.

      The girl’s name was Zoe.

      “Hello Zoe,” I said. “Do you happen to have a room for tonight?”

      “Oh. Let me check before I say no.”

      Exactly what I figured.

      Someone really needed to put a hotel in Alpine Falls.

      While Zoe checked her computer, I checked my weather app.

      Below freezing tonight. There was no way I was going to be staying in Grandpa’s house without electricity.

      “It must be your lucky day,” Zoe said. “We just had a cancellation.”

      I wasn’t sure just how lucky my day was going, but at least I’d have a place to stay tonight.
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