
  
    [image: Back to the Old West]
  


  
    
      BACK TO THE OLD WEST

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A TIME TRAVEL ROMANCE

      
        LOVE THROUGHOUT TIME

        BOOK TEN

      

    

    
      
        ID JOHNSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rogue Wolf Publishing, LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by ID Johnson

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover by Sparrow Book Cover Designs

    

  


  
    
      For Bessie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            CHEATED

          

        

      

    

    
      *Jake*

      Granddad Hank deals the cards like he’s done every Saturday, and every shuffle carries a memory of all the Saturdays before. The cards are worn smooth, with edges softened by generations of hands that have held them tight. Grandad calls this version Frontier Poker, which is nothing like Texas Hold’em. When the Rawlins men play, there are no blinds and no fancy tricks. There’s just five cards, an ante, and the kind of grit a cowboy brings to the table, the way cards were played it in saloons in the old days.

      On Saturdays, if we don’t have other plans, the house fills up for dinner and poker at my grandparents’ place. We’ve just finished eating, and from the other room comes the sound of laughter. Grandma Rita, my mom, and my aunts are drinking wine. My dad sits across the poker table with two of his brothers, and my cousin Eli sits on the other side with me. Granddad Hank sits at the head of the table and pushes the last card of my hand across.

      I glance down at the cards in front of me but don’t reach for them right away. I keep thinking about how Marissa cheated on me, lied, and didn’t even act like she was sorry. My mind keeps replaying walking in on her with another guy, and I just can’t let those images go.

      So I came over to my grandparents’ place to get my mind off Marissa. I haven’t said a word about the breakup, and nobody’s asked. In this family, we don’t have to spill our guts to be welcomed in. We just show up and take our usual seats.

      I finally look at my cards. It’s a strong hand, solid enough to work with. Dad tosses in his ante and eyes me like he’s trying to read something in my face. I keep my expression neutral. Years of EMT calls taught me how to steady my hands, breath, and voice, even when everything is going to hell around me.

      Eli pushes chips into the middle of the table. I follow, and the game rolls on. Cards move, bets go in, and the table fills with the usual intense focus.

      I stay in and raise a modest amount, trying to keep my mind on the cards, but my thoughts keep wandering back to how much I loved Marissa, and how, even though I gave her my all, she still cheated. The warning signs were there, and I missed them because I was working so hard and trying to provide a life for her.

      Grandad Hank meets my raise, barely lifting an eyebrow, and Eli stays in, too, overconfident as usual. When it comes down to the final play, it’s just the three of us. Grandad studies his cards, studies me, then folds with a grunt that means I’ve passed whatever test he set.

      Eli tries to stare me down, but it doesn’t work. I’ve held pressure on a man with a gunshot wound in the back of an ambulance while being shot at through the rig, without flinching. My cousin with his weak poker face isn’t going to shake me.

      He flips over a pair of sevens with a triumphant grin. I lay my cards down slowly, a pair of jacks. His frown tells me he knows he’s been outplayed again. The win is clean.

      Everyone in the room groans but then laughs. Grandad slaps the table, proud of me. Dad shakes his head, smiling. “Of course you win, Jake. You never lose.”

      Their noise fills the room, and I find myself smiling, not because I won, but because I’m here, surrounded by family.

      After the last hand, I step onto the porch, and Eli follows with two beers in hand. We’ve been friends since we were kids–cousins, but closer than most brothers I know. He hands me a beer and then leans his shoulder against the post, giving me a look I know he’s been holding in since the second I sat down at the dinner table.

      “All right,” he says, taking a drink. “Why are you here tonight? As soon as you walked in, I knew I wasn’t winning a single damn hand. I had been winning a few rounds since you’re usually out with Marissa on Saturdays.”

      I sit in the rocking chair and let the beer bottle rest on my knee. “Yeah, well, we definitely didn’t have a date tonight.”

      His eyebrows lift. “Did something happen?”

      “Yes,” I say quietly. “She ended it.”

      Eli’s eyes narrow the way they do when he’s deciding whether to say something or just let me be.

      “She cheated.” There’s no reason for me to dress it up. It’s the truth, and saying it plainly doesn’t hurt any more or any less.

      Eli shakes his head. “Damn, Jake. I’m sorry.”

      I take a long drink. “I walked in on them. Came home from work early, and you know what? I didn’t even see it coming.”

      “Hell,” he murmurs. “No wonder you showed up ready to wipe the floor with us. You needed a win.”

      “I definitely needed something,” I say. “Wasn’t gonna sit in that apartment staring at the walls. Four years of my life, down the shitter.”

      He nods and takes a sip of his beer. “Do you remember the quail hunting trip we took to the Rio Grande?”

      It’s a sharp turn of conversation, but not unwelcome. “Of course I remember. It’s hard to forget a beautiful piece of land like that. That was one of the best quail hunts we’ve ever had.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it lately,” he says. “That ridge we hunted at sunrise on Logan’s uncle’s land, and the way the dogs found so many coveys. It was unreal. The only sounds we heard all morning were gunshots and the rushing river.”

      I nod, the memory easing my broken heart just a little.

      He glances at me. “We should go back next weekend.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?” I keep my tone even, but the idea hits like fresh air after being underwater too long.

      “It would be good for us all. Come on. Next weekend. Me, you, Tate, Logan, and Ryan. No women. No schedules. No city noise. Just us, our bird dogs, a campfire, and the kind of peace you need.”

      That last part sinks deep. A weekend out by the river, the timberline, cold streams, nothing but space and sky, would be the first real peace I’ve had in days.

      “I could use a weekend like that,” I admit.

      “I figured.” He tips his bottle toward me.

      “All right,” I say, clinking my bottle with his. “Let’s do it.”

      Eli grins. “Good. I’ll call the guys in the morning.”

      For the first time since Marissa left, I’m actually looking forward to something again.
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        * * *

      

      We roll out of Houston before sunrise, our trucks packed with gear, rifles, and enough supplies to last the weekend. My black-and-white German Shorthaired Pointer, Ace, rides in his kennel in the bed of my truck. I’ve had him since he was a pup, and he’s been on more hunting trips than I can count.

      Eli rides shotgun, with Logan in back, their dogs kenneled next to mine. Tate and Ryan follow in the second truck, their dogs and gear stacked high, coolers and packs wedged in around the kennels.

      Every inch of both trucks is full: rifles locked in racks, camp chairs, tarps, sleeping bags, ice chests, backpacks loaded with water and snacks, and extra ammo for good measure.

      We push through Texas the first day, the flat land rolling by in endless shades of brown and gold. The trucks hum along the highways, carrying us past small towns and empty stretches of road. We only stop for fuel, a quick bite, and to stretch the dogs’ legs.

      By late evening, the terrain starts to open as we near Mesilla. New Mexico’s scrub brush gives way to the wide, golden fields of the Rio Grande Valley. Dusty bushes and mesquite line the roadside, which are the perfect cover for quail. We pull off onto a flat stretch of Logan’s uncle’s land beside the river, clouds of dust rising from the road. Logan jumps out first, letting the dogs out to run and sniff the air. Eli and I start unloading rifles, backpacks, coolers, kennels, chairs, and tents. Tate and Ryan pull in behind us, moving with the same efficiency.

      Ace is already circling, his nose twitching and his tail wagging. I sling my pack over my shoulder, take a deep breath, and let the tension in my chest ease. The Rio Grande glimmers in the moonlight, the brush along the banks perfect for flushing birds.

      We feed and water our dogs, stake tents, stretch tarps, grab beers and snacks from our coolers, and set up our chairs.

      “Man, Ace is something else,” Eli says, watching him nose around. “Remember that guided hunt up in Nebraska? Those guys wanted to buy him off you on the spot.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Yeah. They saw him point a covey one hundred yards away, steady as a statue. Then they tried to lowball me for him.”

      Logan whistles. “You nearly decked the guy, didn’t you? I saw it in your eyes.”

      “Almost,” I admit. “I told him in no uncertain terms that Ace isn’t for sale.”

      Ryan grins, leaning on the tailgate. “Speaking of decking a guy, remember that night at the bar in Austin?”

      I shake my head. “Yes. Some idiot thought it was funny to slap Marissa on the ass.” My jaw tightens a little instinctually, but I keep my voice calm. “He didn’t know who he was dealing with. I taught him some manners, right there on the floor.”

      Ryan laughs. “I knew better than to get between you and anyone dumb enough to touch your girl.”

      I shrug, letting it slide. That was then. This is now. And at the moment, I don’t have a girl.

      We grab sandwiches and more cold beers from the coolers and settle into the camp chairs. The conversation bounces around from inside jokes about past hunts to a challenge over who gets the last slice of salami. Laughter cuts through the quiet evening, and for a while, I almost forget about my problems.

      Then, we notice the sky starting to change in the west. Dark clouds blot out the moon for a moment. Eli points upward. “That storm looks like it’s coming in fast. We should get everything squared away before it hits.”

      “Yeah,” Tate agrees, already grabbing coolers and rifles. “Better move everything into tents or trucks.”

      We all split up, hauling chairs, backpacks, and rifles under cover. The dogs circle and sniff the edges of the camp one last time, enjoying the cooler air before the rain hits.

      I toss my backpack inside the tent, and Ace runs inside, too. He calms down immediately, curling up on the small blanket I brought him. I duck inside, and the first raindrops hit the nylon just as I zip the flap closed.

      Crawling inside the tent, I unroll my sleeping bag. The canvas rattles with each clap of thunder. I lie back, listening. “Wow… that was close, huh?” I say to Ace.

      The next instant, fire rips through my right leg. Muscle and bone feel like they’re being torn apart. I scream, clutching the pole as my body convulses violently. White-hot agony flashes through me. My chest hammers, limbs thrash, and then I black out.

      When I wake, pain sears my right leg, and every breath I take is excruciating. I realize I’ve been struck by lightning, and somehow, I’m still alive.

      Ace nudges my side, a low whine in his throat. I roll onto my hands and knees, forcing my right leg to move with me, each motion sending sharp pain shooting through it and down to my foot.

      I push the tent flap aside and stumble into the moonlit clearing, dragging my leg. The camp’s gone. Our trucks, dogs, tents, and everyone else, all of them, are just gone.

      I stare at the empty sand and brush, the Rio glinting in the distance, and start to wonder what the hell is happening. Maybe a tornado carried everything and everyone away while I was unconscious, but then why are Ace and I still here?

      I test the leg with another drag-step; raw pain shoots up my thigh and knee. I check my gear: backpack on, rifle in the tent, and my phone is in my pocket. Ace stays tight at my side, alert and tense.

      I drag myself forward, scanning the horizon. I hear cattle nearby.

      “Eli!” I yell.

      I listen, but there’s no reply. Then I realize I don’t hear the hum of the highway in the distance. At first, I think I just can’t hear it, but then I look, and there is no outer road at all. There’s no asphalt and nothing but sagebrush where it should be.

      I squat, gripping Ace’s collar, trying to catch my breath. “What the hell, Ace? Where the fuck is everybody?”
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      *Joanna*

      Thunder splits the sky so close it rattles my bones, the sound rolling over the land like some kind of monster. Rain lashes down in hard, slanted sheets, driven sideways by the wind, soaking me through in seconds. Chaco shifts beneath me, uneasy, his ears flicking back as lightning flashes again, turning the world stark white for a heartbeat before plunging it back into darkness.

      “Easy,” I murmur, leaning forward, running one hand over his mane.

      The goats are everywhere, scattered shapes moving in panicked bursts, bleating sharp and wild as the storm bears down on us. They don’t understand thunder. They don’t understand lightning. They only know fear, and fear makes them run in all the wrong directions.

      “Go on,” I call to the dogs, raising my voice over the wind. Margot darts left, Huck swings wide, and Lady streaks ahead, all three of them soaked and slick with rain but moving fast, instincts sharp even in the chaos. I guide Chaco toward the far fence line, trying to funnel the goats back toward the barn, my heart pounding harder with every flash of lightning.

      Another thunderclap cracks so loud it feels like the sky has split open. Chaco spooks, jumping sideways, and I nearly lose my seat. I clamp my legs down, my breath tearing out of me.

      “Don’t,” I whisper. “Please don’t.”

      The barn looms ahead, a dark shape barely visible through the rain, its doors yawning open with a promise of safety. If I can just get them inside…. If I can just keep everyone moving….

      Lightning strikes again, and this time, it hits far too close. A blinding flash explodes to my right, followed by a sound like the earth itself snapping in half. Heat washes over me an instant later. I turn just in time to see a tree near the yard erupt, flames licking up its trunk even as rain pours down around it.

      “Oh, God! Help me!”

      Fire and water at the same time. Wind whipping sparks sideways. The goats scatter again, shrieking, bolting away from the sudden light and noise. One breaks toward the burning tree, and my chest tightens painfully.

      “No, no, no!”

      I dig my heels in, turning Chaco hard, shouting to the dogs. Margot veers instantly, cutting the goat off. Huck skids in the mud, nearly goes down, and scrambles back up. Lady snaps and darts, driving the herd back together by inches.

      Another gust of wind tears through the pasture, nearly ripping me sideways out of the saddle. Branches whip overhead. Something cracks and falls behind us, heavy enough to make the ground shudder.

      This is stupid! a voice in my head screams. This is how people get killed, but the goats are still out here, and they’re my responsibility. I’m the only one standing between them and real danger.

      Lightning flashes again, so bright it turns the rain into needles of silver. For a split second, I see everything: the goats’ wide eyes, the churned mud, the fire chewing its way up the tree, and then just as quickly, darkness slams back around.

      My hands shake on the reins. I wish—God, I wish—there were someone here to help me.

      I wish there were someone to ride the far side, to watch my back, and to shout over the storm and tell me where to go next when I’m not sure of which direction is best. I swallow hard, my throat burning, and push the thought away because wishing doesn’t get goats into barns.

      “Go!” I shout, my voice raw. “Move!”

      We drive them forward in a ragged wave. One by one, then two, then three at a time, the goats funnel into the barn, hooves clattering on wood, bodies pressing together in terrified relief. I don’t breathe properly until the last one disappears inside.

      Another thunderclap booms overhead. Chaco sidesteps again, his muscles tight and his sides heaving. I slide down from the saddle on unsteady legs, splashing into mud, and slam the barn doors shut with all my strength. The sound echoes, final and solid.

      For a moment, I just stand there in the dark, rain plastering my hair to my face, chest rising and falling too fast. The dogs crowd close, wet bodies pressing into my legs, seeking reassurance I barely have to give.

      “You’re okay,” I whisper, more to myself than to them. “We’re okay.”

      But the words don’t feel entirely true. I lean my forehead against the barn door. I miss my mother tonight. I miss her calm voice and the way she always knew what to do when things went wrong. I miss my father, and the certainty that nothing could touch me if he was nearby.

      The storm rages on, lightning flashing, thunder rolling, the fire in the tree being washed away by the rain. Standing here in the dark, soaked and shaking, I feel how lonely this life can be and how heavy it is to carry everything myself.

      I straighten slowly, wiping rain from my face. At least now the animals are safe. That has to be enough for tonight.

      But as another bolt of lightning splits the sky, I can’t help wishing, just for tonight, that I didn’t have to face storms like this alone.
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        * * *

      

      Morning light ripples over the Jornada like a blessing I’m not sure I deserve. It’s thin and pale, more gold than gray, but it’s enough to make even the dust shimmer as I ride the fence line with my three dogs loping ahead, marveling at how quickly the desert sun can dry up the mud and turn it into powdery dirt. Margot runs closest, her black ears bouncing with each stride, glancing back every few seconds to make sure I’m still there like she always does. I swear that dog can always tell when I’m worried.

      I dismount Chaco at the first broken stretch of fence. The storm last night with its crazy wind must’ve loosened the rails, or it could’ve been a stubborn steer leaning too hard. Either way, it’s another thing to fix and another chore that steals time I don’t have. My gloves scrape against the rough cedar posts as I lift the splintered rail into place, the wood heavy in my arms. My fingers ache from gripping it, and my shoulders burn from lifting and nailing it back into place. Every minute spent here is a minute I’m not checking the cattle, patching another hole, or trying to figure out how to raise the money I owe for supplies and taxes.

      The sun rises higher, and my shirt clings to my back with sweat by the time I get the fence mended. I straighten and watch a lone buzzard circle overhead. “I’m working on it,” I mutter to the sky, though I doubt God or the birds give a damn that I owe money to half the valley.

      I think about the supplies from town and the cattle doctor’s tinctures I still owe money for. I think about the property taxes, which are so high it feels as if the government wants to drive every rancher off the land. I go over the numbers in my head again and again as I walk back to my horse, and each sum seems higher than the last, pressing down on my shoulders and making me tired before I even swing back into the saddle.

      Margot sits beside Chaco, her tongue out, looking up at me. She nudges my leg with her nose like she can push comfort into me.

      “I know, ol’ girl,” I say, reaching down and rubbing her head. “Worrying won’t fix a fence or pay a debt, will it?”

      We keep moving. There’s always another post leaning, another stretch sagging. Huck and Lady trail after a jackrabbit, disappearing and reappearing in the brush, their tails wagging. But Margot stays glued to me. She’s the best dog I’ve ever trained and the best companion I’ve ever had.

      By midday, my shoulders ache, and dirt cakes my face, throat, and arms. All morning, I’ve been thinking I should sell off a few acres. After all, pride won’t save the ranch, and neither will memories.

      My father’s voice seems to follow me everywhere I go. “A rancher holds what they can and fights for the rest.” He’s been gone for years, but I still hear his words, and I know he’s right.

      I pause at the top of a rise overlooking the valley. Far in the distance, sits Mesilla a far off shimmer, blurred by the heat. Then, Margot pricks her ears, and before I can ask what she sees, she takes off down the slope. She barks sharply, one of her warning calls, but not the panicked kind. She sounds more curious than alarmed, and Huck and Lady race after her, yipping.

      “Margot!” I call, but she’s gone, swallowed by mesquite and sunbaked scrub.

      A minute later, Margot trots toward me proudly, tail high, guiding a black-and-white dog unlike any I’ve ever seen. He isn’t skinny or weathered; his coat is sleek, and his frame is lean and athletic in a way that doesn’t match any ranch dog or hound around these parts. There’s a refined look to him, as if he were bred for a purpose I can’t quite name, and his eyes move over the land with a sharp, intelligent focus that feels out of place in this dusty country.

      Margot nudges him forward with the easy confidence of a dog introducing a friend she trusts. The newcomer steps closer, studying me with curiosity rather than fear.

      I dismount and take one slow step toward the strange dog, but he turns before I can reach out a hand. Without hesitation, he pads back the way he came, glancing over his shoulder as if making sure I’m following. Margot gives a short bark and trots after him, so I jump back on Chaco and move downhill through the brush.

      The dog leads with purpose, weaving through tall brush and creosote bushes, pausing only long enough to make sure I’m still behind him.

      The sun grows hotter on my shoulders as we descend into a shallow swale tucked between two rocky ridges. At first, I don’t see anything unusual. Then, I spot a splash of red against the brown and green. A man in a red shirt lies half-hidden in the shade of a cedar, stretched out on his back like he was simply dropped from the sky.

      I stop short.

      He’s young, maybe near my age, with a handsome face, and sandy brown hair cut short by a hand more skilled than anyone I know in these parts. His clothes are even more strange than his dog. The fabric looks sturdy but woven tight and smooth, not wool or rough cotton. His boots have a shine to them I’ve never seen on working leather. Beside him on the ground sits a pack made of some material I can’t name, with buckles and stitching too precise to be done by hand, but it’s the rifle that steals my breath.

      The metal gleams unnaturally bright in the sunlight. The barrel is sleek, without the usual heaviness of wear, and the stock is shaped with a precision no gunsmith I know could produce. It looks new in a way nothing stays new out here. Not for long. Not with this dust and heat.

      “What in God’s name…” I whisper.

      Margot approaches the man carefully, sniffing his hand, her tail giving a cautious wag. The black and white dog sits beside his shoulder, his posture protective but calm, as if guarding him.

      I kneel a couple of feet away and see his chest moving. Well, he’s alive, then. I notice his face is attractive in a way that makes me look twice, even with his eyes closed. One sleeve is torn, and there’s dried blood along his right leg, but it’s not enough to explain why he’s sprawled senseless out here in the middle of nowhere.

      I reach toward his shoulder, meaning to shake him awake, fingers hovering just above his shirt, but something in my gut screams caution.

      A man with strange clothes, an even stranger rifle, and a dog like this one didn’t walk here from town. He didn’t come from any ranch I know, and if he wakes confused, injured, and dangerous, I don’t want to be alone with him when he does.

      I stand slowly, brushing sand off my hands. “All right,” I say to Margot, though my voice is barely above a whisper. “We’ll go get help.”

      Andy might complain, but he’s strong, level-headed, and good with strangers.

      I take one last look at the unconscious man, mount my horse, and turn Chaco back toward the rise, gathering Margot, Huck, and Lady with a sharp whistle. The strange black and white dog follows us, too.

      I ride hard back toward the ranch, the dogs pacing at my horse’s heels. Andy is in the barn, mending tack, when I pull up short enough to kick soil over his boots.

      He squints up at me. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Not a ghost,” I say, short of breath, “but something close. I need your help.”

      Andy doesn’t ask questions. He grabs his rifle, swings onto his mare, and falls in beside me as I turn back toward the ridge. “All right,” he says finally, nudging his horse up to a trot. “Tell me what’s happened, and who’s this dog?”

      “There’s a man out here on Sawyer land. He’s hurt, has on bright clothes I’ve never seen, and a very strange-looking rifle.”

      By the time we crest the slope again, I can see the cedar where the man’s lying, but he’s no longer unconscious.

      He’s awake, seated against the trunk, drinking from a canteen unlike any I’ve ever known. His wounded leg is wrapped tightly in white bandages that look clean and evenly cut, nothing like the rough cloth strips we keep in the tack room. His strange pack is on his back, his arms looped through its straps.

      Margot reaches him first, tail wagging, and the stranger’s dog trots proudly at her side. The man looks up as Andy and I approach.

      “You found help,” he murmurs to his dog and then turns his attention to us. “Howdy. My name’s Jake Rawlins, and this here is Ace.”

      I swallow, suddenly aware of how grimy and windblown I must look. “I’m Joanna Calloway,” I say. “This is my friend Andy.”

      Jake nods politely, but his eyes dart around, taking in the land, the dogs, and the horses, as if trying to make sense of it all.

      I clear my throat. “Are you a family member or friend of Chase Sawyer?”

      Jake shakes his head. “No, ma’am. Don’t know the name.”

      “Well,” I say, an uneasy prickle working down my spine, “you’re on his land.”

      Jake looks confused. “I… don’t know how I got here.” His hand tightens around the strange canteen. “I was out camping with my friends when a storm blew up fast. Lightning struck near us.” He gestures to the bandage. “I think my leg got struck by lightning. Then everything went white. When I woke up, my friends, their dogs, and our camp were gone. I’ve been walking all night. Must’ve passed out.”

      Andy and I exchange a sideways glance. Getting struck by lightning could kill a man. This Jake Rawlins must be a tough ol’ boy.

      “You’re in no shape to stay out here,” I say. “You need to rest, and we need to take a better look at that leg.”

      Jake hesitates but then nods. “I’d appreciate that very much, if you don’t mind.”

      Andy dismounts and hands over his reins. “Go on. You can ride my horse. You know how to ride?”

      Jake nods, gathers his belongings, and then climbs into the saddle awkwardly, wincing but managing to mount. Ace circles once, then falls into step beside him as naturally as if he’s done it a thousand times.

      Andy climbs onto Chaco behind me, and I lead the way, the dogs trotting behind, the three of us and two horses moving slowly down the trail toward home.

      When we reach my house, I guide Jake into the spare room, keeping one hand near his elbow in case his injured leg gives out. Andy stays close behind us, ready to help if I need it, but Jake forces himself forward with a stubbornness that makes me think he’s used to pushing through pain. I pull the quilt back and gesture for him to sit. The moment he lowers himself onto the mattress, he mumbles a soft thank you, his eyes already heavy, and before I can tell him he’s welcome to rest as long as he needs, he’s already drifting back to sleep.

      Ace slips into the room a moment later, his claws clacking against the floorboards. He noses at the side of the bed, checking on his partner with a quiet, worried whine. I crouch beside him and stroke the fur between his ears. “Come on, boy,” I murmur, guiding him gently toward the door so Jake can sleep.

      His dog follows me to the kitchen, where I fill a bowl with water and set it in front of him. He drinks as I put some dog scraps into another dish, and as he eats, my dogs approach, cautious but curious. They know Ace isn’t a threat.

      Andy leans against the counter, his hat in his hands, turning it in slow circles. I can tell he’s trying to decide how to phrase whatever he’s thinking. “So,” he says finally, “that’s a strange fellow. I wonder where he’s from.”

      “I guess we’ll find out when he wakes up.”

      Andy nods but doesn’t look reassured. “You believe what he said? That he and his friends made camp, and he got hit by lightning? Which made his friends disappear? Joanna… his clothes… and that rifle—I've never seen a rifle like that. And that damn bag of his has more straps than a harness.”

      “I know,” I say quietly. “But I don’t think he’s lying. Whatever happened out there, he’s confused—and maybe a little scared. He tried to hide it, but I could tell.”

      Andy studies me for a long moment, the way he does when he’s weighing all the possibilities. “People who are confused and scared can be trouble,” he says, not accusingly, just stating the truth we both know.

      “I’m aware,” I tell him. “We’ll keep an eye on him. If he turns out to be a problem, we’ll deal with it, but I’m not turning away a man who can barely keep his eyes open.”

      He hesitates and then nods. “All right. I’ll stay close by. Yell if anything feels off.”

      “I will,” I promise.

      The screen door shuts behind him, and I stay in the kitchen, glancing toward the spare room. Mr. Rawlins is asleep, but I can’t stop thinking about him. Who is he, and how did he end up here?
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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