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To Kevin and Jeff—

and to all, young and old,

who long to find true treasure






“You just gotta look past the surface to find the important stuff.”

—TERESA COOKE, owner of Far Away Ranch








CHAPTER ONE Welcome to Far Away [image: ]


Becca Soloway was sure that this would be the perfect summer. The summer of figuring her life out while lounging on a hot beach. But now she needed a road map, or a key, or a clue, because instead of perfect she’d landed in a hot mess.

Starting in the middle of seventh grade, Becca had been confronted with a swirl of ups and downs—things like her parents’ constant arguing, catching the attention of the popular girls at school, and the recent wedge between her and her bestie, Ameerah Nawaz.

The first surprise hit during spring break when Becca was at the mall and her mom bought her a plaid skirt and an olive-green sweater. The salesclerk said, “Honey, you’re adorable. Try some of this,” and handed her a tester of pale lipstick. Becca’s braces had just come off and her unruly red hair was magically sleek. Becca looked in the mirror and saw an entirely different person.

By May, Becca was no longer the object of teasing but a subject of interest, even from Kasie Newbank and her group of the girls in Becca’s class. And from one boy in her homeroom, Tommy Stewart, who started asking for help with his math homework. Help that he didn’t seem to need, but Becca didn’t mind, since his winning smile gave her a little fluttery feeling in her stomach.

Now her perfect summer sat squarely in the rearview—back in Connecticut with her dad, Ameerah, Tommy, Kasie, and the sun-sea-and-sand that had been promised as a new member of the in crowd—when Becca slid from the car and took in her unfamiliar surroundings.

She stood between her Rollaboard and her mom at the entrance to a two-story log building nestled in a forest of towering pines. The building’s walls were gigantic, and a porch with oversized rocking chairs stretched across the entire front. A sign carved into the wood in flowery script hung over the entry: Far Away Ranch.

“Well, they got that right,” Becca murmured as their rideshare motored away down the dirt road and into the dusty distance behind them. The drive from the airport had taken almost an hour, and this place had to be at least thirty minutes away from the last town they’d passed.

Becca held up her phone and swung her arm in an arc. No cell bars, and the internet signal was weak.

At least it was pretty; a narrow river rushed by, a bunch of small cabins were tucked helter-skelter behind the main one, and the backdrop was a series of increasingly tall pine- and aspen-covered mountains topped by a singular craggy and forbidding peak.

But this place didn’t feel like the resort her mom described during the flight out and it sure didn’t match the pictures on the website. The pictures showed big, soft beds in luxurious rooms and a series of modern glass and wood buildings, each room with its own porch and hot tub, fine dining in three restaurants, horseback rides on manicured trails, yoga classes, art classes…

“You suppose the pool is out back?” Becca asked. “Or maybe down by those barns?”

Becca’s mom stared at the paper in her hand, her printed reservation. “This is the place,” she said uncertainly, “but it doesn’t look like what Susan described.”

The front door opened and a dark-eyed woman with deeply tanned skin and flyaway salt-and-coal-dark hair stepped out. “Welcome! Are you Marilyn and Becca? You’ve come to Far Away to get away!” She laughed and winked. “That’s what we like to say here.”

Becca twisted her lips, trying not to roll her eyes.

“Come on in, and we’ll get you settled. I’m Teresa Cooke but everyone calls me Terry. I own the place.” She stepped aside, holding the door open.

Becca followed her mom as they dragged their bags into the building.

The sprawling room smelled of dust and pine and was filled with furniture in random groupings, tons of pictures on the walls, high ceilings, a fireplace, and more logs than Becca could count. Log walls and log posts and log trusses. Log-framed doorways and log-framed windows.

“This is the lodge,” Terry said. She waved her hand to her left. “Library is on that side. And there are three guest rooms down that hallway past the mudroom.” She swung around to her right. “The dining room is through those doors. Now, I’ve got you gals in one of the cabins out back, number seven. There’s information in the room about mealtimes and activities and such. If you sign in here, I’ll get your keys and walk you on over.”

Becca’s mom took the clipboard, then glanced at Becca. “I wonder if the spa is open,” she said.

Terry wrinkled her forehead. “Spa?”

“For a massage? Do you know if they have any availability left today?” Mom asked.

Terry gave her a blank look.

“Maybe we’ll just use the hot tub, then.” Becca’s mom glanced over at Becca. Terry remained expressionless. “Or the pool?” she asked, her voice straining just slightly.

Terry tilted her head. “None of that here. We’ve got one room with a tub instead of a shower, but it’s taken.”

Becca’s mom asked, a little quieter, “What about the gourmet food and cooking classes?”

Terry’s face cleared. “Oh, wait. You’re thinking of Get Away Ranch, over in Missoula. That’s happened once or twice, folks confusing our names. I have to say, it’s kind of funny. We like to call that fancy outfit the Place for Guests Who Try to Get Away from Far Away.” She smiled and leaned in. “I don’t think too many folks who plan to go to Get Away Ranch mean to come here. They charge a pretty penny over there.”

Becca swallowed the lump that was forming in her throat. “Mom, are we in the wrong place?” she whispered.

“There’s no spa here?” Mom asked Terry again, her voice rising ever so slightly.

“Nope,” said Terry.

“No cooking classes?”

Terry shook her head.

Mom cleared her throat. “I must have…”

“And we’re here for how long?” Becca asked, though she already knew the answer. Her stomach was twisting into knots as she twisted the new friendship bracelet Kasie had given her. She glanced at her phone again. Still one measly bar.

“I’ve got you booked for a month,” Terry said, “paid in advance.”

Becca’s mom made a little noise.

Terry patted her shoulder. “Now, don’t you worry. There’s always a reason folks land here at Far Away Ranch. Trust the plan.” She plucked a ring of keys from a board next to the door. “Come on, let me show you to your cozy little home away from home.”

Trust what plan? The knots in Becca’s stomach tightened. She’d had a plan.

Her summer plan involved fun in the sun, a chance to get to know Tommy and Kasie and the other popular girls, and to find out where she fit at school and at home, now that things were different. But her mom had said she had to get away and to please come with her to a resort spa, a special, girls-only vacation. Becca didn’t really have a choice and it wasn’t entirely her mom’s fault, since her dad said he needed some time alone because there were “decisions to be made.”

So here Becca was. The exact opposite of the plan.

The room was cozy, all right. Cozy and ancient. Two iron beds covered with quilts. One dresser, one chair, a small closet, a smaller bathroom. And no internet at all.

Terry caught Becca as she held up her phone. “Yeah,” Terry said, “there’s internet connection only in the lodge but it’s spotty. Okey dokey, dinner’s at six p.m. Don’t be late!” Terry paused. “Be sure to read about the safety precautions,” she said, pointing to a laminated sheet on the dresser.

Safety precautions? This so-called vacation was growing worse by the minute.

“This is Montana,” Terry added. “Bears and mountain lions and wolves and moose and such. Things that are dangerous if you’re foolish. All righty!” She bustled off, the screen door slamming in her wake.

Becca sank down on one of the beds; her mom sat on the other. Mom stared down at the reservation confirmation. “I’m so sorry, Becca. I’ve just been… so confused about everything lately.”

Confused about everything. The knots in Becca’s stomach were beginning to squirm. Her mom was trying to make the best of a big mistake, and a stab of sympathy pierced Becca’s heart.

But still. Anger spread inside her, icing over the sympathy. Why couldn’t they go back to the mall, where thanks to her mom Becca had started turning into someone new? Instead, Mom had dragged Becca far away from everywhere and not even to a fancy resort spa.

“Can we go home?” Becca whispered. She was afraid she might be sick.

Mom shook her head. “We can’t afford it. The flight, this stay that’s already paid for, were a lot and right now I just can’t face your dad….” Her voice broke as if she might cry.

Becca fisted her hands. Most of their arguments had been about money. Mom had to keep working even though she hated her job. Dad was on edge and acted as if he were in a different world. And Becca was part of the problem, because she wanted this outfit and that device, and she needed this book and that calculator, and she was still years away from college, but they needed to save because college was so expensive…. Nothing felt fair, or right, and Becca wanted to push back against the unraveling situation with a red-hot poker.

But if Becca pushed too hard, pushed to go home this minute, would she push her parents into a divorce?

Becca moved to her mom’s side and tucked the white bra strap back underneath the shoulder of her mom’s sundress. “It’s only a month, right?” She looked around the little room, the log walls (yeah, more logs), the paint-by-number mountain picture over the beds, the clean but unfancy quilts; she looked at her lifeless phone. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “It’ll be great,” she lied, putting on her bravest face.

Mom’s eyes were filled with tears, but she lifted her lips in a half smile.

Becca took a deep breath. Moments of sinking her toes in hot sand, of sitting close to Tommy on a pool lounge chair, of eating creamy, cold ice cream with Kasie and her friends, of finally feeling content, like she could emerge from her insecure childhood chrysalis—they all seemed so far away.






CHAPTER TWO Something Magical [image: ]


Becca unpacked fast and left her mom to finish her own unpacking. She didn’t want to spend any more time than she had to in that tiny cabin. She hoped there might be something to do in the lodge—mainly use the internet.

The lodge door creaked as she opened it.

Terry was working at a desk in the far right corner. “Hey, kiddo.”

“Is there a password? For the internet?”

“Faraway. All one word, lower case,” Terry answered. “But it’s spotty.”

Right. Well, spotty is better than nothing.

A few people were in the great room now: a couple reading on the sofa near the fireplace, and someone else bent over a table putting together a jigsaw puzzle. Becca could hear another someone setting things up in the dining room, the clatter of plates and silver. She moved to the left, to the other side of the room, and in the corner found an old leather chair so big and deep she could sink into it and practically disappear, which at the moment felt handy.

Her phone had a couple of bars, so first Becca texted Ameerah. Got here. Wrong place, not a spa. Weird ranch with spotty internet. Mom goofed. Becca paused, and then added, Maybe it’s some kind of curse, IDK. Miss you so much. She added a wry-face emoji and hit send, not certain the message would even get to Meera. After waiting a couple of minutes with no response, she tried Kasie.

After six rings, Kasie answered her FaceTime. “Oh, my gosh! How’s the resort?”

When Becca had told Kasie that her mom was taking her to a spa, Kasie’d acted surprised.

“A resort spa?” Kasie had said, pouting. “My mom’s never taken me to a resort, or a spa. That sounds delicious.”

Becca noticed that Kasie loved the word “delicious.”

Now Becca could hear the sea gulls and the waves, and laughter, too. “It’s good,” she lied. “Really pretty.” Which was, at least, partly true.

Kasie started to speak, and the screen froze. Then she was back. “…he’s so cute, just delicious, and we’re all invited! He’s the one who has a thing for you! Wish you could get home right now!” The screen froze again, and then… back to her home screen.

On the screen was a picture from sixth grade of Becca cheek to cheek with Ameerah, their braces shining. A wave of guilt washed over Becca.

But before she shut off her phone, an unexpected text popped up. It was from Tommy.

Having a party. Hoping you can make it next week, if you can get away. 6pm, my house, poolside.

Gosh, he had a nice avatar. Matching his nice smile.

She double-tapped the prayer-hands emoji, but it didn’t go through.

The phone buzzed again—a message from her dad. Hope you and your mom have a great time. Miss you, honeybun. She double-tapped a heart. “Miss you too, Dad,” Becca whispered, a sour feeling filling her stomach.

Becca twisted the friendship bracelet on her wrist. The bracelet was shiny silver and purple. They weren’t her school colors and when Becca asked Kasie why she chose them, she said, “Purple and silver, because, you know! We’re all Royals!” Becca thought Kasie always sounded like a pile of exclamation points.

Becca sighed. She was definitely nowhere near royal right now, two thousand miles away in Montana at a very-much-not resort spa. Would Kasie still want to be friends when Becca got back? They didn’t yet know each other all that well. And now Becca would miss Tommy’s party. What else was Becca missing?

Well, Ameerah, yes. But Ameerah might not be missing Becca.

Becca and Ameerah had been BFFs since kindergarten. They were the Mathletes, the Super Readers, the chess champs; but they also pushed each other to climb walls and run miles because that’s what astronauts, their dream future profession, did. They wrote back and forth to each other in invisible ink and could finish each other’s thoughts. They didn’t need to be part of the in crowd. Becca knew who she was when she was around Ameerah and had never given changing herself a second thought.

But in the waning weeks before summer break, Kasie, out of the blue, had marched up to Becca in the lunchroom and said, “So, there’s this job at the Sandwich Shack at the beach club, and you don’t need to be a member to apply.” Kasie paused. “You’re good with numbers and stuff and that’s all you need to be a cashier.”

Becca could only look at Kasie, totally confused. The other girls watched from their lunch table.

“It would make for a super fun, totally delicious summer hanging out together.” Kasie went on, “You know that Tommy likes you, right? Well, guess what! He goes to the beach club! So you’ve got to apply!”

Becca didn’t know Kasie or her group of friends, who had completely ignored Becca until now. But she felt a sudden tingle of acceptance. And the mention of Tommy gave her another round of fluttery feelings. So she said, “Great! I’ll do it!”

And she thought, This is it. Now I’ll know. She’d find out where she really belonged. Because maybe she belonged with Kasie’s crowd. At the best lunch table. Invited to the mall or the movies or the local coffee shop on Friday afternoons.

Except.

Ameerah didn’t understand. “Why would you want to do that?” she said when Becca told her.

“Because I can make a little money, and it also gets me into the beach club. Plus, they’re okay,” Becca said, feeling guilty because she knew one hundred percent that she was abandoning Ameerah if she worked there. “They’re nice.”

“They’re not nice,” Ameerah had said, and cocked her head, looking at Becca, who was wearing a short skirt and crop top, which was totally impossible for any kind of wannabe astronaut. “Becca, what are you doing? It’s like you’re in disguise. Pretending to be somebody you’re not.” Ameerah’s eyes grew sad. “I’m not sure I know you anymore.”

Lately, Becca hadn’t been sure that she knew herself either.

She twisted the bracelet and sighed again, then propped herself up in her chair and gazed around the lodge great room.

On the side of the room where Terry sat at her desk, a set of stairs ran up the wall, with a small landing that was blocked off with a rope and a sign: PRIVATE. Terry’s living space, Becca assumed. Pictures covered the log walls: old photos, along with some Western art—cowboys and horses and wildlife. The photos were of groups of people gathered on the front porch of the lodge, dressed in clothes from the last century. A pair of entwined hearts was carved into the wood lintel over the dining room door. An old piano with music propped on the stand stood in the corner next to her and she wondered if anyone played. A bison head hung high on the wall at one end of the great room, an elk head at the other, their vacant eyes locked on each other, their coats ratty, like they could use a brushup. The corner behind her was devoted to board games and puzzles, now with one half-finished, abandoned puzzle. Bookshelves and cabinets lined the wall next to Terry’s desk. A grandfather clock, not working. Maps, including geologic maps.

She felt like she was in a museum, or her grandparents’ overstuffed house on the Cape.

What is this place?

Becca sat back, tears pricking her eyes, and swallowed. Around and around, she twisted the bracelet. Purple and silver, threaded together, where her heart was loose threads threatening to fray. Maybe if it had been a resort spa, she could have handled losing her summer of discovery. As it was, Becca felt like she was becoming an avatar of an avatar. Someone with no solid center. Someone, like Ameerah said, in disguise.

She stood up, needing air.

As she reached the door, Terry glanced up from her work. “Did you read the safety precautions?”

“Yes,” Becca lied. She didn’t usually lie, and here she’d done it three times in thirty minutes. She changed the subject. “How old is Far Away?”

Terry smiled. “Built by my great-grandfather. In the 1910s. Finished in 1912.” Her smile faded and she sighed. “I’m the last of the line.”

“That’s pretty old,” Becca said, and thought, The place looks it. The ranch was crusty with age.

Maybe it was high time for the last of the line.

Terry tilted her head as if looking right inside Becca, reading her thoughts. In a softer voice she said, “Well, honey, this place may be old, but it’s hiding something magical inside its walls. You just gotta look past the surface to find the important stuff. Why, the ranch goes way back, with unexpected things seeming to happen. My guests say that it changes them. Take a peek at that guest book over there, you’ll see.” She paused. “You’ve just gotta trust the plan.”

There was that red-hot poker again, turning now into a fire-breathing dragon. I did have a plan.

She was suddenly very lonely. “Are there any other kids around?”

“Oh, sure! Lots of families come here. You’ll see.” Terry went on, “Now, you gals check out the activities, too. There’s fishing and hiking and horse riding—you can take a trail ride every day if you like—that’s where most folks are today. And we’ve got a horseshoe pit and a badminton net and a nice firepit on chilly nights. Some folks play that old piano over there, and some even put on little theatrical performances. When it’s warm, there’s a real nice swimming hole in the river, and a natural and not too hot spring down there you can soak in. Pretty near a spa, I’d say. Food’s not gourmet, but it’s decent.”

Terry shifted in her chair. “Oh, and don’t be frightened if you have any ghostly experiences, it’s all part of the deal.”

“Um…” Becca startled. Ghostly experiences?

“Old places are like that,” Terry said, matter-of-fact. “A lot of history here.” She leaned toward Becca, a spark in her eyes. “Even some real hidden treasures, yes, ma’am. Okey dokey? See you at dinner.” Terry turned back to her paperwork.

Becca managed a smile and a little wave. She needed a walk. She felt like she could walk all the way back to Connecticut.

She wandered past the twenty or so cabins and through the pines, toward the woods that climbed the mountains that rose behind the lodge. She’d just made it to the far side of the property, heading for a marked trail that led into the woods, when she heard a voice from behind.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”






CHAPTER THREE The Wrangler’s Boy [image: ]


Becca whirled around.

A boy about her age, carrying an armload of kindling, thin with jet-black hair and skin the color of old parchment, stared at her with a smirk on his face.

“What?” she asked. “Do what?”

“I’m betting you didn’t read the safety precautions,” he said.

She lifted her chin, then decided to tell the truth this time. “Not yet.”

“And you’re heading into the woods?” He shook his head, rolling his eyes. “Bad idea. You need bear spray.” He paused and glanced at her feet. “And boots.”

Becca looked down at her high-tops, then back up at him. “These are just fine,” she said, her hands on her hips. She’d packed for a resort spa, so, high-tops only. And, bear spray?

“Yeah, but you’ll ruin those sneakers in about fifteen minutes. Plus, you’ll twist your ankle, which will make you a sitting duck and then someone”—and he said “someone” with emphasis—“will have to come rescue you. Or pick up the pieces the bear left behind.”

Becca stared. He stared back. Then he sighed.

“We have bear spray and boots in the lodge,” he said, “for people who come here unprepared.”

Becca pursed her lips. She didn’t like being classified as unprepared. Plus, what the heck was bear spray? Like, smells like bear? “Who’s we?” she said. “You own this place?”

“We is my dad and me and everyone else who works here.”

“Huh.”

Neither of them moved.

“Well?” he said. He nodded toward the lodge. “Are you coming?” He turned, and after a moment’s hesitation, Becca followed.

Several doors off the lodge’s back porch led inside, and the boy aimed for a door that, Becca guessed, entered into the kitchen behind the dining room. She was right: a woman was there, prepping dinner, looking harried.

“Hey, Mrs. D.,” the boy said. “Got the wood.”

“Oh, Jon, honey, I need you to move a couple of tables in the dining room after you set up the fire. We’ve got a full house tonight.”

“Sure thing.”

Jon led the way out through the dining room. The great room was empty now and Jon went to the fireplace, shifting the kindling as he started stacking. “Let me get this set up and then I’ll show you the stuff.”

Becca moved around the room, this time inspecting ethings more closely. She felt as if she could explore this room countless times and would always find something new, the old photographs telling a story about all these people from times past. One picture in particular caught her eye, and she moved closer to it.

The nameplate under a man’s portrait read: Jackson P. Cooke, Piney Woods, Montana.

He was seated in front of a formal background of drapes and arranged flowers. He had piercing eyes, which she imagined (since the photo was black-and-white) were blue, and light brown hair.

Next to his portrait was a framed map, about two feet by three feet and yellowing with age. Rivers and county lines crisscrossed the drawing, the names still clear and legible. There—she found Far Away Ranch, so the map must be newer than 1912. On the far side of the ridge of mountains that rose up behind the ranch was a collection of buildings, a small town it looked like, labeled Piney Woods. The word “Abandoned” was written across it. And the highest peak on the map, in the far left corner, was Mystic Mountain, which Becca figured was the snowcapped peak that loomed in the distance like a hulking giant.

Becca looked back at Jackson P. Cooke and thought he must be related to Terry, having the same last name. Maybe a great-granddad, maybe even the guy who built the place. Sweet, Becca thought.

She moved to a large flat display cabinet with a glass top and bent to look inside. “Oh!” she exclaimed in delight.

Jon came over. “What?” he asked.

“These rocks and minerals and those arrowheads!” Becca slid along the cabinet, inspecting closely, pointing through the glass. “That’s feldspar, and that’s quartzite, and that sheet of mica is something else. It’s so big! And there’s jasper, and I bet that arrowhead is obsidian.”

They were silent for a moment, leaning over the cabinet, and then Jon said, softer, “You know about this stuff?”

Becca looked up at him. He was eyeing her curiously. “I love geology. I’ve had a rock and mineral collection forever.”

He pursed his lips. “Geology. Huh.” He was silent and then said, “Well, okay, let me show you the gear.”

It turned out the ranch had a collection of boots tucked under a bench in the mudroom, with a basket of heavy socks rolled into pairs. A few straw hats were lined up along a shelf, and a bunch of jackets hung from hooks. Skis nestled together in a ski rack, walking sticks clustered in an umbrella stand, and belts with canisters hung on the wall. Canisters that Becca assumed, because the canisters sported awful, scary images of snarling bears, contained bear spray. It looked like an outdoor sporting goods store.

“Some people leave stuff here cause they don’t want to pack it up and take it home.” He shook his head. “More money than sense, I guess. Anyway, you might find some that fit. Grab some socks, too.”

Becca did find both. She cringed. The boots were big and clunky and made her feet look ginormous; she was really glad Kasie and the other girls would never see her wearing them.

“And here’s the bear spray,” Jon said, handing her a belt from which hung a bear-drooling-image canister.

She took the belt with a grimace, letting it dangle from her hand. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

His mouth twisted in irritation. “After dinner I’ll take you down to the barn and show you how to use it. Okay?”

Becca squinted at him but nodded.

“Dinner’s in an hour. Maybe hold off on heading into the woods until you can use the spray.” He said “maybe” but it sounded more like Don’t do something dumb.

“Right.” She wasn’t sure what to make of him. He seemed to think she was foolish and that thought rankled her. Typical boy, thinking girls are empty-headed. Okay, yes, she had been about to march off into the woods unprepared, so he had a point. But still. He didn’t need to be rude about it. “Are you related to Terry or something?”

He pursed his lips. “Terry’s got no kids. My pa was hired a month ago as a wrangler. He needed a job pretty badly, so we moved down here from way up north. I’ve been working part-time since school got out.” He paused. “We need the money, so, no, we don’t own any place right now.” He said the last with a bit of an edge.

Becca gripped her bracelet. Her cheeks burned. She’d acted like a total brat. She cleared her throat, hoping they could start over. “You like it here?” she asked in a softer voice.

“Yeah.” His lips lifted in a little smile, which was a relief. “Terry’s nice. Lots of fun things to do, when I get time off.” He paused, and then added, “Though this place has a weird vibe.”

Terry’s voice filtered into Becca’s mind. It’s hiding something magical inside its walls.

“Don’t wander around alone in the woods, okay?” Jon added.

Becca was trying very hard not to reply with something snarky when a commotion rose from the great room. A man’s voice boomed through the lodge.

Becca and Jon moved to the door.

“OMG,” Becca whispered, as she and Jon stood in the doorway staring at the guy who had just walked in the lodge front door. “That’s Tad Lochster.”

“Who?” said Jon.

“The YouTube star. I don’t watch him, but he’s famous at my school. He does all these risky things, like diving over waterfalls and climbing giant sequoias, and he films himself nearly dying, but he always makes it out okay.”

Tad Lochster was over six feet tall, with broad shoulders, blond hair, maybe a little older than her parents, so in his late forties, with black-as-pitch sunglasses pushed up to his forehead. He was dressed as if he were on safari. And was appropriately wearing megabig hiking boots, too.

Jon mumbled, “Huh. Well, I hope he’s got bear spray.”

Becca glanced at Jon. He was grinning at her, and suddenly she realized that maybe he was just trying to be helpful. They didn’t need to become friends or anything, but since he worked here and she was a guest, they were sure to see each other around. She smiled back.

“Bear spray lesson after dinner,” Jon said.

She nodded and watched as Jon walked away down the hall.

Tad Lochster’s voice echoed through the room as he spoke to Terry. “This place is perfect! A relic of the past!” He waved his arm, gesturing to the high ceiling as if conjuring ghosts. “I’ll be up and out early every morning. Gotta catch the sunrise while I work! And I’m dying to see that old place, Piney Woods, famous ghost town of the West, deep in the pines of Mystic Mountain! I’m a magnet for spooky stuff. Piney Woods isn’t too far away, right? Haha! Far Away!”

He turned and spied Becca staring at him. “Hey, kiddo! Need a selfie? An autograph?”

“Um, sure, I guess.” She pulled out her phone. A picture with Tad Lochster would definitely impress Kasie. Even though Becca was at a (not) resort spa, and apparently not far from an abandoned ghost town, she wouldn’t have to lie about meeting a famous person. And she’d have a selfie to prove it.

Which luckily, she could crop so that no one would see what she had on below her knees.






CHAPTER FOUR Piney Woods, Before It All Began [image: ]


As Jon was well aware, there were no pines within a mile of Piney Woods, but he wasn’t about to share what he knew with a couple of guests.

He slipped away from that loudmouth YouTube star and the girl—he didn’t catch her name, though he had to admit that he kind of liked her red hair and green eyes—and made his way down the hill toward the barns. The girl was a bit stuck up, though, and where did she think she was, wearing a skirt? And high-tops? Really?

But maybe he should give her a chance. He hadn’t made a single friend since arriving at Far Away, not that a guest was likely to become a friend. Truth be told, he didn’t have many friends even before they moved here.

Jon knew about Piney Woods because his gram, who was actually his great-grandmother, had told him about it. Gram had been an excellent storyteller.

He missed her, a lot.

Jon had carefully written down the story of this famous ghost town in his writing notebook. And since then, he’d read it whenever he was feeling low because it reminded him of her. He hadn’t looked at it much before the move here because he had other things on his mind. But now that he and his dad were at Far Away Ranch, which was about a day’s trail ride from Piney Woods, he was more than ready to read it again.

Surprising twist of fate, his gram would have called it, being so close now to the setting of her tales told to her by her mother.

Jon called it something else. An escape with a salary attached. And a place Jon could figure out why things had to be so hard and sad, and what he could do to make them better. There were answers waiting for him inside both Gram’s story and here at Far Away, he was certain.

And more than answers: there was the possibility of something he might find, if he knew where to look, that would really fix things for him and his dad. Something a kid could only dream about.

Jon reached the barn and checked to be sure there was water ready for when the trail riders returned—water for the horses, not for the riders. He was more of an animal person than a people person. Like his dad.

He felt like he’d already said more than he wanted to the girl (she was a ranch guest, after all, and he was a summer hire and the son of a wrangler), but then again, she did know something about geology, and maybe that would come in handy, if he could find a way to ask the right questions.

Because he had to find that something. That long-lost outlaw’s treasure.

He sat on a hay bale and leaned against the barn wall, then pulled out the small fat notebook and stubby pencil he always carried in his shirt pocket. He turned to the opening pages: the description of Piney Woods.

In the mid-1800s Piney Woods’s founders chose the name because they thought it was appealing, and they were trying to entice the railroad company to make the town a stop along its train route. Unfortunately, the rail line ended up miles away, which was why the town wasn’t around anymore.

Jon had seen the photos. It had been a typical small Western town, a creek nearby lined with cottonwoods and willows, and tall prairie grass stretching away into the distance, foothills rising to peaks to the north where the pines did grow. The remaining buildings stood empty, including a church, a saloon, a bank, and twenty or so small houses, a single dirt road running through the middle.

“Gram,” Jon had asked her, back when she still knew where she was and which end was up, “tell me that story again. About the boy in Piney Woods, cause I want to write it down. You know, the story where he saw the outlaw.”

“Oh, Piney Woods!” Gram had said, her eyes crinkling at the corners, her voice a singsong.

Jon read the story that he’d written down as she’d told it.

On one hot summer day in the late 1900s—1898, to be exact—a fourteen-year-old boy (Jon’s almost-age today) lay on his stomach in the tall grass, watching.

The boy had seen it coming and wanted to be a witness. Because when the guy rode into town on a frisky pinto with a couple of pearl-handled six-shooters on his hips, the boy knew who he was.

The outlaw everyone called Red.

Red started in the saloon and the boy found his spot in the tall grass, just off the side of the church, with a good view of the bank. And sure enough, after half an hour, Red left the saloon, took a pair of saddlebags off the pinto, and made for the bank, pulling his shiny red bandanna over his mouth and nose as he went.

The boy figured Red had cased the town, had seen that nobody was about in the afternoon sun, had seen the sheriff in the saloon, knew the sheriff was already three sheets to the wind (whatever that meant, the boy thought—it was something his pa said about the sheriff and the boy understood only that it meant the sheriff was not a good sheriff), and Red knew the bank would be easy to take.
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