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      DAWN EDWARDS STOOD on the edge of the narrow trail, staring at the metal plaque attached to a flat stone among the tall pines. She couldn’t believe she was actually here, at the Roosevelt Cemetery, one of the most remote and difficult to find cemeteries in all of Idaho.

      Maybe in all of the United States.

      Around her the day was going to turn hot before it was finished, but the sun had yet to clear the tall mountains towering over her and there was still a chill to the crisp, clear air under the tall pines. Monumental Creek ran about twenty feet below her, the beautiful mountain stream filling the air with a relaxing sound of water over rocks.

      This August morning couldn’t get any more perfect as far as she was concerned. The smell of the dried pine needles seemed extra strong. She had managed to get into one of the most remote places in the country, a long distance inside the River of No Return Primitive Area. And she had found a tiny cemetery she knew existed, but never thought she could find.

      A perfect morning.

      She had on jeans and her old comfortable hiking boots. At the moment she still had on her parka, even though it was early August. But she would shortly shed that and the light sweatshirt under it as well for the white hiking shirt and sports bra under that.

      She and two old friends from college were camped back up the stream above the lake about a half-mile. She had wanted to come down to the lake and cemetery on her own this morning. They hadn’t cared and were both still sound asleep in their tents when she left.

      She kneeled down and brushed some pine needles reverently away from the plaque.

      The engraved metal plaque had been installed in 1949 by the Pioneers of the Thunder Mountain Gold Rush. That gold rush had happened from 1901 to 1909 with the peak years being 1902-1907.

      Five very short years.

      The small cemetery was roped off between trees framing a small square area of brush and dried pine needles not much bigger than a small front yard on a suburban street. The rope looked to be only a few years old, brown, but not frayed yet, so someone still sort of took care of the place. She wondered who that might be and if she could find that person or group.

      There were still a few wooden grave marker boards, all weather-beaten and brown with names long worn away. They marked a few graves and she could see a few other unmarked graves where the ground under the needles had settled in. One grave kept drawing her eye, the depression closest to the stone, but she didn’t feel it would be right to cross inside the rope and get closer.

      There would be nothing to see.

      She knew so much about this area and had been studying it for two years for her new book The Great Secrets of the West. The remains of the Roosevelt mining town under the lake between her and her camp was one of those secrets. It would be a great chapter in her book.

      The problem was there was very little to research. Very, very little, actually was known or written about this area. Even though as a college professor, she had special privileges at the Idaho Historical Society and access to the records of papers of towns that no longer existed, including the few copies of the Roosevelt Avalanche that managed to survive, she could find very little.

      Now she was lucky enough to actually get in here and see it for herself.

      For some reason, this area really had pulled her more than any other place she researched. It felt magical.

      And special.

      Which is why she had funded this camping trip into this wilderness and paid for two of her old college friends to come with her.

      It had taken them a two-hour drive yesterday to get to the recreation town of Cascade, Idaho, from Boise where they all lived. Then it took another three hours to get to the remote old mining town of Yellow Pine on mostly dirt roads.

      They had had lunch there in an old bar that looked right out of 1900. Everything in it seemed authentic right down to the two horses that were tied up outside and the dried smell of old cigars inside. There were guns and animal heads hanging on the walls along with old rusted mining equipment and a large wagon wheel.

      She found it wonderful and familiar. Her friends found it “quaint” but they loved the fantastic cheeseburgers made on an old grill. Dawn had to admit, her cheeseburger was one of the best she could remember. And the fries were greasy and covered in salt, just as she liked them.

      From Yellow Pine, it took three more hours of horrid driving on a one-lane winding dirt road to get through another ghost town named Stibnite and up to the Monumental Valley Summit.

      The road had switchbacks so tight, she had to back the van up to get around them. The road scared the hell out of her two friends and if she hadn’t been driving, it would have scared her as well.

      Her research made vague references to a grand hotel that stood on that summit at one point, but there was no sign of the ruins now, and no record was really sure where it had been.

      Or even if it had existed at all.

      Sometimes history could be so elusive. Especially history of the Old West.

      She had walked among the trees on the flat top of the ridge, getting the strangest feeling that she really knew the place. Yet she had never been here before.

      Weird. Not creepy.

      More like she had come home. It was so beautiful. You could see seemingly forever in all directions. And the views of the mountain ranges going on and on just took her breath away.

      That ridge summit marked the edge of the River of No Return Primitive Area, but a mining claim inside the primitive area had managed to keep a road open, so she could drive down the two thousand foot drop on a frighteningly steep road into the Monumental Creek drainage.

      Once in the bottom of the valley, the road wound leisurely along the stream among the tall pine trees. They passed a lot of ruins once they got to the valley floor.

      They camped about a mile above the lake that marked the death of Roosevelt, Idaho in 1909.

      Now, this morning she had seen the lake and taken pictures of the remains of the old ghost town under the water.

      And now she had been fantastically lucky and found the cemetery below the lake on a small hillside.

      The plaque attached to the rock on the edge of the cemetery read:

      
        
        Roosevelt Cemetery

        In Memory Of

        The Thunder Mountain Dead

        Of Whom Thirteen Are Known

        To Rest In This Cemetery

      

      

      There were ten names on it with an inscription about three unknowns that were also buried here.

      Two of the names were only last names.

      She had a picture of this plaque blown up and framed on her office wall at Boise State University and she knew those names by heart.

      She had managed to find family history on eight of the names, but the two without first names remained elusive as well as the three unknowns.

      Again, she reverently brushed away more pine needles, then she took a few pictures of her own of the plaque.

      And a few pictures of the sunken grave closest to the rock.

      Then she stood and looked around, taking long deep breaths of the clear air, enjoying the smell of pine and forest.

      What was it about this place that had her so fascinated?

      What kind of connection? It had been with her since the first moment she heard of this valley and the lost town.

      She sat again next to the plaque on the dirt beside the trail, her back against the base of a large tree and pulled out a bottle of water.

      The peacefulness of the forest and the tall mountains around here just seemed to relax her, like she belonged here in these high mountains. She took a drink, savoring how the water took the dust out of her mouth.

      Then slowly and carefully, she looked around, studying the trees, the hillsides, and the stream below her, trying to memorize every detail of this perfect morning.

      She could almost imagine this valley alive with people instead of forgotten by all but a few.

      She wished she could see this valley when it had seven thousand people in it, when the town of Roosevelt was a booming mining town, when the sounds of the pianos playing in the dozen saloons and two dance halls along Main Street echoed through the trees and the high peaks at all hours of the day and night.

      For over six years, until a mudslide blocked Monumental Creek and backed water up over Roosevelt, this valley had been alive and booming, one of the great secrets of western lore.

      And then it had died.

      Quickly and without anyone really remembering it.

      Or writing about it.

      Now, legend had it that on a calm night sitting beside Roosevelt Lake with the remains of the town visible through the clear water, you could still hear the pianos from the saloons.

      Tonight, as the sun dropped behind Thunder Mountain, she planned on sitting beside that lake and listening.

      And maybe, just maybe, if she listened hard enough, she would hear the music.

      At least she hoped she would.
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      DAWN EDWARDS SAT in her office on the Boise State University campus working on the lesson plan for an honors program on western history she started teaching in September. She had on a t-shirt with the logo “Read a Book, Save a Mind” and jeans. She had kicked off her tennis shoes when she came in. Today, since she had walked down to her office from her apartment, she had her long brown hair pulled back off her head.

      On her desk she had a large glass of iced tea with too much sugar as far as her friends were concerned. But she exercised enough to keep her weight level, even at thirty-two. No kids, no marriage, no relationship. She figured she could do what she darned well pleased.

      She loved her office, tucked in a corner on the third floor of one of the older buildings in this sprawling campus. She was closer to Capitol Boulevard than the wild football-stadium-side of campus. The building used to be an old administration office and they had converted a break room on the third floor to her office.

      Two large windows looked out over a wide stretch of lawn that ran to the edge of the Boise River. Beyond the trees that framed the river and filled the park beyond, she could see the Capitol Building and the tops of a few of the taller downtown buildings.

      She had installed dark wooden bookcases on three walls and had her grandfather’s old wooden desk brought in to command an area of the room.

      She had found some used couches and a couple of chairs to form a sort of sitting area with a scarred-up wooden coffee table that was now normally covered with books.

      In one corner sat a small fridge and microwave and a shelf of various teas.

      The place always smelled like a library and her tea, even after she had been gone for a time.

      She had spent many a late night up here reading. She tended to like her office more than she did her small apartment up the hill just off Vista Avenue. Her apartment seemed lonely and sterile, mostly because she had never bothered to fix it up. Her office, on the other hand, was warm in the winter and comfortable in the summer. And close to a couple of her favorite restaurants as well.

      She had more than enough family money to buy herself a nice house somewhere. Three or four houses, actually, but so far the desire just hadn’t struck her. Her office was enough of a home for now.

      A knock at her open door startled her.

      In early August there just weren’t that many people on campus beside football players practicing and she hadn’t heard any steps coming down the hall outside.

      She looked up into the smiling face of Bonnie Kendal.

      Bonnie and her fantastic husband, Duster, had been friends for two years, since they discovered at a lecture how much Dawn loved the Old West and the history of the people of the west.

      It seemed that both of the Kendals were experts on western history and lore and often gave her directions to explore with her research that she would have never found without their advice. In fact, she was thinking of adding them to the acknowledgements of her next book.

      Bonnie was a striking woman, with deep brown eyes and long brown hair, almost as long as Dawn’s. Bonnie stood a good three inches taller than Dawn’s five-eight. And Dawn loved how Bonnie carried herself, as if she were in charge of everything and everyone around her, even though she was the nicest and most unassuming woman Dawn had ever met.

      Bonnie just had a confidence about her that seemed to go far beyond her 35 years. Dawn admired that and hoped that some day she could command that same feeling in people around her. But most of the time she just felt insecure.

      “How was the trip into Roosevelt?” Bonnie asked as Dawn motioned for her to come in.

      “Grueling, long, and just flat-out wonderful,” Dawn said, smiling as she stood and came around the desk to hug Bonnie. She indicated Bonnie should take a seat on the couch. “Water? Diet Coke?”

      “Water,” Bonnie said, smiling as she sat down. “It’s getting warm out there.”

      “Who would have thought?” Dawn asked. “August in Boise.”

      Bonnie laughed. “So tell me about it. Not many people have ever seen that valley you were in.”

      “There’s something magical in that valley,” Dawn said, getting a cold bottle of water from the fridge, then grabbing her own ice tea from her desk, and joining Bonnie in the seating area surrounded by high shelves of books.

      “Magical?” Bonnie asked, smiling and looking intently at her. “Never heard it described like that before.”

      “Magical.” Dawn could feel herself being pulled back into the sensations, the smells, the visions of that area as she talked. “Monumental Summit felt like the top of the world and the entire valley felt like it could come alive for me at any moment. My two friends who went with me thought it creepy, but I loved it.”

      She then continued on for the next five minutes, lost in the wonderful memories of being in that valley, describing everything she had seen, and what she wanted to have the time to see on future trips. For example, she hadn’t made it down the valley the extra couple of miles to the site of the old Thunder Mountain City mining town. There seemed to be more information surviving on Thunder Mountain City than its much larger neighbor Roosevelt.

      Bonnie smiled all the way through and nodded until Dawn finally came back to the world of her office and realized she had been talking for a while.

      “Sorry,” she said, feeling embarrassed as she took a sip of her tea and didn’t look Bonnie in the eyes. “Just not many people I can talk to about that kind of history and actually getting to see it.”

      Bonnie laughed, the sound filling the office and making Dawn smile and feel less embarrassed. “Oh wow, do I know that feeling. Duster and I hoped you might feel that way.”

      Dawn took a drink of her very sweet tea. “I’m so in love with that area and the history around it, I’ve decided that only one chapter in my book isn’t enough. I’m thinking of doing an entire book on the area.”

      “Wonderful,” Bonnie said. “There really isn’t one.”

      “I know,” Dawn said. “How well I know.”

      Bonnie suddenly looked more serious. “So you going back in there again this summer?”

      Dawn shook her head, feeling sad. That was the one major disappointment she was going through. She had over a month before classes started. She had the time and the money and the desire. “Can’t find anyone to go with me.”

      Then she looked at Bonnie’s now smiling face. Something was going on. She knew Bonnie well enough to read that much.

      “So what do you and that gorgeous hunk of a husband of yours have dreamed up?”

      “Just a little trip,” Bonnie said. “Back to Roosevelt. But you are going to have to keep something about the trip very, very secret. Is that possible?”

      Dawn damn near came off the couch and floated in the air in her excitement. Her mouth went instantly dry and her mind just wouldn’t let the idea in much. She had resigned herself to not being able to get back into Roosevelt for another year. No one she knew even slightly would go with her, and she wasn’t going into that wilderness by herself.

      “I can keep a secret,” Dawn said, smiling. “With the best of them. So you and Duster thinking of taking a trip in there?”

      “We are,” Bonnie said.

      “Oh, my, oh, my,” Dawn said, trying to catch her breath.

      Bonnie just kept smiling and talking, thankfully ignoring how Dawn was suddenly acting like a kid promised a new toy.

      “And we’re going to pay all expenses. We hope to bring along one other friend. Have you ever met Professor Madison Rogers from the University of Idaho?”

      Now Dawn’s heart leaped even more and her mouth got even drier if that were possible.

      She took a quick drink to clear some of the dryness.

      “I heard he is working on a book on the mining wars of Montana and Northern Idaho,” Dawn said. “And I’ve read two of his books on Utah history. He’s a good researcher. I’d love to meet him.”

      Dawn was sure she would feel intimidated by him, but she could get past that. He only had one more book than she did. And they both had their areas of expertise. More than likely he would be focused on the mining in the Thunder Mountain area while her interest lay in the people who lived in that remote valley.

      And the ones who died there.

      “Fantastic,” Bonnie said, standing. “Can you leave tomorrow? We’ll only be gone a few days.”

      “Of course I can,” Dawn said. “I can’t begin to thank you. This is so exciting.”

      “We’ll pick you up in the parking lot here tomorrow morning at 5 a.m. That work?”

      “Perfectly,” Dawn said, even though she hated the idea of getting up that early.

      She hugged Bonnie.

      “Thank you,” Dawn said. “I so wanted to see Roosevelt one more time this summer.”

      “Oh, you can see it more than that if you want,” Bonnie said, laughing.

      With that she turned and left, leaving Dawn bouncing with excitement.

      She quickly shut down her office and locked it. The lesson plan could wait until she got back. Tonight, she had packing to do.

      She felt like a little girl at Christmas as she half-walked, half-skipped down the hallway toward the stairs.
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      MADISON ROGERS DOZED SLIGHTLY in the front seat of Duster Kendal’s big Cadillac Escalade. Groggy didn’t begin to describe how he felt. Barely awake was an understatement.

      Behind him, Duster’s wife, Bonnie sat also in silence. Too damn early for any of them to talk much.

      The big car rode smooth as glass as Duster wound it through the empty, early-morning streets of Boise from Madison’s home down toward the campus of Boise State University. It seemed that Professor Dawn Edwards was joining them on their adventure into the mining areas of central Idaho.

      Madison had always wanted to see the Yellow Pine, Stibnite, Edwardsburg, and Roosevelt areas. It was the last big mining run in the lower 48 states and it actually didn’t end until around 1910. It seemed that Professor Edwards was an expert on the area, not the mining, but the people and history. He couldn’t imagine how the mining and the history could be pulled apart much.

      Bonnie and Duster had agreed to take him and Professor Edwards into the area, and since he had time before his classes started in September, he couldn’t say no to Duster.

      Bonnie and Duster had been friends for two years now, and one of the major supporters in his work. They seemed to know an uncanny amount about things in the Old West, and they had funded two of his trips so far. And they were completely funding this one. And they asked for nothing in return for their help.

      Duster was a tall man, more than six feet. He tended to always wear cowboy boots, a cowboy hat, and a long duster-like brown coat, even in the summer. More than likely that was where he got his name.

      Bonnie was a tall woman with long brown hair and a smile that seemed to light up rooms. Together, the two of them just sort of controlled a power and confidence that Madison had never experienced before. And he was very glad they were his friends.

      He would do anything for them. But he had to admit, this getting up at 4 a.m. was not his thing. He rarely, even with classes, crawled out any earlier than ten or eleven in the morning. And only taught afternoon and evening classes.

      Even though he taught up at the University of Idaho in Moscow all winter, Madison still had a home here in Boise where he spent the summers. It had been his parents’ home and they had just given it to him when they retired to Arizona. They seldom came back. In fact, they hadn’t been back to Boise now in three years.

      He liked the place and had remodeled it for his own, with huge rooms full of research books and desks covered with paper. His parents kept asking him if he was ever going to have a woman join him in the house, but he was in his early thirties now and pretty set in his ways. He’d had relationships in the past, none now.

      He was a night person. It was silent at night. People left him alone to research and write and he liked that.

      He hated getting up this morning, which was the middle of his night. And perky morning people drove him crazy. In fact, he often wore a t-shirt that said, “If you laugh before noon, I’ll have to kill you.”

      Bonnie was in the back seat and thankfully not talking much. Duster just drove and smiled, as if he were enjoying every minute of this early hour and how he was torturing Madison.

      The Cadillac bumped into the parking lot, forcing Madison to open his eyes. He must have dozed for a few blocks because he didn’t remember turning off of Capitol Boulevard into the University area.

      The sun was barely lighting the sky and it was still just slightly before five in the morning. The last time Madison saw this hour of the day, it was from the night side.

      Duster swung through the empty faculty parking lot and pulled up beside a woman standing in a dark jacket next to a dark minivan of some sort. There was a backpack at her feet.

      She looked like she was fairly experienced in backwoods just at a glance at how she was dressed. She was about his height and clearly in shape. She bent down and swung the pack up onto her shoulder as Duster got out to help her load the pack into the back.

      And as she swung the pack up, Madison caught a look at her face and his heart leaped and he was instantly awake.

      Instantly.

      Better than ten cups of coffee awake.

      She was about his age and maybe the most attractive woman he had seen in a long, long time. She had brown eyes that seemed to stare at him in surprise for a moment, then look away. Her hair was long and brown and pulled back off her face.

      Holy crap, Professor Edwards was a stunner.

      The breakfast bar he had managed to choke down before Duster and Bonnie picked him up felt like lead in his stomach. Never in all his life had he had a reaction to a woman like this. He prided himself on being alone most of the time because a social life got in the way of his passion, which was his work.

      He had had a few longer relationships through college, but they had all left telling him he was basically married to his work and history.

      He hadn’t argued with any of them, and honestly didn’t miss them. They had been right.

      He sat up straight and took a couple deep breaths. He was going to need to get a grip on himself quickly, or this was going to be a very long few days.

      Duster shut the back hatch and Professor Edwards got into the back seat beside Bonnie and behind Duster. He watched.

      How was it possible? He must be having a nightmare or a hallucination because of getting up so damned early. She just couldn’t be even more stunning in the light of the car. Her face was slightly tanned and her nose small and perfect.

      She laughed at something Bonnie said about morning. Then she said in this perfect voice, “Anyone who likes to get up at this hour should just be shot.”

      Madison managed to get himself in control and shifting around slightly against his seat belt, he extended his hand. “I agree completely, Professor Edwards.”

      She took his hand and he felt like a jolt of electricity had run through him as she looked into his eyes with those wonderful brown eyes of hers.

      “Dawn,” she said. “Call me Dawn, Professor Rogers, and no jokes about the time of day.”

      He actually laughed and it only sounded slightly forced to his ears. He loved her voice, her eyes, and the feel of her hand.

      What was wrong with him?

      “Call me Madison.”

      And with that he had to let go of her hand, even though he would have rather just held it.

      The light in the car dimmed as Duster started out of the parking lot and Madison forced himself to turn back around from staring into her eyes and face forward.

      He just hoped she hadn’t noticed he was sweating at five in the morning. The car just hadn’t been that warm a minute ago.

      Duster was still just smiling about some unknown joke as behind him the most beautiful woman on the planet sat.

      And she hated mornings as well.

      And she loved history, was an expert in it, wrote books on the topic.

      Was a woman like her even possible?

      This was most certainly going to be an interesting few days. Far, far more than he had expected.

      Now, if he could just quit sweating and calm down.
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      DAWN SOMEHOW, after only getting a few hours sleep, had managed to make it down to the parking lot at the University ten minutes ahead of time. She hated mornings and being as excited about this trip as she was, she hadn’t slept more than a few hours last night.

      The crisp morning air smelled like wet grass from the sprinklers going on the wide lawn between the office building and the river. Nearby Capitol Boulevard, normally one of the busiest streets in the city, had no traffic on it. The streetlights just lit up the pavement in an odd orange glow.

      She was a little worried about meeting Professor Rogers. She had no idea what he looked like, but had heard through friends that he was a great teacher and very focused on his work. But honestly she was more worried at the moment about falling asleep and snoring and drooling all the way to Cascade.

      She had tried a cup of coffee and a doughnut on the way from the apartment, but neither had helped much at all. Sandpaper was grating at her eyes. She was going to have to doze a little, of that she had no doubt. She just hoped Bonnie and Duster didn’t mind.

      Thank heavens this time she wasn’t driving as she had done on the trip into Roosevelt last week.

      Duster and Bonnie drove into the parking lot just a few moments after she had got out her pack and locked up her van. They were driving a big Cadillac SUV and she had no doubt it would have the power to handle the roads into Yellow Pine and over Monumental Summit. That was good.

      Their car was huge, far big enough for the four of them to have enough room with all their supplies and gear.

      As Duster stopped the car and opened the door to come out and help her, she remembered how handsome and powerful Bonnie’s husband was. He seemed to dominate anyone around him and his smile and confident manner was fantastically attractive, even at this ugly time of the morning.

      If she could find a man like Duster, who could put up with her and her research, she would be in heaven. Bonnie didn’t know how really lucky she was.

      As Dawn swung the pack up onto her shoulder, she caught a look at Professor Rogers in the front seat, turning to look at her.

      It was like she had been shot.

      She froze, staring into his eyes.

      He was the best-looking man she had ever seen.

      Period.

      No exceptions.

      Better than even Duster, if that were possible.

      How was that possible?

      Why hadn’t Professor Rogers put his picture on his books? At least she would have been warned about how good-looking he was. Of course, she didn’t put her picture on her books either.

      He looked just as shocked to see her as she felt to see him.

      She suddenly felt a lot less tired.

      A lot less.

      The pack swung up on her back, and somehow she managed to turn to move to the rear of the SUV to toss the pack in without falling down or doing anything really, really morning stupid.

      Duster helped her and then she moved around on the driver’s side to get into the back seat behind Duster.

      Bonnie was in the other back seat, behind Professor Rogers, and Dawn managed to not look at Professor Rogers for a moment as she worked with her seat belt, a task almost impossible at this hour of the day.

      Bonnie laughed and asked her if she was awake yet.

      “Anyone who likes to get up at this hour should just be shot,” Dawn said, then suddenly got worried that Professor Rogers was a morning person. Oh, God, had her very first sentence insulted the man?

      Professor Rogers laughed and turned to her, extending his hand. “I agree completely, Professor Edwards.”

      She touched his hand and somehow managed to just not sigh and melt into the car seat. He had dark brown eyes, longish brown hair, and chiseled features, including a perfect dimple on his right cheek when he smiled.

      Holy crap, she was shaking hands and staring into the wonderful eyes of a flipping Greek God. He even smelled fantastic, like faint orange peels and rich chocolate.

      How was that even possible at five in the morning?

      “Call me Dawn,” she managed to choke out, hoping that her voice didn’t sound too stupid. Control at this time of the morning was not one of her strong suits. Combine that with facing a man so handsome, she wanted to melt, and control wasn’t a word she would use.

      “Call me Madison,” he said.

      And as Duster started the car forward, she sadly had to let go of Madison’s firm hand as he turned to face forward and the interior car light went dim.

      She stared at his profile for a moment in the dim morning light, then turned to look at Bonnie.

      Bonnie was smiling, the smile reaching her eyes and every inch of her face. Then Bonnie pretended to fan herself, indicating that she thought Professor Rogers was hot as well.

      Dawn nodded and tried not to laugh. She leaned over and whispered to Bonnie. “You could have warned me.”

      Bonnie laughed softly and then said, “What would have been the fun with that? I didn’t want to miss your reaction.”

      All Dawn could do was shake her head and laugh softly.

      And then she sat back and stared at the profile of the man of her dreams in the front passenger seat.

      Holy smokes was this going to be a long drive and a very strange trip. Not at all what she had expected.
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      MADISON COULD FEEL Dawn’s eyes looking at him from behind, but damned if he could think of any small talk to give him an excuse to turn around and look at her. It was far, far, too early in the morning and he felt like he was back in middle school and just meeting a girl for the first time.

      Stupid, just flat stupid. He was too old for this, yet he couldn’t seem to shake it.

      She was amazing and he didn’t even know her.

      And she smelled wonderful as well. Like a fresh bakery and a rich cup of coffee. Perfect smells for this time of day.

      So without one stupid thing to say, all he could do was sit and stare out the front window as Duster headed through the mostly empty city streets toward the freeway.

      Duster finally took him off the hook when he said, “Okay, folks, we have a little side trip to make on the way to the Thunder Mountain region.”

      “Side trip?” Madison asked, turning slightly to face Duster. Madison couldn’t figure out why Duster was smiling. It was like he and Bonnie had some fantastic joke they were pulling or something.

      Beyond the joke of asking the most beautiful woman in the world, who was also smart and loved history, to come along.

      “We want you both to see a place very special to us,” Bonnie said from the back seat and Duster nodded.

      “It’s in Silver City,” Duster said.

      “Silver City?” Dawn asked from the back seat.

      Madison glanced back and could see that she was as surprised as he was.

      Silver City was an old ghost town that sort of now functioned as a tourist stop in the summer months. It had been one of the major mining towns in the late 1800s. There were still a few mines active in the area, but the town was mostly gone except for a few buildings that had made it through the one hundred and fifty years of weather. The town was in the Owyhee Mountains on the Oregon border. About an hour of fairly rough road off any major highway if Madison remembered right.

      “It’s the secret we asked if you could keep,” Duster said, smiling as he headed the big SUV west on the freeway.

      “Can you tell us about it now?” Madison asked, not really sure if he were happy with the idea of such a long side trip. It would take them almost four hours to get up to Silver City, and a good three of those hours would be out of the way, so this would be a six-hour side trip at least.

      He had no doubt they were going to have to stay in McCall tonight if they got that far, even though they had started early. Duster had told him this trip was going to only take a few days, but now he wondered.

      Of course, with Professor Edwards along, a longer trip seemed like it might be better. Duster and Bonnie were paying all the costs. So why not? He had the extra time.

      He forced himself to take a deep breath and relax into the idea of spending more time with two friends and a beautiful woman he wanted to get to know.

      “You wouldn’t believe us on the secret if we told you,” Duster said.

      “I’ll second that,” Bonnie said. “You two are going to be the first two people we show this to.”

      “Besides my family,” Duster said.

      “So we are trusting you both a great deal with this secret,” Bonnie said.

      Duster nodded. “We feel that the work both of you do could really, really be helped by what we are going to show you. But you have to trust us for a few hours first.”

      “Our research?” Madison asked.

      He glanced back at Dawn who looked just as confused as he felt. She was fantastic-looking even frowning.

      Duster nodded. “More than you can imagine, actually.”

      “Are we still going into the Thunder Mountain region?” Dawn asked.

      Madison could hear it in her voice that she was worried. Clearly her passion was that area.

      “We are,” Bonnie said, then laughed. “More so than you can even dream of right now.”

      “Wow, that sounds very secret-agent-like,” Madison said, staring at his friend Duster.

      “Much, much more important than any secret agent stuff,” Duster said. “Much more.”

      Madison glanced back at Dawn again. In the dim light he could tell she was worried. As much as he was.

      He shrugged at her and she smiled at him and said, “Why not?”

      He laughed and turned to face the front again, watching the empty freeway in the early morning light flash past. “Looks like you have two adventure-lovers with you on this.”

      “We hoped you would both say that,” Duster said.

      “We were pretty sure you both would,” Bonnie said, laughing.

      “So is this secret actually in Silver City?” Madison asked. He had been up to the old ghost town a number of times and had studied it a lot. He liked focusing his work on lesser-known areas of the history of the Pacific Northwest region. Now the people who owned the buildings in the actual remains of Silver City were very, very protective of the property and the history of the city was clearly documented.

      “Nope,” Duster said. “It’s in a mine on Florida Mountain above Silver City. Now, no more on that until we get there because we honestly can’t explain it until you see it, and even then it’s almost impossible to believe.”

      “Breakfast at that fantastic little café in Murphy?” Bonnie asked.

      “Please,” Dawn said in that wonderful voice of hers. “I don’t care where, just breakfast.”

      “Never been there,” Madison said, “but breakfast in an hour does sound perfect.”

      “Mind if I doze off until then?” Dawn asked.

      Madison was very glad she asked that, because the shock of meeting her was starting to wear off and he didn’t want to be rude by just dozing on his own.

      “No problem at all,” Duster said, his voice happy and filled with far, far too much energy for this time of the day. “I’ll get us there, but if you are all snoring, I might turn up the music.”

      “Deal,” Madison said, leaning back and closing his eyes.

      With the most beautiful woman he had ever seen on this crazy trip, he was going to need to be as rested as he could be. Not counting whatever crazy secret Bonnie and Duster had in store for them on the mountain above Silver City.

      Behind him he heard Dawn say softly, “I hate early mornings.”

      All he could do was smile.

      She was more perfect than he had even imagined a woman could be.

      And he didn’t even know her yet.
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      THE DRIVE INTO MURPHY, IDAHO, seemed to be instantaneous.

      Dawn had dozed off right after the announcement they were going to Silver City first. She’d never been up there, so the idea kind of excited her, as long as they were actually headed to the Thunder Mountain area and Roosevelt after that.

      Duster pulled into the café parking lot and shut off the car, then said, “We’re here.”

      She managed to sit up and wipe the sleep from her eyes a little and run her fingers through her hair. Then she quickly checked to make sure she hadn’t been drooling.

      Bonnie was doing the same thing as she climbed out the other side.

      The sun was up and was promising a hot August day as Dawn stepped onto the concrete and stretched. There were in front of a one-story old building with a faded sign on it and dust-covered windows. The sign said, “Highway Café” which was about as original as it came in these parts.

      She had pulled off her coat and had been using it as a pillow. Now she was only dressed in a white cotton blouse tucked into her jeans with a sports bra under that.

      The air wasn’t cool, even though it was just barely after six in the morning. The day was going to be hot. Very hot.

      The air around the small town of Murphy smelled like sagebrush and the wind was barely rustling the tops of the nearby cottonwoods.

      On the other side of the car Madison seemed to almost be staggering as well and his hair was mussed up. She smiled, liking the fact that he was as much a night person as she was.

      “No talking about the secret at all,” Duster said to her and Madison as they headed for the front door of the old Highway Café. “Or any mine. Or Silver City for that matter. The people here think we have a ranch up in the hills.”

      “We actually own one,” Bonnie said, laughing as she stretched. “Cattle and everything.”

      Dawn nodded, actually surprised that Bonnie and Duster would own something like that. It showed how much she didn’t know about them. They had offered to fund some of her research once, so she knew they had money. She did as well, actually. So much that she didn’t really have to teach if she didn’t want to. She actually had a vast amount, in the millions, which had been left to her from her grandmother. When they had offered the funding, she had thanked Bonnie and Duster, but said no.

      But they had insisted on paying all the expenses on this trip and she didn’t feel like arguing. She really never let anyone know just how rich she really was. It always caused more problems than it was worth.

      Dawn stretched and ran her hands through her hair, working to shake the sleep from her mind.

      Madison was doing the same thing.

      God, even half asleep, the man was fantastic. She couldn’t remember when she had been this attracted to a man in just a physical way.

      And he seemed attracted to her as well, which meant they were both going to have to be careful on this trip if they didn’t want to spoil the few days for Bonnie and Duster with wild and noisy sex.

      She honestly wouldn’t mind the thought of that, but she really liked Bonnie and Duster and wanted to keep them as friends.

      Inside, Duster got them a scarred-top booth looking out the dusty front window while she and Bonnie and Madison all headed down the narrow hallway toward the restrooms. Pictures of the area in cheap frames covered the hallway walls, but Dawn was far too tired to stop and look at them.

      Bonnie made it to the sink first and splashed water on her face, pulling out a comb and working on her hair while Dawn used the toilet.

      Then they switched positions.

      Dawn let the water in the sink run cold for a minute, then splashed water on her face. The ice-cold water felt perfect, knocking back the sleep some, enough to get her through the rest of the day and more than likely into a hotel room in McCall later this evening.

      “You know how hard it is to not ask about this secret thing?” Dawn said softly to Bonnie as they headed down the narrow hallway back into the restaurant.

      “I got a hunch,” Bonnie said, laughing. “But trust me, it will be worth it.”

      “I am trusting you,” Dawn said to Bonnie as she sat down in the booth next to Madison.

      At a glance he looked like he had splashed water on his face as well.

      She suddenly felt like a first date back in high school, all afraid to talk or get too close to her date for fear of even brushing an elbow.

      So instead she glanced around at the café.

      It was one that looked like it had been here and functioning since the 1950s. It had a few stuffed animal heads on the walls, two deer and a large elk, and lots of pictures of various things along the Snake River that ran nearby.

      Murphy was founded out here in the middle of the desert, away from the river in 1890-something when a rail line came in. Now it wasn’t more than a stop on the two-lane highway.

      The menu for the place was covered in plastic and tattered from use.

      There were only two other customers in the place sitting with their backs to them at the counter. She could see a cook behind an open counter and a waitress in a blue apron over jeans and a blue blouse. The waitress looked like she had had a tough life with far too much time in the sun for her skin.

      Looking at the menu and smelling the wonderful breakfast smells of bacon and coffee, Dawn suddenly realized she was very hungry. More so than she expected to be at this time of day.

      All four of them ordered basically the same thing. Eggs, bacon, toast, hash browns, and a small stack of pancakes. It was called “The Basic” on the menu and Dawn had no doubt there would be far, far too much food to finish. But it all sounded so good.

      “So,” Madison said to Duster, “exactly where is this ranch of yours and how big is it?”

      Duster and Bonnie talked about their ranch, the house on it, and everything, like proud parents for most of the time it took for the food to start arriving, which thankfully wasn’t that long. Dawn was afraid to even sip on the coffee in front of her until she had some food in her stomach.

      Beside her, Madison didn’t touch his coffee either. And even after sleeping like that in the car, he smelled wonderful. She wanted to just lean over and put her head on his shoulder and let his soft smell fill her nose, but she had no doubt that would just freak him out.

      It turned out that Bonnie and Duster’s ranch was a historical ranch and she recognized a few of the names that Duster and Madison were mentioning. The history of this area just hadn’t been her focus, but it was still history of the Old West and she loved anything to do with that.

      Then as they started eating, Duster asked Madison how his research on the mining wars of Northern Idaho was going. Madison talked about that for a short time with both Duster and Bonnie asking very pointed questions at times that surprised Dawn. Those two really, really did know their western history.

      They had done the same with her a few times.

      Dawn mostly sat and listened and ate and was happy for that.

      She was mostly lost in Madison’s clear and wonderful voice and a couple times found herself just staring at him beside her as he talked.

      She flat-out loved that dimple on his right cheek when he smiled.

      And just as two kids on a date, they both avoided any physical contact in the small booth. She wasn’t sure what she was so afraid of with touching him. Maybe just bursting into flames.

      It had been a while since she had spent any physical time with a man. Too long, in fact. More than a year if her memory served, and even that hadn’t been any good.

      So maybe she should be afraid of bursting into flames with a man as hot and good-looking as Madison.

      It would be kind of embarrassing if he touched her arm and she just had an orgasm right there in the booth.

      Bonnie and Duster would never let her forget it.
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      THEY ONLY MADE SMALL TALK after they left the café and Murphy and headed east along the river. Madison had managed to get through breakfast sitting next to Dawn without doing anything really stupid, or even touching her in anyway.

      He was afraid to, honestly. Even though all the way through breakfast it felt like it would be natural to reach down and just touch her leg or her hand on the table.

      But he hadn’t.

      Amazing self-restraint on his part, not because he wanted anything from her, although he did, but because it would have felt so natural to touch her. Part of him just felt at home with her, at ease with her.

      His feeling for her scared him more than he wanted to admit. It had been a long time since his work had allowed him to even meet a woman he was interested in.

      Dawn hadn’t said much through breakfast, and now he was afraid to ask her about her work, even though Duster and Bonnie had talked with him about his work. And as most discussions with them, he had been stunned at how sharp their knowledge about western history was.

      They had surprised him a couple of times with questions just over breakfast. They seemed to do that a great deal with him.

      Duster slowed and turned the Cadillac SUV off the highway and onto a dirt road that led up and over War Eagle Mountain and then down into Silver City.

      The road was gravel, but wide, clearly two-lane, smooth, and well kept. Madison was surprised.

      “Wow, they really improved this road.”

      Duster nodded. “A couple years back they started working some of the old mines up on War Eagle. They were sifting the tailings, actually, and finding enough to make it worthwhile. They needed to have a good road to get the big trucks up and down, since they were doing the sifting at a plant down on the river. The road up is two lane and pretty smooth gravel all the way up to the top of the mountain now.”

      “Thankfully,” Bonnie said. “This used to be a terror ride.”

      “That’s my memory of it,” Madison said.

      Duster then went on to tell him the history of the mines that had opened back up and now were mostly closed again, and why they had closed, and the politics of the entire thing.

      It wasn’t until they left the improved road and started down the narrow, winding old wagon road into Silver City that Duster turned to talking about their destination. Madison was glad he was, because the road from the top down was the terror that Bonnie described and what he remembered as well. Basically not much more than a trail working along a cliff face.

      “We’re not actually going into Silver City,” Duster said. “We’re going to take another road from Jordan Creek a mile south of Silver City and go up on Florida Mountain.”

      “How far up?” Madison asked, looking down at the drop beside his passenger window as Duster expertly took the big SUV around some corners. He clearly knew this road.

      “About eight hundred feet up to an old mine my family has owned for a long time.”

      “It’s called The Trade Dollar Mine,” Bonnie said from behind him. “It officially played out around 1871, one of the first to have the gold vein pinch off, as they used to say.”

      Madison nodded. He had heard that term a lot. Gold veins often just went down to slivers and then stopped. The mine owners usually dug a little farther hoping the vein would start back up, but it seldom did.

      Duster got the SUV to the bottom of the twisting road and then he slowed to a stop just short of a wide wooden bridge, letting the dust around them die off slowly. Ahead of them on the other side of the bridge the road went in three directions.

      To Madison it looked really warm outside the window and it was still three hours before noon. It was going to be one really hot day.

      “You ever been up here before?” Bonnie asked Dawn.”

      “Never,” Dawn said. “A lot drier than I imagined. I like the central Idaho area better for that alone.”

      “Yeah, this is dry,” Bonnie said. “But not as high. “This is just over six thousand feet here. Monumental Summit is around eight thousand.”

      “Higher,” Dawn said.

      Madison twisted around in his seat a little so he could see Dawn. Again she just shocked him with her looks and his attraction to her.

      “This is Jordan Creek,” Bonnie said. “And down the valley a few miles are the ghost towns of Delemar and Dewey. Up the creek about a mile is Silver City.”

      “You can get out of here by going down the stream and through those two towns,” Duster said, “but the road out to Jordan Valley on the Oregon side is so rough, I wouldn’t want to try it.”

      “I agree with that,” Bonnie said. “Scared me something awful the one time we did try it.”

      “We’re headed straight,” Duster said as he started the SUV up and bounced them across the rough wooden bridge with a loud clatter and up the road. “We’ll be there shortly now.”

      “And then we can see this secret?” Madison asked, smiling at Dawn who smiled back before he turned to face forward.

      “I can promise you that you won’t believe it, even when you see it,” Duster said, laughing. “I sure didn’t.”

      “You should write mystery novels,” Dawn said.

      Beside her Bonnie said softly. “Nope, this would be science fiction.”

      Madison wanted to turn around and look at Bonnie and ask her just what she meant by that, but didn’t dare considering the road Duster was powering them up. It had more washouts and ruts than it had smooth spots.

      Even the huge Cadillac was bouncing like a wild bull.

      And the term road was not really accurate. Trail would be a generous description, actually.

      And holding on for dear life was Madison’s plan at the moment.
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      DAWN DID EVERYTHING SHE COULD to hold on as Duster bounced them up the roughest road she could ever remember. The Cadillac had great suspension and was normally a smooth ride. Even with that, she felt like she was inside a dryer set to tumble dry. If it hadn’t been for the handle over the door and the seat and shoulder belts, there would have been no telling where she would have ended up. More than likely she and Bonnie both would have ended up in a broken pile on the floor.

      Thankfully the rough part didn’t last very long, even though it seemed like it did.

      Duster finally turned the car onto what looked like nothing more than an old wagon trail that wound through a stand of scrub pine going across the mountain and slightly up along the top of a ridge.

      It was smoother, but on this trail it felt like the car was going to roll over and not stop until it reached the valley below. She wanted to hold onto Bonnie who seemed to be above her at the moment.

      She could tell that Madison wasn’t riding this out any better than she was.

      Bonnie seemed indifferent to it, like it was just something to get through and not worry about.

      Finally Duster turned the car into an opening in some brush under some thin pine trees and stopped.

      “We’re here,” he said, shutting off the car and letting the silence of the mountain crash in on them. “This is as close as I can get with the car.”

      “You get the plate on that truck that hit me?” Madison asked, slowly easing his grip from the handhold above the door.

      “Yeah,” Dawn said. “I’d like that as well.”

      Duster laughed. “No worry, it’s easier going back down.”

      “Oh, great,” Madison said.

      Dawn laughed.

      She loved the fact that on the surface the two of them had a lot in common. They both hated mornings and rough car rides and they both loved studying history. Might not be enough for a relationship, but she figured it was more than enough for some great sex.

      She shook her head of that thought and opened the door into the hot, dry, and very thin mountain air.

      Everything around her had the wonderful smell of sage and warm pine needles. It reminded her of so many great memories of being in the mountains as a kid. Her parents used to take her up outside of McCall in central Idaho and on hot summer days near the lake, this is what it smelled like.

      She loved it and those wonderful memories. More than likely all those childhood trips were why she loved being in the mountains so much.

      Right now the air around her felt hot, and she had no doubt it would get much, much warmer before the day was done.

      “Wow, this is wonderful,” Madison said from the other side of the car, also breathing deep. “That’s almost worth the ride up here.”

      “Wait until you see the mine,” Duster said, going around back and opening the rear of the SUV. He took out Dawn’s pack, then Madison’s, and then started unloading some supplies.

      “Can we get it all in one trip?” Bonnie asked.

      “I think so,” Duster said. “Grab your packs, guys, and then some food or a case of water.”

      Dawn looked at Bonnie who nodded. “Trust us, we’re going to Central Idaho and Roosevelt. You’ll see.”

      Madison glanced at Dawn, shrugged and picked up his pack and slung it over his shoulder. Then he took a case of bottled water.

      Dawn swung her pack up on her back, and grabbed two sacks of what looked like groceries.

      Bonnie picked up a large pack and swung it to her shoulder, then tucked under her arms two huge bags of smoked jerky and turkey from Smokey Davis Meats.

      Dawn had no doubt there was enough jerky in those two bags to sustain a couple of people for a month or more with enough water.

      What in the world was going on?

      Duster took a large pack as well and the remaining supplies, locked up the car, and then said, “Follow me.”

      “I have to tell you that you two are worrying me a little right about now,” Madison said.

      “Same here,” Dawn said, trying to force the butterflies down in her stomach.

      “You’ll see shortly,” Bonnie said.

      “In about a hundred yards, actually,” Duster said as he led them through the trees and out onto a trail cutting across an open and fairly steep hillside.

      Dawn almost froze. She wasn’t afraid of heights by any sense, but that trail across that hillside looked darned thin. And way down the slope was the ghost town of Silver City.

      She could see beyond the ruins of the town the large War Eagle Mountain and the Treasure Valley in the distance. On a really clear day she had no doubt she could see parts of Boise from here.

      “Now that’s a view,” Madison said.

      “It gets better,” Duster said as he led them to what looked like the top of an old mine tailing. An old cabin with no windows or doors sat on top of the tailings, clearly long abandoned and leaning slightly into the hill. Its wood stained by weather into a light tan with dark streaks.

      Dawn had seen her share of old mining shacks and this one was authentic and more than likely over a hundred years old. A good snowstorm with a little wind one winter would turn it into a pile of wood in the next decade or so.

      Dawn could see an old small-gauge mining car track coming from the side of the hill and through the old shack and toward the edge of the tailings. That clearly had been used to bring ore and rock from the mine.

      The mine itself had been boarded up and looked like the mouth of it had collapsed in on itself just beyond the boards a long, long time ago.

      There was nothing more to see. She had walked on dozens of old mine tailings that looked just like this one.

      “Okay, here’s where the secret part comes in,” Duster said, putting down his pack and turning to them. “You can never tell anyone about what you are about to see.”

      “Way up here I find it hard anyone would care,” Madison said.

      Duster laughed. “Oh, they would care, trust me.”

      “Not a word,” Dawn said, getting annoyed at all the secrecy from her friends.

      “Not a word,” Madison repeated.

      Duster nodded and looked at Bonnie, who also nodded.

      Dawn could tell that this was clearly something the two of them had thought through a great deal and was important to them.

      Very, very important.

      Dawn just wished like hell they’d hurry up and get on with it, whatever it was.
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      DAWN WATCHED as Duster pulled what looked to be an old skeleton key from his pocket. He did something to it and a rock just to the left of the old mine entrance slid to one side revealing a very large steel door.

      “That’s nifty,” Madison said.

      Dawn had to agree with that.

      A moment later, with a thump the huge metal door slid inward and to one side.

      Duster looked around, scanning the hillside.

      Dawn could tell that where the door was in the hillside, no one from below could see it, but if someone was up on the hillside above the old mine, they might.

      “Follow me,” Duster said, grabbing his stuff and ducking inside.

      Dawn followed him, then Madison, then Bonnie bringing up the rear.

      Behind them the huge and very heavy metal door slid closed, plunging them into darkness for a moment before the lights came up.

      “Smart,” Madison said. “At night no one would see the lights.”

      “Exactly,” Duster said.

      Dawn was stunned at what she saw ahead of her. They were clearly in the old gold mine, with what looked like old wooden timbers. It stretched into the hill with a string of electric lights showing the way.

      The lights and the soil and the old wood gave everything a faint gold tint that seemed appropriate for an old gold mine.

      Down the middle of the tunnel was the rail for the old ore cars.

      “Is this safe in here?” she asked as Madison stared at the timbers above them.

      Madison nodded. “Perfectly.”

      Duster nodded at the same time. “All of these have been reinforced.”

      “And the work well-hidden,” Madison said, staring up between two timbers. “This looks very old and dangerous at first glance, but it’s not.”

      “Thanks,” Duster said, starting down the track deeper into the mine. “I did the work.”

      Dawn wasn’t afraid of caves and mines, either. But this just felt creepy. And honestly, she was getting more and more worried by the second. She thought she knew Bonnie and Duster well, but now she wasn’t so sure. There was no telling what she and Madison were walking into.

      And with that huge metal door, there was clearly no way out at the moment.

      One thing for certain, without Madison here, she never would be doing this. But that put a lot of trust in a guy she had never met.

      “Can you open that big door from the inside?” Madison asked.

      “Button right beside it,” Bonnie said, pointing to a wall and a red button there. “It’s only locked from the outside. Not the inside.”

      “That’s good,” Madison said.

      Dawn nodded her thanks to Madison for asking that question.

      They started off deep into the hillside, following the rail tracks on the floor.

      Dawn was happy that Madison was thinking along the same lines she was. And the deeper into the mountain they went, the more worried she got. She was about to say something, her stomach twisting into a tiny knot, when ahead of her the tunnel turned to the right, but Duster didn’t.

      He just kept walking straight and went right through the wall without a word of warning back to them.

      Dawn damn near choked and just froze, staring at the wall where Duster had gone.

      “Hologram,” Bonnie said from behind her. “Pretty nifty security trick, huh?”

      Dawn eased forward like she was sneaking up on the edge of a cliff and put her hand out where Duster had vanished.

      She felt nothing but air where her eyes told her the damp rock wall should be.

      “Close your eyes and step forward,” Bonnie said, “and you’ll be all right.”

      Dawn took a deep breath and did as she was told and found herself in more of the mine tunnel on the other side.

      Duster was a few steps away, smiling.

      She looked back and could see Madison and Bonnie. Clearly Madison was having as much trouble with it as she did, easing up and feeling the air and looking worried.

      That made Dawn feel only slightly better.

      “Still gets me at times and I’m the one that put it there,” Duster said.

      She stepped forward as behind her Madison stepped through, his eyes also closed.

      “I’ve seen a lot of illusions,” he said, looking back at Bonnie, “but that’s one of the best.”

      “Just more levels of protection in case anyone got in here,” Duster said.

      He pointed to a hidden panel on the wall beside him. “If either of you are in here for any reason alone, flip this switch. It shuts off the hidden alarm that is sent to our homes and to our car.”

      Duster flipped it off, then turned and headed deeper into the mine.

      “Wow, really protected,” Madison said, glancing at her.

      All Dawn could do was nod.

      Not a damn bit of this was making any sense to her yet. She felt like she was still dreaming or had stumbled into a strange Twilight Zone episode or something.

      Bonnie followed as they went forward to where it looked like the mine had just flat dead-ended. Duster didn’t even hesitate and stepped through the wall.

      Another hologram.

      “Amazing,” Madison said from behind Dawn.

      This time Dawn was a little quicker, but still stepped forward into what looked like a solid rock wall with her eyes closed. He stomach was twisting so hard, she felt like she might be sick at any moment.

      Something about all this felt very wrong. She wanted to turn and run, but where could she go?

      On the other side of the second hologram was a large cavern full of all sorts of supplies and such scattered around the walls on tables and shelves. The cavern itself looked natural and from what she could tell, the mine had broken into it.

      It echoed slightly, had a flat dirt floor, and smelled of dry dirt. Lights had been strung in set places around the big cavern with low wattage bulbs making it feel comfortable. They must have turned on when someone came in.

      There were period dresses and all sorts of men’s period clothing and hats on hangers and a ton of supplies, mostly dried, stacked on shelves.

      For the life of her, Dawn couldn’t think of a reason for such a cavern to exist and be stocked like this.

      Duster dropped the supplies and bags he had been carrying on a long table and indicated that Dawn and Madison should do the same thing with their things.

      Dawn did, staring around at the clearly natural cavern. There were enough supplies in here to last for a very long time. That bothered her more than she wanted to admit. She wouldn’t let herself think that maybe Bonnie and Duster were going to keep them prisoner here.

      “This is really something,” Madison said, echoing part of what Dawn was thinking. “But why?”

      “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Duster said, his broad grin seeming to want to burst off his face.

      “From this point forward your life will never be the same,” Bonnie said.

      “Now that’s scary,” Dawn whispered to Madison as Bonnie and Duster turned toward what looked like another mine tunnel.

      “Yeah,” Madison said softly.

      Dawn glanced at Madison and he again shrugged. “We’ve come this far. Might as well see what all this craziness is about.”

      “Famous last words,” she said.

      He smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I sure hope not.”

      “Me too,” she said.

      She and Madison followed Duster and Bonnie into a mineshaft that left the cavern on the far side. Duster was working to open a huge metal door at the end of the tunnel. He pulled it back showing only a solid rock wall about ten feet beyond the door. He walked forward and then stepped through yet another hologram.

      Bonnie followed him, leaving her with Madison.

      She glanced back. They could cut and run now. Whatever was beyond that third hologram was very, very protected in some very creative and effective ways.

      What could be so important?

      So she stepped through just ahead of Madison and into a sight she could never have imagined in all her life.

      Ever.

      It was a huge cavern that seemed to tower over her and stretch off into the distance toward the center of the mountain. She could see no end to the cavern.

      Almost every inch of the walls and ceiling was covered in rose crystals of various sizes and shapes. Some were huge, upwards of four or five feet long, others tiny, almost too small to see. Most were growing in clusters and some clusters seemed to grow on each other, easing out into the room a little.

      The floor was flat dirt and twenty steps inside the door there was an old wooden table with a device in the middle of the table with wires running from it along the floor toward one wall.

      Dawn blinked, trying to clear her mind, but the cavern around her and the fantastic beauty of all the crystals didn’t go away.

      They seemed to be lit with their own power and the entire place sort of sparkled. She could see no lights or source of energy. The crystals themselves were glowing.

      The crystals were the energy.

      Bonnie and Duster stood to one side of the table, smiling like proud parents showing off their new child in a hospital.

      Madison was clearly as stunned as she felt.

      He stood beside her gazing around, his mouth open.

      She walked about thirty steps farther into the cavern, right down the center, past the long wooden table. There was no end in sight. The cavern just went on and on, slanting slightly downward.

      She forced herself to take a deep breath to calm her nerves.

      She then turned back to Bonnie and Duster.

      “What is this place?”

      “It’s all of history,” Duster said.

      “And all of time,” Bonnie added.

      Dawn had no idea what they had just said.

      And honestly she was scared to death to ask.

      But the fact that this place was very, very special was clear.

      And it was fantastically beautiful.

      Madison hadn’t said a word.

      She just went back to staring and attempting to grasp just a tiny bit of what she was seeing.

      And after a moment she decided that was impossible. No one could grasp this place.
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      MADISON JUST COULDN’T seem to wrap his mind around the crystal room.

      The crystals covering the walls seemed to glow with a life of their own, giving off a faint, soft light. Every inch of walls was covered and the cavern was huge. It stretched downward into the distance as far as he could see.

      He started to move toward one of the walls and Duster said, “Don’t touch any of the crystals.”

      “Why,” Madison asked, glancing first at the shocked look on Dawn’s face, then back at Duster and Bonnie.

      “Each crystal represents a timeline,” Duster said.

      “A what?” Dawn asked.

      “A timeline,” Duster said, but Bonnie put a hand on Duster’s arm. “We have to show them before they will really understand what this room actually is.”

      Duster nodded. He moved over the table and indicated that Madison and Dawn should join him.

      Madison stumbled in the direction of the table, not really looking away from the fantastic beauty of the cavern of rose-colored crystals.

      On the table was a metal box that looked like it was more of a kid’s idea of a control panel. It had two terminals on one side with nothing hooked to it and a face with a number of dials and read-outs that made no sense on first glance.

      The entire thing was about the size of an old-fashioned large computer tower without any monitor or keyboard.

      Duster took off an expensive Rolex watch and sat it on the wooden table beside the box. He put on thick leather gloves, then strung the two cords over to a smaller crystal on a nearby wall and carefully attached the ends to the crystal with small soft clamps that looked like they could expand and not fall off.

      “Okay,” he said, pointing to the front of the big box. “See the date?”

      Madison glanced at the date May 1st, 1878 that was on the side of the machine.

      “Why that date?” Dawn asked.

      “That’s a date just about one year after we built all this protection for this place and put in this machine,” Duster said.

      “And started stocking that other cavern with supplies,” Bonnie added.

      Madison was about to ask the first in about a billion questions, but Duster stopped him and smiled. “You’ll understand more after this quick little trip.”

      Madison glanced at Dawn. Her beautiful eyes looked as puzzled as he felt, and worried as well. He wished he could just reach over and hold her hand, but again, he didn’t. He was in the strangest place he could remember being in and still focused on her.

      Duster picked up the two wires that were attached to the crystal. “Everyone touch the box, please.”

      Madison wasn’t certain, but he leaned in beside Dawn, who sort of leaned against him slightly. That felt great. Having her experiencing this at the same time gave him more strength.

      Bonnie leaned in as well.

      Duster attached one wire to one terminal.

      “Black to black,” he said to them, pointing to the black wire and the black terminal as if expecting they would be doing this at some point in the future.

      Then with one hand on the box beside Bonnie’s, he attached the red wire to the red terminal.

      Nothing seemed to happen. Maybe a slight shimmer, but that was it.

      Duster and Bonnie stepped back, smiling.

      Madison and Dawn both took their hands off the box and looked around. As far as Madison was concerned, nothing in the big crystal room had changed in the slightest.

      The two wires were still attached to the box.

      “Welcome to 1878,” Bonnie said, smiling.

      “Yeah, right,” Dawn said, shaking her head.

      Madison looked back at the box and then noticed that the Rolex was gone.

      “Where’s your watch?”

      Duster smiled. “In the summer of 2014, where I left it, of course.”

      Madison again couldn’t grasp what Duster was talking about, but that watch had vanished and Duster had been nowhere near it.

      “Come on, we’ll show you,” Bonnie said.

      She turned and headed back for the outer cavern followed by her husband.

      Dawn looked at Madison. “Is this weird or am I just dreaming.”

      “If you’re dreaming,” he said, “I wish you’d come up with better things for us to do. I could think of a few thousand right off the top of my head.”

      “Yeah, me too,” she said, laughing slightly as they turned to follow Bonnie and Duster out of the fantastic cave of crystals.

      Madison noticed that even though they had left the door open to the outer chamber, Duster had to open it again. Then he went toward a rack of men’s clothes while Bonnie went toward some women’s clothes.

      Duster handed Madison a men’s jacket clearly from the mid-1870s.

      Bonnie handed Dawn a woman’s dress from the same period. “Just slip this over your clothes.”

      “We’re only going as far as the cabin in front of the mine,” Duster said. “but in case someone sees us from a distance, we want to generally look like we are just two couples out for a stroll.”

      Madison looked at Duster. “Are you seriously trying to tell us we really are in 1878?”

      He really liked Bonnie and Duster as friends, and he loved that amazing cavern full of crystals, but traveling in time wasn’t possible and the fact that Duster and Bonnie both thought it was worried him a great deal.

      “Just slip this on,” Duster said, “and we’ll show you. I won’t need to tell you.”

      He slipped on the jacket as Duster put on a long oilcloth duster and a cowboy hat. He gave Madison a cowboy hat as well.

      Bonnie and Dawn took a moment longer, slipping on the dresses over their clothing, but not bothering to even button them up in the back.

      They all then headed down the mine tunnel toward the surface.

      At the big iron door, Duster looked through a type of scope, then showed both Dawn and Madison how to do it as well.

      Through the scope Madison could see that there was no one outside the mine on the tailings or anywhere near the old cabin. Strangely, that old cabin now didn’t look so old and still had doors and windows.

      Duster showed them both the button that would open the door and then he pushed it.

      The big metal door slid inward and out of the way and they stepped outside.

      The air was biting cold and the sky overcast. The mountain was no longer covered in trees and near one edge of the mine tailing there was a small drift of snow that hadn’t melted yet.

      The air smelled of rain and wood smoke.

      Madison could not let himself believe any of that, but yet his eyes told him it was right in front of him.

      He had gone into that mine on a hot, summer morning. Now it was cold out here, the cabin looked far newer, and there was still snow on the ground. They had not been inside long enough for someone to do that much work out here as a practical joke.

      Madison took a dozen steps out onto the flat top of the mine tailings to a spot near the edge and just stopped.

      He could not believe what he was seeing. And his legs would not allow him to move another foot.

      Finally he just sat down on the dirt and rocks, staring at the most impossible site he could ever imagine.

      Behind him Dawn just gasped and said softly, “Not possible.”

      Across the slope where they had parked the Cadillac in a stand of pine trees, there was nothing but open hillside. The car, the trees, everything was gone.

      All over the hills were new mine tailings, clearly freshly dug. But what was spread out below Madison was what he couldn’t believe.

      His mind would not accept what his eyes were seeing.

      “Silver City just after its prime,” Duster said. “May 1st, 1878.”

      “How?” Dawn asked softly from beside Madison as she too sat down on the dirt mine tailings, staring at the valley below.

      Spread out below Madison was a bustling city with hundreds of buildings and smoke curling up from many chimneys. The sounds of people working and horses and activity echoed through the valley.

      Somehow, below him, Madison had no doubt he was looking at Silver City, Idaho, in its prime. Not a ghost town as it had been when they arrived.

      Bonnie laughed as she moved over beside Dawn and sat down on the dirt as well. “As I said, welcome to 1878.”
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      DAWN WALKED in what felt like a stunned stagger back into the mine and then through the holograms and back to the big room. Her mind would not let her grasp what she had just seen.

      None of it was possible. It had to be some sort of major illusion or some drug that Bonnie and Duster had given them.

      Madison looked as stunned as she felt. She caught a glimpse of his eyes and they looked almost haunted. She had no doubt her eyes looked the same way.

      She really just wanted to go over to Madison and lean into him for comfort.

      Bonnie helped her slip out of the dress she had put over her clothes, then she followed Duster and Bonnie back into the crystal room.

      “We’re still in 1878,” Duster said.

      Dawn would not have believed it before, and she wasn’t sure if she did yet, even after seeing what had been outside the mine.

      The endless crystal cavern was as stunning as the first time, maybe more so on this second time into the room. The scale and the beauty of it just took her breath away.

      What she saw outside wasn’t possible, but neither were this fantastic cavern and all the beauty of the crystals.

      On the wooden table in the middle of the room the machine still sat, wires running over to a wall and attaching to a small crystal there. She had to admit, the table looked slightly newer, but nothing else was different.

      “Everyone ready to go back to 2014?” Bonnie asked.

      “Might as well,” Duster said, smiling. “Now focus on where I put my watch on the table in 2014.”

      He then took off one connection.

      There was a slight shimmering and the big watch appeared on the table again.

      The moment before he did that, Dawn had been standing next to Madison just inside the room. Suddenly she found herself leaning against the machine next to Madison without any sense of being moved.

      Duster, Bonnie, Madison were also touching the machine in the same way they had been when Duster plugged in the machine.

      How did she get those ten feet across the room?

      Madison coughed.

      “We’re back in 2014,” Duster said.

      Dawn didn’t know what to think. She just stepped back trying to make herself take long, slow breaths.

      Duster carefully removed the other cable, then with gloves on, he moved over and took the ends of the wires off the crystal on the wall.

      “We were gone for exactly two minutes and fifteen seconds,” Bonnie said.

      “We have no idea why it is always one-hundred-and-thirty-five seconds,” Duster said, picking up his watch and slipping it back on. “It doesn’t matter how long we are in the past, we only age two minutes and fifteen seconds in our regular timeline.”

      “It took us about thirty minutes to get out there, look at everything, and get back,” Madison said. “But we only aged two minutes and fifteen seconds?”

      “Actually, in that timeline,” Duster said, pointing to the crystal on the wall where he had attached the crystal, “we all aged about thirty minutes. We just reset when we came back here, to this timeline. But we remember that timeline because we were touching the machine when we started.”

      “You built that?” Madison asked, pointing at the machine.

      “We did,” Duster said, nodding and indicating Bonnie as well. “We both have degrees in physics, math, and theoretical physics.”

      “We both have a number of doctorates in physics and math, actually,” Bonnie said, smiling at her husband. “That’s how we met, down at Stanford.”

      “Is there some place we can sit down and talk about this?” Dawn asked. Her knees were feeling weak and her mind was reeling just trying to get some sort of hold on what she thought she had seen. And what they were claiming had happened.

      And the massive beauty of the crystals around her wasn’t helping. She just kept wanting to stare at them.

      Bonnie said, “Sure, this way.”

      Thankfully, Bonnie took Dawn’s arm and together they left the crystal room, moving back into the large storage cavern. All Dawn focused on was putting one foot in front of the other.

      That seemed like a massive task at the moment.

      “Stunning, isn’t it?” Bonnie asked. “We worked our way into understanding it slowly, over a few years. We were worried that it would be too much for anyone to grasp at once.”

      “It might be,” Dawn said, her voice soft as she worked to keep herself moving forward. She normally prided herself on being firm and solid in reality, even though her friends and parents and few former boyfriends accused her of living far too much in the past.

      Now she had actually seen the past, or that’s what Bonnie was trying to get her to believe. And by actually seeing the past, Dawn had lost all footing and belief in the here and now.

      There were sounds of a couple switches flipping and an area off to the back of the big supply cavern lit up that she hadn’t noticed before. There was a seating area with three couches, a coffee table, and a large reading chair and lamp. Slightly closer to the cavern was a large dining table with six chairs around it and a stove and fridge in a kitchen area. It was all tucked into a side nook in the cavern.

      Bonnie moved her over to the table and Dawn sat with a sigh of relief. At least now she wouldn’t have to worry about her legs giving out under her.

      Madison dropped into a chair across from her.

      He looked as stunned and shaken as she felt. His handsome chiseled face not hiding any of the emotions he was feeling. He just stared at the table in front of him.

      They were both in a form of shock. Dawn had no doubt about that.

      Bonnie got them both a cold bottle of water, then asked if they would like some lunch. “I know it’s just a little after ten in the morning, but we ate breakfast early. I have cold meat sandwiches and chicken soup.”

      Dawn asked for both. Madison only wanted a sandwich. Duster opted for both.

      “So,” Duster said after taking a long drink from a bottle of cold water. “That’s our little secret. See why we couldn’t tell you ahead of time. You wouldn’t believe it.”

      “I honestly don’t believe it now,” Madison said.

      Dawn nodded. “I’m afraid I don’t either. Or another way of putting it, I don’t know what I believe at the moment.”

      “Figured that would be the case,” Bonnie said, laughing. She looked at Duster. “I know it’s been a long time, but remember how we felt when we discovered what those crystals could do and then took the first trip in time?”

      “I do,” Duster said, nodding. “Scared me to death.”

      “Me too,” Bonnie said, laughing.

      “So how about starting from the beginning?” Madison asked, shaking his head slowly from side-to-side.

      Dawn glanced up at the man she so wanted to spend time with. She just hadn’t expected this kind of adventure.

      “It’s time travel,” Duster said, smiling, a twinkle in his eye. “There is no beginning.”

      Madison actually smiled weakly at that, but Dawn wasn’t sure if she liked the sound of that concept at all. But she was going to let Madison lead this questioning. He seemed like he was slightly ahead of her in grasping what had just happened. She was just trying to not drop to the floor and curl into a ball.

      “So you own this mine? Right?” Madison asked.

      “In this timeline, my great-great-grandfather bought it in 1877,” Duster said. “He actually planned on opening it back up, but never got around to it. My great-grandfather took a hand at it in 1902, and found this cave. His son, my grandfather, during the Depression, took another shot at finding gold and opened up the crystal part of the cave.”

      “Luckily he was wearing gloves when he touched those crystals,” Bonnie said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have been born.”

      “What happens when you touch the crystals with your bare hands?” Dawn asked before Madison could, trying to clear her mind and find some answers, no matter what those answers might be.

      “We’re not sure,” Bonnie said. “We think it might vaporize a person from all the power. We’ve never tested it.”

      Duster nodded and went on. “My father showed me this place the year after Bonnie and I met and because of our background in physics and theoretical math, we started to realize what it might be. So together we spent the next two years working on that machine and testing it.”

      “What exactly is that machine?” Dawn asked, almost afraid of the answer.

      “Well, there’s no easy answer for that,” Bonnie said, sliding a sandwich in front of her and Madison. Dawn glanced at it, but honestly didn’t feel much like eating.

      Duster leaned forward looking at both of them with those intense dark eyes of his. “You understand the principle of the conservation of matter and energy? Right?”

      Dawn nodded. Basic high school stuff.

      Madison also nodded.

      “There are theories that time is connected to that rule as well,” Duster said. “Matter, time, and energy are all linked and must be conserved when moving from one state to another.”

      “So every crystal in that crystal cave is the physical representation of another timeline,” Bonnie said. “When you decided to come up here, an alternate timeline started where you decided to not come with us.”

      “And because of all the small and larger decisions made by others ahead of us,” Madison said, “in billions of timelines we decided to come here and in billions we didn’t.”
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